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The point of new historical investigation is to disrupt the notion of fixity, to discover the nature of the debate or repression that leads to the appearance of timeless permanence in binary gender representation.1



In the 1986 article quoted above, Joan W. Scott advocated the use of gender as a category for (re)analyzing the way a variety of academic disciplines, from history and literature to politics and the social sciences, could be approached and scholars’ findings nuanced. Some twenty-five years later, Scott’s article is ‘one of the most cited historical works of its time’.2 Although the concept of a ‘category of analysis’ may, and has, been brought into question,3 Scott’s insistence on the importance of disrupting ‘the notion of fixity’ and normalized binary oppositions has become a central concern for scholars of sexuality and gender. This approach has been nuanced further in the light of Judith Butler’s exploration of the performative nature and materiality of gender, as well as of the role of language and biological sex in gender construction.4 Furthermore, the work of feminist scholars such as Patricia Hill Collins has drawn attention to the importance of examining the ways in which race and class intersect with gender.5 The findings of scholars discussing such issues have resulted in a wider and more theoretical approach to gender that draws on cultural and linguistic studies as well as anthropology, as a way of examining the multiplicities of sexualities and genders. Engaging with such innovations, scholars are now applying similar critical historiographical and analytic techniques to the study of the Middle Ages and the early modern period, as collections such as Gender and Difference in the Middle Ages, Constructing Medieval Sexuality, Presenting Gender: Changing Sex in Early Modern Culture and Gender and Christianity in Medieval Europe demonstrate.6

In the present volume, scholars of history, art history, religion and literature continue this engagement with theoretical gender studies, exploring the ‘nature of the debate’ as highlighted by Scott. They analyze sources from England to Italy via the Low Countries, and from the Anglo-Saxon period to the early sixteenth century. Their essays question and explore the fixity and cultural dependence of medieval and early modern genders and sexualities through the specific themes of construction, transformation and subversion. Although some of the texts, genres and images discussed may be familiar (saints’ lives, tomb sculpture, the querelle des femmes, humanist letters, female rulers and images of women), the authors offer new and alternative readings of their material by emphasizing the ways in which genders and sexualities were and are constructed by various discourses (visual, linguistic, religious) and how those discourses – and thus the genders they claim to describe – could be transformed or subverted. In particular, the contributors examine not only how sex and gender constructions served a prevailing social order and patriarchal hierarchy, but also how men and women were themselves able to question, manipulate or break down such hierarchies, normalized responses and binary oppositions through their commissions, writings, interpretations or self-presentations.


From Women’s Studies to Gender Studies and Beyond

The discipline of ‘gender studies’ is often described as a trajectory, which developed from both the American Civil Rights movement and from the ‘women’s studies’ movement that emerged from Second Wave Feminism of the 1970s and 1980s. Initially, the terms ‘women’ and ‘gender’ were so closely linked that they seemed synonymous.7 The aim here is not to retrace the history of these terms through a literary review but rather to highlight some of the ways in which ‘women’s’ and then ‘gender studies’ have developed as a discipline, particularly in relation to those areas of scholarship that are intrinsic to the contributions to this volume, such as masculinity studies, religious studies, literature and art history.8

The concept of ‘gender’ has been subject to many interpretations. As early as the fourth century, the grammarian Servius pointed out that, ‘[g]enders are named this way because of that which they generate’.9 While he stated that there were only two biological genders, he conceded that the category of grammatical gender was constructed on the basis of either assigned or authoritative social usage.10 As gender theories have become considerably more complex since Servius’ time, most scholars would disagree with his idea of two ‘natural’ genders, but would apply his idea of assigned or authoritative constructs to gender roles as well as to grammatical gender.11 In the 1970s, studies such as Ann Oakley’s Sex, Gender and Society alerted scholars to the role of social factors in constructing differences between masculine and feminine.12 In subsequent scholarship, both the concept of gender and theories about its construction have been, and continue to be, problematized. The ever-evolving debate on the nature of gender means that there is no scholarly consensus on the extent to which society or even biological sex affects and informs gender roles. Instead, it is now widely agreed that gender is not a fixed norm, and many critics argue that it is not bound by binary oppositions.13 Rather, gender is understood to be a socially constructed, performative and changing heuristic or hermeneutic category, which determines and allows us to find latent meaning in behaviours, texts, images and social structures.14

If we accept the view that gender is performative, then the terms ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ have neither ontological nor hegemonic significance. Consequently, readings informed by gender require a complex process of decoding that includes an historically specific approach to the ways in which genders and sexualities were both understood and constructed in the past.15 Medieval texts such as chronicles and hagiography contain numerous examples of men and women who question the societal ideal by taking on roles normally reserved for the opposite sex. Notably, stories of woman who disguised themselves as men in order to enter the ‘more perfect’ form of religious life were common.16 Some of these tales were undoubtedly written to chastize clerics for their decadence, while others, such as the tale of the ill-fated ‘Pope Joan’ who gave birth in a public procession, emphasized the necessity of maintaining traditional gender roles.17 It is important to recognize, however, that neither the masculine gender role nor its associated characteristics are exclusive to men. In some cases, even those born male were not always portrayed as ‘masculine’. This is evident in studies such as Sean Tougher’s analysis of Byzantine eunuchs, which explores the phenomenon of fluctuating or multiple gender identities and the ways in which they were intertwined with social position.18

Societal changes not only affect the ways in which gender roles are idealized and perceived, but also the social roles available to men or women. For the Middle Ages, studies such as Monica Green’s exploration of the provision of women’s medicine and healthcare or Martha Howell’s examination of how gender roles adapted to economic developments, explore how changing public needs have dictated gendered norms.19 In the same way, Mathew Kuefler’s discussion about an emerging ideal of Christian masculinity acknowledges that gender constructions do not occur independently of each other, or of social, economic or religious contexts.20 Consequently, such studies demonstrate the need for a deeper understanding of gender pluralities, facilitating a move from ‘femininity’ to ‘femininities’ and ‘masculinity’ to ‘masculinities’.



Gender: A Category of Analysis

Recognition of the plurality of genders and sexualities has led, perhaps first and foremost, to a reframing of the initial aims of feminist historians: redressing the absence of women from the historical record. As Butler and Gillian Beer have both noted, ‘women’ does not constitute a pre-existing, homogeneous, stable group ready for analysis and, as a result of such thinking, the very possibility of writing or reclaiming ‘women’s’ history has been queried.21 For the Middle Ages in particular, this has led to critiques of early ground-breaking studies such as Caroline Walker Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast, and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber’s Women, Family and Ritual in Renaissance Italy that emphasized emotive response, corporeality, childbearing, food and the domestic sphere as defining aspects of womanhood.22 These associations were recast by feminist authors as providing women with means of empowerment in so far as they were qualities or abilities not possessed by men. Although these works have gone a long way towards highlighting how certain forms or experiences of devotion came to be labelled ‘feminine’, the empowering or subversive aspects of these corporeal and maternal constructions of the ‘feminine’ gender, derive, ultimately, from dominant masculine classical and medieval discourses about the female sex, as David Aers has cogently argued.23 Furthermore, perceptions of gender are often shaped by relationships between the sexes. The essays in volumes such as Gendered Voices: Medieval Saints and their Interpreters or Gendering the Master Narrative: Women and Power in the Middle Ages illustrate the ways in which the sexes perceive and interact with one another, allowing a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which gendered roles could be constructed, subverted and transformed.24

Scholars have thus moved away from the tendency to study women in a vacuum and have sought instead to analyze how categories become established and reified, deconstructing what Scott called the appearance of ‘timeless permanence in binary gender representation’.25 Similarly, this has also involved a shift away from the dichotomy in which ‘empowerment’ discourses were countered by those that stressed the inevitable reassertion of patriarchy, and thus ‘women’s’ inevitable victimization.26 Attention to women’s varied social roles – different combinations of, for example, marital statuses (single, married, widow), lifestyle choice (nun, beguine, the decision to remain a widow), profession, religion and class – can shed new light on the position of women in society without casting them in the role of victims of patriarchy or as exceptions overcoming the odds. Thus, the essays in Women and Power in the Middle Ages, Aristocratic Women in Medieval France, and Singlewomen in the European Past have focused on questions of agency and women’s ability to exercise authority and power within the constraints of patriarchy.27 Such an approach reveals – and acknowledges – not only the limitations for women within a society that constrained them economically, socially and sexually, but also the possibilities for alternative responses and the different ways in which women’s social roles could allow them to manipulate, transform or subvert traditional hierarchies.28

In this volume, the essays by Francesca Canadé Sautman (Chapter 4: Constructing Political Rule, Transforming Gender Scripts) and Aislinn Loconte (Chapter 7: Constructing Female Sanctity in Late Medieval Naples) continue this investigation by showing how aristocratic women could exercise successful rule in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries by harnessing the power granted to them as queens and countesses, and by manipulating the gender roles they were expected to play for their own ends. In her essay, Loconte shows how images on a funerary monument were used to construct and ultimately transform the image of Queen Sancia of Naples. Although Sancia’s commitments as a ruler prevented her from entering a Franciscan convent, the queen was able to take advantage of her position of power to become a patron and advocate for the order. Her funerary monument, commissioned by her niece, depicted Sancia as the powerful queen, protector and patron she had been during her lifetime. Yet the representation on her tomb also transformed the image of Sancia as a secular ruler by associating her with two spiritually powerful – and above all holy – women, Clare of Assisi and the Blessed Virgin Mary. Loconte shows how, in a further play on gender, the monument used eucharistic imagery to suggest an association between Sancia and Christ, in one case even depicting Sancia in a Christ-like role surrounded by Franciscan nuns in what appears to be a ‘feminized’ version of the Last Supper. Through images, the queen is transformed: instead of remaining a powerful, secular figure, her visual identification with Christ also endows her with spiritual power. The image of Sancia in the place of Christ could be seen as an audacious form of imitatio Christi, yet it also confers a measure of religious authority on Sancia’s secular rule and her actions.

Whereas Loconte deals with how power, gender and imagery could be used to negotiate a transformation between secular and religious spheres, Sautman discusses the intersections between gender and the exercise of power. Here she examines the examples of Joan and Margaret, two thirteenth-century countesses of Flanders, to show how, despite the perceived frailty of their sex, these women occupied prominent, powerful, positions usually reserved for men. Sautman nuances existing approaches to the reigns of these countesses, particularly in relation to the exercise of power, authority and warfare. She shows that, although gendered topoi were used in many attempts to subvert the countesses’ rule, both women strategically applied their administrative strengths to subvert and transform the role of ruler. Her analysis suggests that the rule of Joan and Margaret was in fact part of a longue durée of female administrator-rulers in Flanders, one which parallels, and sometimes even replaces, that of the warrior-prince.

The fate of the male warrior-prince is also central to Fiona Dunlop’s essay (Chapter 10: Mightier than the Sword) which is one of three essays in this volume, along with those of Alison More (Chapter 3: Convergence, Conversion and Transformation) and Cassandra Rhodes (Chapter 2 ‘What, after all, is a male virgin?’), that engage with the ever-growing field of masculinity studies. In fact, despite the forty years since gender studies began to develop as a discipline with its emphasis on patriarchy and male–female relations, and despite the fact that much traditional scholarship has been written by, for and about men, it is only relatively recently that scholars have addressed masculinity as a concept in itself and men as gendered beings. In 1995, the sociologist R.W. Connell gave the name ‘hegemonic masculinity’ to the non-specific masculine ideal by which other interpretations or performances of gender were and are marginalized or subordinated.29 This ideal has pervaded interpretation and scholarship across all historical periods. In the Middle Ages, masculinity held a privileged position that was supported both physiologically and etymologically in medieval narratives, which has facilitated the idealization of the masculine by modern scholars and critics. Medieval medical theories held that masculine physiology was the result of ideal conditions before birth: if a favourable combination of humours existed, a foetus would be male, less than ideal circumstances ensured that it would be female. Linguistically, man or vir was named for his virtus or manly strength. Woman or mulier on the other hand derived her name from her softness or decadence (mollitia). Scholars have, however, begun to deconstruct this hegemonic masculinity, further problematizing gender binaries and acknowledging that masculine, like feminine, gender performances can vary according to factors such as religion, race, level of education and social status.30 For instance, Ruth Mazo Karras divided her study of medieval masculinity, From Boys to Men, into three separate sections: the knight, the scholar and the craftsman, and Mathew Kuefler has explored the emergence of Christian masculinity, tracing the social and cultural influences of the classical world, as well as the emerging discourse of manly ideals from the Christian world.31 Alexandra Sheppard demonstrates the formation of various types of masculine identity in relation to and in contrast with the prevailing patriarchy and Rosalind Brown-Grant and Andrea Pearson have explored the construction of courtly, chivalric masculinity in texts and images.32 The plurality of masculine identities revealed in these studies demonstrates that an essentialist, culturally normative, or hegemonic, ideal of masculinity is impossible: it is surely significant that the plural term ‘masculinities’ now appears in studies more often than its singular equivalent.

Dunlop’s essay in this volume examines a transformation in the constructions of manliness among the secular nobility at the beginning of the Tudor reign. She focuses on the volatility of a masculine ideal, which here moves away from one of physical strength to one which privileges the defensive and strategic powers of the subject’s mind. As aristocrats became more dependent on the crown for advancement, and as they were increasingly in competition with non-nobles, it was ever more apparent that birth right and military prowess were no longer enough to ensure social promotion. At this time, the traditional model of the manly warrior was supplemented by one of ‘learning and virtuous exercise’ which, though present throughout the Middle Ages, was more emphasized for religious than for knights. Dunlop demonstrates this rethinking of noble masculinity through the verse text ‘He who made this hous for contemplacion’, which was added to a manuscript belonging to the Percy family. The poem contains a disputation between voices advocating the virtues of various and competing models of manliness and was intended to teach the Percy heir to construct a noble masculinity based on a paradigm which privileged control of the body (virtuus exercyse and contemplacion) and development of the mind (exercyse of learning) over military strength or political ambition. Dunlop shows that the Percys’ search for new ways of signifying nobility – through literacy and study – reflects a wider anxiety about the performance of noble masculinity in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.

The virility of the male saintly subjects that Rhodes and More examine is emphasized through cultivation of virtue rather than physical strength, and through chastity or virginity rather than sexual conquest. Rhodes examines the role, function and portrayal of virginity in the lives of Anglo-Saxon male saints included in Aldhelm’s late-seventh-century De Virginitate and Ælfric’s late-tenth-century Lives of the Saints. Although previous studies of medieval masculinity have often linked questions of gender with issues of sexuality, they have rarely considered the heterogeneity of male virginity in the Anglo-Saxon period. Using these two texts, and drawing on five tropes of male virginity evident in Anglo-Saxon hagiography, Rhodes’ analysis shows that virginity was perceived as something more complex than a physical state for the male saint. Instead, it could serve as, for instance, a locus of sanctity enabling the performance of miracles, a source of physical strength in battle, or a factor contributing to tortuous martyrdom. In analyzing virginity, Rhodes presents it both as a configuration of complex behaviours and as a masculine expression of sexual identity.

An exploration of hagiographic representations of the oscillating nature of gendered categories continues in More’s article where she considers how, in saints’ lives, the subject’s journey towards holiness is portrayed through a series of transformations. In the vitae of female saints, this is often conveyed as the saint overcoming the limitations of her sex and achieving manly virtue (virtus). However, in addition to addressing images of the traditional ‘virile woman’, More explores gendered imagery in hagiographic texts portraying male saints from Liège. In the vitae of these men, subverting, blending and transforming gender can more accurately be seen as a journey away from any expression of sexual identity. The men More examines are portrayed as distancing themselves from masculine ideals, and become increasingly identified with their feminine souls (animae). Yet while these male subjects are indeed depicted using increasingly feminine textual imagery, their womanliness is a sign of strength rather than weakness. The ‘womanly men’ portrayed in these hagiographic texts have conquered the masculine weakness of the flesh. Although they are represented as feminine, they have, in fact, moved away from sexuality entirely.

The essays by More, Dunlop and Rhodes re-affirm that men, like their female contemporaries, performed and constructed identities framed by the fluid and adaptable language of gender. The notion that genders are themselves constructed in discourse and are then mapped back onto sexed bodies has opened up a wide debate on the relationship between sex, gender and linguistic expression.33 Though semantic categories such as gender have remained stable, societies have constructed and re-shaped their symbolic and interpretive characteristics.34 In this volume, the contributions by Helen Swift (Chapter 6: Representing Gender Identity in the Late Medieval French Querelle des femmes) and Jennifer Cavalli (Chapter 9: Fashioning Female Humanist Scholarship) explore the relationship between linguistic expression, gender metaphors and sexed bodies in fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century secular texts. Cavalli’s essay on the early sixteenth-century writings of Laura Cereta deals with the power of the word in the construction of identity, showing how effective subversion can be accomplished through appropriation. She illustrates the ways in which Cereta made use of the contemporary perceptions of the limitations of her sex so as to overcome them. As a woman who aspired to participate in masculine, scholarly activity, it might be logical to expect Cereta, in her writings, to make use of the ‘virile woman’ concept, popular in the writings of Petrarch and Boccaccio. However, instead of claiming that she overcame the limitations of her sex by transcending her femininity, Cereta brought tales of domestic experience and incorporated imagery associated with the domestic sphere into the manly realm of scholarly endeavour. She thus fashioned an alternative type of literate woman who, by emphasizing rather than effacing constructed gender difference, was able to compete with men in a field from which women were traditionally excluded.

Swift’s contribution also shows how masculine imagery was not always appropriated by women, or held up as an ideal state for them. Instead, in her essay, Swift offers a close reading of the gendered language and imagery in two French texts, Martin Le Franc’s Champion des dames (1442), and Antoine Dufour’s Les Vies des femmes célèbres (1504) in order to show how masculine imagery could be used to praise particular transitory stages or aspects of women’s behaviour. Engaging with the radical androgyny that is implied in her title-quotation, ‘Pourquoy appellerions nous ces choses differentes, qu’une heure, un moment, un mouvement peuvent rendre du tout semblables?’, Swift demonstrates that the categories of masculinity and femininity are little more than complex symbolic webs that are mapped onto male and female bodies. She takes a striking example from the Champion des dames, which performs a remarkable recuperation, in woman’s favour, of Ovid’s myth of Hermaphroditus and Salmacis. The Champion sets up the desideratum of being transformed biologically from a male into a female as a way of advancing what we might call a new ‘modèle héroïque féminin’. Swift also analyzes how Dufour’s lives of famous women represents women’s behaviour in the more nuanced and performative terms of ‘drag’, or ‘wearing’ masculine or feminine characteristics as a matter of expediency. In this way she shows that both gender and biological sex are constructed and adaptable, and it therefore comes as no surprise that gender, in her analysis, cannot be presented as a fixed and attainable ideal.

Gender constructions – and their subversions and transformations – are not only manifest in language but also in visual representations. Depictions of women have long been invoked as evidence of their roles in society, particularly for the medieval and early modern periods where textual evidence is often lacking.35 Often, such studies have echoed the victim vs empowerment approach noted above, either by failing to interrogate the masculinist or patriarchal point of view from which images of women were created, or else reiterating the inevitability of patriarchy, most notably by evoking Laura Mulvey’s concept of the masculine gaze and the objectified woman.36 Whereas Mulvey’s theory was taken up by medieval and early modern feminist art-historians and helped to bring women as both subjects and objects to the fore, as a methodological approach rooted specifically in film theory, it has tended to obscure female agency. In response to this, historians of art and visual culture have begun to explore instances where women took an active role in art production as patrons and viewers – roles traditionally seen as the privilege of men. For instance, the work of Adrian Randolph on the viewing of household objects in fifteenth-century Italy, Jeffrey Hamburger’s studies of German nuns as viewers and makers of art, and the monumental Patronnes et mécènes en France à la Renaissance have contributed to a major reconsideration of women’s roles in medieval and early modern visual and manuscript culture.37 In this volume, Loconte’s essay, discussed above, and those by Elizabeth L’Estrange (Chapter 8: Deschi da parto and Topsy-Turvy Gender Relations in Fifteenth-Century Italian Households) and Jennifer Borland (Chapter 5: Violence on Vellum) engage with specific instances where women viewed or commissioned monumental art, religious manuscripts and secular ‘domestic’ art from the twelfth through to the fifteenth century. Their contributions explore how these art objects not only promoted ideologies of gender but also allowed room for women to forge alternative or subversive interpretations even while those objects may have upheld other patriarchal notions.

Borland’s essay explores the performativity of gender using the imagery that accompanies a manuscript vita of Margaret of Antioch and reveals the symbolic instability attributed to this saint. Her analysis shows that the images which depict Margaret’s story oscillate between conventional gender boundaries. Though Margaret possesses the manly strength of faith, in her vita she is subject to torture and portrayed in the feminized role of victim. Through her reactions to the violence inflicted on her, Margaret reveals characteristics generally considered masculine. The pictorial and linguistic devices deployed in the manuscript portray her journey as one of transformation, from victim to hero, yet, in a construction more complex than simple masculinization, the threat of Margaret’s power is expressed in the straddling of both gender categories and through her apparent refusal to stay in a position that is identifiable in terms of gendered norms. Borland’s attention to the defacement of certain images in the Munich manuscript also allows her to analyze the viewer’s direct engagement with the vita and the particular tactile quality and immediacy of images in the Middle Ages. She suggests that this reciprocal understanding of viewing implicates the audience in Margaret’s transgressive status.

Whereas Borland’s essay focuses on religious imagery, L’Estrange’s essay deals with secular images of love and motherhood that were offered to lay women on birth trays (deschi da parto) in early modern Italy. Yet L’Estrange, like Borland, also emphasizes the tactility and proximity involved in viewing: deschi da parto were intended to be handled, and served a practical function, mediating between the enclosed, female-dominated birth chamber and the ‘masculine’ world outside. Furthermore, these birth trays were frequently decorated with what can be described as prescriptive imagery, showing secular birth scenes and baby boys that were intended to feed the ‘maternal imagination’. They were often given by men to women to help them conceive legitimate heirs and thus protect the patriline. However, L’Estrange avoids an essentialist correlation between the female recipients of these trays and their idealized images of maternity and marital love. In fact, these trays often also incorporated images of the popular ‘woman on top’ topos, such as Phyllis riding Aristotle which, although also ostensibly didactic in nature, hint at another set of possible, disrupting, interpretations. L’Estrange shows how the subversive potential of these topsy-turvy images would have been brought into sharp focus for the female viewer by the change in power dynamics in a household that was occasioned by a birth, where the woman was placed ‘on top’ in the family. She thus argues that deschi da parto not only constructed and upheld traditional expectations of women as wives and mothers within Tuscan families, but could also be interpreted in a more subversive way by the women who received them. As is the case for the audience of the funerary monument discussed in Loconte’s essay, the images in Borland and L’Estrange’s essays can be read as both depicting and encouraging the fluidity, transformation and subversion of existing gendered paradigms.

The essays presented here reveal that gender was as unstable and multifaceted in the past as it is considered to be today. The volatility which exists within the category of gender both constitute and reinforce its fragile and constructed nature. By exploring the way or ways in which gender is both rooted in and shaped by a particular social and historical context, the contributions demonstrate that multiple expressions of femininity and masculinity existed in both religious and secular society, and that they could be transformed and subverted by both men and women. By exploring the shifting and unstable paradigms of gender, our contributors have been able to find meaning in its changeability and thus to expand our understanding of its use as an analytical tool. In their critical approaches or in their material, they have sought to look beyond binary oppositions and the desire to categorize, seeking instead to tease out the multiple literary and pictorial expressions of gender construction, transformation and subversion in the medieval and early modern periods.
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