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introduction


‘a woman lewed, febille, and freylle’*

Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love



‘I am told very bad things about you. I hear it said that you are a very wicked woman.’1

The year is 1417, and Margery is in her mid-forties. She came to York to visit the gothic marble shrine of St William, but has caused a stir, as she often did, by travelling without her husband. During the reign of King Edward I, just a hundred years prior to Margery’s visit, York had been effectively the capital of England. Wealthy, cosmopolitan and home to a thriving textile trade, it is still a powerhouse city – although, owing to its rising population, it is also crowded, noisy and a bit smelly, or, as one fifteenth-century tourist describes its odour, ‘horrible and pernicious’.2 But even among the hordes of pilgrims and jobseekers flocking to its ancient city walls, Margery stands out.

At this point in her life Margery has already travelled the world, from Jerusalem to Rome – covering over 2,000 miles by ship, by donkey and on foot. Although she was denied an education, as many women were, we know her as the author of the first autobiography in the English language.

Margery’s knowledge and independence make people suspicious of her. But in York a far more severe accusation is levelled at her – heresy. She is accused of preaching, an act strictly forbidden for women by the medieval Church, and arrested. As she is led to the chapter house for her trial, people come out onto the street to jeer at her, calling her names and saying that she should be put to death. This threat is very real. If the archbishop finds her guilty, she will be burned at the stake.

Margery is in danger, and frightened. She puts her hands under her clothes so no one can see them trembling. And yet, despite the threat, when the Archbishop of York calls her a ‘wicked woman’, she defends herself.

‘Sir, I also hear it said that you are a wicked man. And if you are as wicked as people say, you will never get to heaven, unless you amend while you are here.’

During the rigorous interrogation that follows, she holds her own. ‘I do not go into any pulpit,’ she declares. ‘I use only conversation and good words, and that I will do while I live.’

Try as he may, the archbishop is unable to wrongfoot her. Eventually, he gives a local man five shillings to escort her out of the city. Uneducated and illiterate, Margery has locked horns with one of the most powerful men in medieval England.

And won.
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This scene from the life of Margery Kempe sheds light on the expectations and obstacles that medieval women faced. There were some women, like Margery, who could hold their own in the face of male authority, and who found ways to forge their own paths within a patriarchal society. But a woman’s place was clearly marked, and those who didn’t fit the mould, or who chose to speak out against it, risked putting themselves in real danger.

In this book, we’ll journey back to the Middle Ages via the lives of Marie de France, Julian of Norwich, Christine de Pizan and Margery Kempe, four very different women who defied the expectations of their time and wrote back against the misogyny they experienced. We’ll compare their own writing with a variety of different sources to help imagine what their lives were like. Medical treatises, encyclopedias, religious treatises, sermons, guidebooks and conduct literature, court records, wills, letters, biographies, historical chronicles, poetry, legend and folklore – all offer a window into their world. From everyday sexism to the pressure society exerts on women to settle down and have children, they reveal how many of the struggles women encounter today are surprisingly similar to the challenges that medieval women faced – and overcame.

We don’t need to look far to see how women were viewed. One of the most popular books of medieval natural philosophy, dating to the later thirteenth or early fourteenth century, was De secretis mulierum, or ‘Women’s Secrets’. It was attributed to Albertus Magnus, an intellectual giant of the thirteenth century who wrote about theology and philosophy as well as science, but is more likely to have been written by one of his disciples. The text was hugely popular – over 80 manuscript versions of it survive, which is a staggering figure for any one text from a period in which copies had to be handwritten. According to this book, a woman was nothing more than ‘a failed man’ with a ‘defective nature’.3

At the time when Albertus was writing, Aristotle was still the order of the day in medical knowledge, and his model for understanding is at the heart of much misogynistic rhetoric of this kind. According to the Ancient Greek philosopher, during incubation nature intends to create the perfect animal, which is (naturally) male. But adverse reproductive conditions can result in an unfortunate second-best: girls. In Aristotle’s model, when babies are born female it is because they haven’t received enough heat during gestation. Women are biologically determined to be wet, cold and weak – whereas men, by contrast, are considered hot, dry and strong. While Aristotle begrudgingly acknowledges that women are necessary for the continuation of humanity, he thinks of them as deficient, half-formed creatures.4

As part of this medical interpretation of gender, women were also believed by many to be sex-mad, unable to restrain themselves, and practically incapable of remaining faithful to any one partner. Hardwired to seek from men the heat and completion they lacked in their own physiology, they were described as pursuing men with insatiable and frightening desire. And because they were too cold to process their excess moisture, their bodily fluids were believed to be runnier and more likely to escape from them. In the presence of menstrual blood, according to famous encyclopedist Isidore of Seville, crops would wither and plants would die.5 An old wives’ tale even warned that blood might leak through a woman’s eyeballs, enabling her to curse those around her with an ‘evil eye’.

It wasn’t just menstruation. Women were seen as incontinent in other ways too. ‘Women’s Secrets’ goes on to inform us that women cry more often than men: ‘Weeping is indicative of women’s ignorance, for dampness coarsens the women’s brains and hinders their ability to learn; it points to their excessive wickedness, for it is by way of abundant tears that evil humours leave the body through the eyes.’6 They also speak too often and move around too much. A popular proverb from the Bible equates women who are ‘talkative and wandering’ with predatory harlots – ‘now [she is] abroad,’ it warns, ‘now in the streets, now lying in wait near the corners.’7 And when Thomas Nesfeld of York attacked and seriously injured his wife, he successfully argued in court that his violence was justified because she had refused to obey his command not to leave the house.8 A good woman stayed at home, and kept her mouth shut.

Such misogynistic attitudes were built into medical understanding of women’s bodies and reinforced by the Church, one of the most powerful institutions in medieval Europe. According to the Bible, Eve caused the ‘Fall of Man’ when she disobeyed God and was thrown out of the Garden of Eden with Adam, thus exiling all mankind from paradise. The theologian Tertullian never missed an opportunity to remind women that they still bear Eve’s sin: ‘Woman, you are the gate to hell.’9 Many medieval sermons expand on this theme, calling women unstable, inconstant, vain, disobedient to their husbands and prone to sexual transgression – whether that be infidelity or excessive desire.

These indictments against women are enough to make even an armchair time traveller wary of returning to the Middle Ages. What is less clear is how these toxic attitudes affected the daily lives of medieval women. Much of the existing literature from the Middle Ages suggests that women were held to impossible standards. When they fell short, authors were quick to label them whores. But although feminism is an anachronistic term which we can’t strictly apply to the Middle Ages, there were women who managed to navigate medieval misogyny and make their own way. Women who established careers, who negotiated more autonomy in their marriages or who refused to become tied down altogether. Women who became leaders, created networks and battled against the rhetoric that framed them as sinful and deficient.

This book will uncover the lives of four such women – a poet (Marie de France), a mystic (Julian of Norwich), a widow (Christine de Pizan) and a ‘no good’ wife (Margery Kempe).10 All four of them were writers, a rare profession for women at the time, and this presents us with a unique opportunity. By reading their words and listening to their voices, we can start to piece together a picture of what life was like for medieval women – especially the challenges they faced, as well as how they managed to overcome them. Crucially, however, we can also learn from them. Over the years these women may have been overlooked or even forgotten, but they still have an astonishing amount to teach us – in their own words – about love, marriage, motherhood, friendship, earning a living and even death.

The enigmatic poet Marie de France (active between 1160–1215) first appears in an Anglo-Norman collection of short poems, known as lais, written in octosyllabic couplets and probably set to music to be performed in court.11 The author, who tells tales of knights, ladies and love affairs, identifies herself simply as ‘Marie’. Her lais are retellings of stories she would have heard read aloud, and in her retellings she makes a point of foregrounding the female characters. Instead of damsels in distress waiting to be rescued, Marie’s women are central protagonists who drive the plot forward, demonstrating bravery and ingenuity. Sometime later – we’re not sure of the exact date – her name appears again attached to a translation of Aesop’s fables, this time accompanied by ‘de France’ (of/from France), and it appears for a third and final time in 1190, as the author of a religious tale in which an Irish knight journeys to the underworld.12 The style of these three texts, together with the fact that they are all attributed to a ‘Marie’ at a time when authors rarely advertised themselves, means it’s reasonable to suggest that Marie de France was responsible for all three.

A first name, a place of origin and three texts, none of which is autobiographical – other than that, we know little about Marie. But it’s enough. The first clue as to who Marie may have been is the language in which she wrote. Anglo-Norman came over to England after the Norman Conquest in 1066 and so, although she was originally ‘de France’, this linguistic choice indicates that she may have spent time in England. The second clue is that her lais are dedicated to a ‘noble reis’ (noble king), who historians agree is most likely Henry II, king of England from 1154 to 1189.13 This places Marie firmly within court culture during the twelfth-century renaissance, a time during which elite men and women in monasteries, convents and courts in England and France produced an astonishing amount of literary works. Henry II’s mother, the empress Matilda, was a royal patron of the arts, and his French wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, is credited with helping to disseminate the highly popular discourse of ‘courtly love’, a subject that Marie de France takes up in her lais. Eleanor brought her French sophistication to the English court, making it a place of song and creativity – as well as envy and competition – the perfect arena for an ambitious and industrious writer like Marie. The genre of her poetry, her repeated references to court life and her dedication to a king all imply that she spent time rubbing shoulders with the great and the good. Clearly, Marie was a woman with influence.

The final clue her writing gives us regards her education, which is extremely impressive for a woman living in the twelfth century. There were lots of women who couldn’t read or write, and women almost always received less schooling than their male counterparts. But the higher up the social ladder you got, the more likely you were to receive something. Noblewomen and nuns were the best educated; they were usually literate and had far more access to books than the average woman. Young gentlewomen would probably have learned enough Latin to read their prayer books and would have had enough instruction in the vernacular (Anglo-Norman or, by the fourteenth century, English) to run their household, manage business affairs and read for pleasure. Their education was less comprehensive and more informal than that of their male siblings, but girls from less wealthy families did sometimes benefit from lessons offered by local nunneries, nurses, chaplains, priests, local charitable institutions or even by mothers.

The breadth of Marie’s knowledge, however, is remarkable – so much so that some historians believe that, even if she began her life as a French noblewoman, she must have also spent time in a nunnery. Whoever she was, and whether she was composing at court or from a convent, Marie’s stories of werewolves, fairy queens, jealous husbands and adulterous affairs are just as entertaining today as they were in the Middle Ages.

The unassuming mystic Julian of Norwich (c.1343–after 1416) led a very different life from the one we can imagine for Marie de France. Rather than entertaining the courts with poetry, she spent her days enclosed within four walls. Her home was an anchoritic ‘cell’, a small building attached to a church, with three windows onto the outside world – one looking onto the altar of the church, one through which her servant could cater to her needs, and one that looked onto the street. Much of Julian’s history has been lost, but we know that she was installed as an anchoress at the church of St Julian’s, Norwich, by 1393, and that she was still there 20 years later.

Anchoritism was a religious vocation that became surprisingly popular, especially among women, during the later Middle Ages; 200 anchoresses are recorded in England between the thirteenth century and the fifteenth. Not just anyone could become an anchoress. An aspirational woman had to petition the Church in writing for one of the coveted spots and pay it enough maintenance money (essentially a dowry) to last their lifetime. If a woman’s application was accepted, a priest would read the last rites over her and she would then be sealed – sometimes figuratively, sometimes quite literally, with bricks – into her new home. From this moment on, an anchoress was dead to this world and turned to the next, dedicating her entire existence to God via a punishing regime of fasting, prayer and contemplation. However grim this may sound to us, the status an anchoress held during her internment, and the spiritual rewards she was likely to reap in heaven, made such an existence worth it – at least for some.

Julian became an anchoress later in life. When she was just 30 years old, she caught a terrible sickness – possibly even the plague – and, while suffering in her sickbed, she received a series of visions from God, which she felt compelled to write down. Revelations of Divine Love is the earliest work in the English language that we know for certain was authored by a woman. Although Julian makes an apology for being ‘a woman lewed [uneducated], febille [feeble], and freylle [frail]’, it’s clear from her Revelations that she was, in fact, highly educated and very intelligent.14 She was also ahead of her time. Where so many of her contemporaries focused on God’s anger, the torments of hell and the shame of sin, she was revolutionarily comforting, concentrating instead on God’s love and the rewards of heaven. Her phrase ‘[a]ll shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well’ is still beloved not only by twenty-first-century Christians but also by secular society, as a reminder that things will generally turn out for the best.15

Julian’s life demonstrates that there were women who refused to be tied down by marriage and motherhood. By choosing a different path, she was able to wield influence and provide spiritual guidance in a world where the official leaders of the Church were exclusively men.

Thanks largely to their own writings, we know more about the widow Christine de Pizan (1364–c.1430) and the wife Margery Kempe (c.1373–after 1438) than we do about Marie and Julian. Both women, quite remarkable in different ways, achieved far more than just marital status.

Born in the cosmopolitan city of Venice, Christine was from an influential family and academically inclined. Her father, the scholar Thomas de Pizan, moved the family to Paris when she was just four years old. He had been appointed court astrologer to King Charles V, a prestigious position that involved not only the study of the stars but also the meticulous translation and interpretation of ancient texts. Thomas used these arts to advise the king on anything and everything, from healthcare to political alliances, and he quickly became a firm favourite of the royal family. Christine therefore grew up, surrounded by luxury, in the palace – which, at the time, was the Louvre, a majestic castle on the banks of the Seine. She was much sought after as a bride, but was happy to marry Étienne de Castel, her father’s choice, when she was 15. Their marriage was a happy one, but it lasted only 11 years. When Étienne caught the plague and died, Christine was heartbroken and astonished at how quickly her finances started to dwindle. Rather than securing another wealthy husband, she wanted to make a name for herself – and so she began to write.

Christine was the definition of a hustler. She became one of the most prolific and well-respected writers of her lifetime, with a career that spanned almost four decades and included 30 major works, as well as an array of shorter poems. A veritable entrepreneur, Christine became an expert in book production too, taking charge of the manufacture of many of her own manuscripts. Her reputation preceded her, and she attracted patronage from various high-profile members of the nobility, including Philip, Duke of Burgundy (the influential brother of Charles V), and Isabeau of Bavaria, the queen of France herself.

Her most famous work, The Book of the City of Ladies (c.1405) is the first proto-feminist tract to come out of Europe.16 In it, Christine systematically works through the accusations levelled against women in literature – that they are gateways to hell (Tertullian) or faulty and defective (Albertus Magnus) – and uses examples of historical and contemporary women to counter them, proving them to be nothing but lies. Christine didn’t believe in the equality of the sexes – that would have been too far, even for a progressive noblewoman. But her City of Ladies shows us that women weren’t just passive recipients of sexist ideology. They were actively pushing back against it, in their own words.

According to one online review of a recent edition of The Book of Margery Kempe, ‘the only bad thing about the book was Margery. If I had travelled with her, I probably would have thrown her overboard.’ Throughout her life, Margery was always quick to find enemies (although she was equally adept at making friends in high places). Her account of her life dates to the fifteenth century and is the first extant autobiography written in English. Ever since her Book’s accidental rediscovery in 1934, Margery has become one of the most divisive figures in medieval history. Thanks to fits of loud and disruptive crying, which she claimed were sent from heaven, and her holier-than-thou attitude, many have deemed Margery infuriating, deceitful or even mad. Others (like myself) have admired her, finding her resistance to prescribed roles a breath of fresh air.

Margery was born in East Anglia around 1373. She was not from a noble family but part of the emerging, and increasingly wealthy, middle class. Her father was well heeled and well respected. He was mayor five times for Bishop’s Lynn (now King’s Lynn), and an MP, representing the harbour town’s population of around 6,000 people – an impressive number at the time. Sending out wool and bringing in herring, timber, iron and wax, Bishop’s Lynn was such a significant hub for trade that King John awarded the town its own charter in 1204, granting it the powers of self-governance in recognition of its contribution to the economy. Margery would therefore have grown up well known in her town and with a sense of importance. She tells us that she was used to finery, and that she wanted to be the envy of her neighbours. She was also quick to remind her husband, John – they tied the knot when she was 20 – that she had married beneath her. Still, their relationship seemed to be a happy one (at first), and Margery was soon knocked up with the first of 14 children. This didn’t stop her setting up enterprises in brewing and milling. There is a pervading belief that women were all housewives in the Middle Ages and didn’t work at all. But in fact, while the more elite, well-paid industries were restricted to men, women could and did pursue professional work, especially after the Black Death created a labour shortage in the fourteenth century. Women were frequently active partners in family businesses, helping to run small farms, urban workshops or even great estates; there were female apprentices learning trades, and it wouldn’t have been unusual for an artisan to train their daughter or their wife. Perhaps to give the impression that she was putting her wifely duties first, Margery refers to her businesses as ‘a newe huswyfre’, but it’s clear that her aim was to make money.17

After the birth of her first child, however, something happened to Margery. She experienced a crisis – an illness that sounds remarkably like post-natal depression – which sparked a newfound religious devotion accompanied by visions of God, much like those of Julian of Norwich. As a result, Margery decided to do everything in her power to live more spiritually, including trying to negotiate a vow of chastity with her frustrated husband. Rather than offering herself to a convent, or enclosing herself in an anchorhold, Margery insisted on living her newly devotional life out in the world, giving in to her wanderlust and travelling to major holy sites across the known world. She drew attention to herself by wearing white (a colour usually reserved for virgins), told people off for swearing wherever she went and refused to talk about anything other than God. One weary monk in Canterbury, sick of her disruptive outbursts, told her that he wished she were enclosed in a house of stone. But Margery actively resisted living a life behind closed doors, and teaches us to do the same, to follow the path that feels right, however uncomfortable it might make those in power.

Margery, unlike Marie, Julian and Christine, was not well educated – she could neither read nor write and had to dictate her Book to two different priests. However, her extensive knowledge of the Bible and of the writings of other holy women across Europe (many of whom she tries to emulate), shows that she had absorbed an impressive amount of spiritual information during her lifetime through listening to sermons, having discussions with learned clergy and asking for devotional works be read aloud to her. This knowledge sometimes got Margery into (and then out of) serious trouble, as did her refusal to tread the prescribed routes outlined for her. Through her, we will come to discover how women attempted to ‘have it all’ in the medieval period.
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I have been fascinated by the writings of medieval women ever since I first came across them at university, more than 15 years ago. I have read the poetry of Marie and Christine, and the visions of Julian and Margery, countless times. Their compositions never fail to delight and astonish me (and, in the case of Margery, to make me laugh). I have spent all my working life teaching their lives and their words, winning students round to the literature of a time that can feel, at least at first, distant and strange. But in the past two years I have felt closer to these women than ever. When I first started working on this book, I was planning a wedding. And, while writing the first chapter on medieval childbirth, I discovered I was pregnant. In the time since, I have swung between gratitude at the progress we have made – pain medication during labour! maternity leave! a husband who does night feeds! – and frustration at how little has changed. In my first perinatal appointment, I asked my (male) GP what to expect. ‘I’m afraid I don’t usually deal with women’s stuff,’ he replied, and then suggested I try asking the female receptionist instead. Finishing a book with a newborn baby has given me renewed respect for working mothers like Margery and Christine and, in my weariest moments, I have understood why a woman like Julian might have shut herself away to get some work done.

It can be challenging – and frustrating – to research the lives of medieval women. Few wrote, and even when they did, it was never in the confessional vein we find today. Marie tells old stories in a new language, but reveals nothing of herself. In a text that she kept secret during her lifetime, Julian removes almost every trace of self. Margery’s Book was dictated to male scribes who may well have added their own flourishes and interventions. And Christine, overseeing the production of all her manuscripts, was creating a brand. She only ever tells us what she wanted us to know. Of the four women this book follows, only two (Christine and Margery) venture into autobiography, and there are still many gaps to fill between their lines. We can flesh out the picture with other sources, from court records to religious iconography and folklore, but there are some things we’ll just never know.

However, there is still much that these four women can tell us – and teach us – if we take the time to listen. My expertise is in literature, and so I have put the writing and the voices of Marie, Julian, Christine and Margery front and centre of Poet, Mystic, Widow, Wife. By reading their words alongside those of other writers of the time, this book hopes to challenge what we think we know about medieval women. Their society may have been a restrictive one, and the obstacles they faced must have sometimes been insurmountable. But their words show us that there were women who fell in love, had children, worked, travelled, made enemies and relied on friends – all while making history. Their world may have looked very different, but these extraordinary women were, in many ways, just like us.



Notes


	* ‘a woman uneducated, feeble, and frail’






Knocked Up


‘and than, what for labowr sche had in chyldyng and for sekenesse goyng beforn, sche dyspered of hyr lyfe, wenyng sche mygth not levyn’*

Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe



At just 20 years old, Margery Kempe lay on a bed in indescribable agony surrounded by women from her family. She was in the throes of an extremely challenging birth, and the medieval birthing room was no place for men. Since conceiving her first child, shortly after getting married, Margery had suffered relentless waves of fever and sickness. Now, these symptoms were all coming to a head. She was in so much pain she wondered if she would survive it.

After several gruelling hours, each of which seemed to stretch out for an eternity, Margery’s child was delivered safe and well. But her torment was far from over. For half a year, eight weeks and odd days afterwards, Margery remained traumatized by the birth, plagued by visions of demons, their mouths open and full of vicious flames, ready to swallow her up. They grabbed at her night and day without relief. In her agony, Margery threatened and attacked her family, her friends, herself. She tore at her skin so viciously that her husband was forced to restrain her. She bit herself on the hand so savagely that she would bear the scar for the rest of her life. Her suffering was so great, Margery tells us, that it drove her ‘out of her mind’.1

Margery was one of the first women in England to describe her experience of childbirth. Perhaps more remarkably, it is the story with which she opens her autobiography, even though for the rest of her Book she is much more interested in her religious endeavours, rather than day-to-day family life. It might be that Margery saw resonances between the birth of her first child and the lives of key figures in the Christian story: the Virgin Mary (a mother) and Jesus Christ, whose pains during the Crucifixion were comparable with the labours of childbirth. It was the first of 14 such labours that she would endure over the course of her life. As far as we can tell, none of the subsequent births were quite so difficult, but this number is still high, especially bearing in the mind the stress and physical demands that pregnancy can put on the female body, not to mention what we know about childbirth in the Middle Ages. No painkillers, save natural ones – St John’s Wort, an amulet, alcohol – would have been available to a woman like Margery, and there was no real knowledge of mental illness or of conditions such as post-natal psychosis to help her cope with the trauma that continued after her baby had been delivered.

It’s hard to know how representative Margery’s experience was, as evidence surrounding medieval childbirth remains scarce. Births were not regularly or systematically recorded during the Middle Ages, and other factors also contribute to a maddeningly fragmentary picture. Childbirth was an experience so common and ordinary that, unless it heralded the arrival of a long-awaited heir or something went wrong, it didn’t invite much discourse. The enclosed, even secretive, nature of the medieval birthing room makes it difficult for us to peer inside, and the fact that this was an experience that affected women rather than men means that it rarely attracted the notice of the predominantly male writers of the time. However, it is possible to uncover a better idea of medieval childbirth if we pay attention to the glimpses offered by legal documents, letters, medical treatises and the rare first-hand accounts by women writers such as Margery Kempe.

We know that it was profoundly dangerous. European women in the 1300s had more children, owing to societal pressures, religion and a lack of robust contraception, and less access to the kind of medical care and understanding of the female body many of us enjoy today. Tragically, they died more often during labour and lost more of their children. But there are some experiences that endure, despite the intervening years. The agony and trauma that can attend a birth; the frustrations and complexities of bringing a child into the world; the devastation of the loss of a child – certainly. But, also, and as importantly, the joy of holding a newborn baby for the first time – and watching them grow up – is something that resonates across time.
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According to the Church, having children was one of the primary goals of marriage. But even though it was prescribed by God, childbirth was also associated with women’s sin. It was taught that labour would have been painless for women if it weren’t for Eve. As punishment for eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, God had bestowed upon both Adam and Eve a unique, gendered punishment. A life of hard, back-breaking work now lay before Adam and his sons, whereas Eve and her daughters would now give birth to their children in pain. The Bible places equal blame on Adam and Eve, and God punishes them both for what is often referred to as the Fall of Man. But it was not unusual for theologians to save their most furious ire for Eve.

Tertullian, an early Christian author whose books were highly influential in the Middle Ages, writes to all women:


Do you not realize that Eve is you? The curse that God pronounced on your sex weighs still on the world. Guilty, you must bear its hardships. You are the devil’s gateway, you desecrated the fatal tree, you first betrayed the law of God, you softened up with your cajoling words the man against whom the devil could not prevail by force.2



Eve and therefore all women were thought to act as agents of the devil himself, using their arts of persuasion to do his dirty work. Because blame for the Fall was so often placed on Eve’s shoulders, any pain that a woman felt in childbirth was considered well deserved, something she should submit to as a justified punishment from God.

But, according to the same theology, childbirth was also associated with the most perfect of all women: the mother of God, the immaculate Mary, whose son would undo the damage done by Adam and Eve and allow, through his sacrifice, the re-entry of humanity into paradise. Medieval images of her, which still grace churches and Christmas cards today, usually present a pale, serene, chaste-looking woman, dressed in blue, either holding the baby Jesus in her arms or grieving his death at the Crucifixion. In the former, she may be wearing a slight smile as she gazes out at the viewer, or down at her infant son. She may even be breastfeeding. In the latter, she weeps, or reaches towards her dying boy.

While Mary was a popular figurehead throughout much of the medieval era, the fifteenth century witnessed an unprecedented explosion of Marian devotion. She became synonymous with compassion, a kindly and maternal intercessor who could act as a go-between on behalf of anxious Christian souls to a fearsome God. Three-dimensional statues called ‘cupboard Madonnas’ or ‘Shrine Madonnas’, which opened up to reveal the Trinity inside her womb, could be found in houses and churches across Europe. John Lydgate, a Benedictine monk and contemporary of Chaucer, wrote countless meditations on the life of the Blessed Virgin. In his poem ‘A Balade in Commendation of Our Lady’ he describes her as the ‘well and spring’ of mercy, the starriest of all stars, a fountain yielding pure, ‘clear streams’, the ‘original beginning of all grace and goodness’.3 Mary was the perfect mother. But, as if this wasn’t miraculous enough, she was also the perfect virgin.

This contradiction wasn’t lost on medieval theologians. While they accepted the premise (it was in the Bible, and so the word of God), they fiercely debated the nitty-gritty details of the virgin birth. Anselm of Canterbury believed that Mary had been born with the stain of original sin, but that God cleansed her of that taint as soon as Jesus was conceived since it would not have been appropriate for the son of God to be incubated in a vessel of sin.4 Exempt from the curse of Eve, Mary was able to give birth painlessly. Most theologians agreed with Anselm, but there was some discord over Mary’s involvement in the conception of Christ. While some insisted that Mary had been a passive and insensible recipient of this miracle, others suggested that she had, in accordance with Galenic reproductive theory, orgasmed.5

To explain this suggestion, we need to take a brief detour into the medieval understanding of conception. There were two leading figures who dominated medieval Western medicine: Galen and Aristotle, both Ancient Greek physicians whose writings made their way to Britain via Arabic translations in the early Middle Ages. Both agreed that during conception, the woman provided the materia – the matter, or flesh – to the embryo, while the man provided something far more important: the embryo’s form.6 This is how ‘Women’s Secrets’ describes conception:


When a woman is having sexual intercourse with a man she releases her menses at the same time that the man releases sperm, and both seeds enter the vulva (vagina) simultaneously and are mixed together, and then the woman conceives. [And after these seeds are received in the womb] the womb closes up like a purse on every side, so that nothing can fall out of it.7



We should take ‘Women’s Secrets’ with a pinch of salt. It is so full of misogynistic rhetoric that in later years it was quoted authoritatively at witch trials as evidence of women’s nefarious natures, and Christine de Pizan includes it in her list of books that spread libel about women, because ‘it states that the female body is inherently flawed and defective in many of its functions’.8 However, its description of conception is standard for the time. Male sperm provided shape, motion and life to raw matter. The (feminine) materia was therefore characterized by its nurturing properties – the materia that feeds the developing embryo – but also by its passivity, while the (male) form was marked by its active nature and its strength. Think of the woman as wax, and the man as a wax seal, imprinting and forming her raw materia. Women, who carry the baby in their own body for nine months, and who suffer the pains of giving birth, are nothing more than a vessel in this model. Men and their sperm are doing all the hard work.

While Galen and Aristotle agreed on how the embryo was formed, they differed in their explanations of how the embryo originated. According to Aristotle, the woman did not submit any sperm to conception; her only contribution was materia. Galen, however, argued that, for a baby to be conceived, women had to submit sperm (or ‘menses’) as well as materia. This sperm might be colder, wetter and scantier than the man’s, unable to impress a form all on its own. But it was a contributing factor nonetheless and essential for success, which meant that, in order to conceive, a woman needed to orgasm. Galen’s version of events, which by the later Middle Ages had won consensus among natural philosophers, therefore places a real and surprising emphasis on female pleasure. Despite the misogyny that underscored medieval medical understanding of women’s health, Galen’s theory still gained traction within scientific discourse around conception. And this discussion made its way into discourse about the Virgin Mother, one of the most venerated figures in Christendom.

It’s hard to imagine medieval Christian theologians arguing about whether or not God had made her come. But argue they did. Hugh of St Victor, a contemporary of Anselm, argued for the Galenic model in all cases of reproduction, including the conception of Christ.9 The idea that Mary must have orgasmed for Christ to have been conceived clearly made its way into the mainstream. In pageant plays, which tell the story of Christian history from creation to Judgement Day and were performed all over England as part of religious festivals, the Virgin Mother experiences what sounds suspiciously like orgasmic ecstasy during the Annunciation: ‘I cannot tell what joy, what bliss/Now I feel in my body.’ And the angel who delivers the news tells the audience that ‘Her body shall be so fulfilled with bliss/That she shall soon believe my story.’10 The Virgin Mother’s augmented orgasmic experience served to elevate her experience of conception above all others; hers was an exceptionally powerful orgasm, because it was, quite literally, heaven-sent.

[image: A narrow horizontal strip.]
So went the theology. Beyond the binaries of curse (Eve) and miracle (Mary), many medieval women, regardless of their status, spent a huge span of their adult lives pregnant. And while medieval women could look to Mary as a model of motherhood, in terms of childbirth (the pains of which Mary herself mercifully escaped), they were in it alone. But not all women who wanted to have children were easily able to conceive – many struggled. IVF may have been hundreds of years away from invention, but that’s not to say that authors of medieval medical texts didn’t offer their own fertility treatments.

Medieval medical and scientific writers viewed women’s menstruation either with ambivalence (a necessary evil required for a woman to purge her excess moisture) or outright hostility. ‘Women’s Secrets’ labels menstruation as ‘impure’, and John Trevisa, the author of a popular encyclopedia, calls the blood ‘vile and unstable’.11 However, despite this rhetoric, periods were widely understood as being instrumental in conception, and medicines such as water of plaintain were prescribed if a woman needed to regulate her cycle in order to get pregnant. If the issue lay elsewhere and not with menstruation, then there were various things a couple could try. The biggest authority on this matter by far was a collection of three texts dedicated to the health and well-being of women, which became known as the Trotula.12 All three were composed in the twelfth century in the Italian town of Salerno, and in the earliest manuscripts one of them is attributed to a woman, a healer from the area named Trota; because of this, it was assumed in the Middle Ages that all three texts came from Trota’s quill.

Sadly, we know next to nothing about Trota, except that she lived in Salerno and, based on the knowledge gathered together in the Trotula, it is likely that she was a general practitioner of medicine. Her texts, which give substantial space to fertility treatments, became the equivalent of best-sellers throughout Europe. One of the books suggests that women could test the hospitality of their womb by soaking a small cloth attached to a string in pennyroyal, laurel or another hot oil, inserting it into their vagina, tying the string around their leg and then going to sleep. If the patient woke up to find that the cloth had fallen out, it meant that her body was too hot for conception. If it was still inside her, it meant she was too cold. She could then improve her chance of conception by fumigating herself with herbs of the opposite temperature and rebalancing her humours. If this failed, she should turn her attention to her sex life. Too much sex, or even worse, sex outside of marriage, could make a woman infertile, because the more sexual partners she enjoyed, it was believed, the more slippery her womb became. And if she cut back on sex and was still not getting pregnant, then both the husband and wife were instructed to look to their weight, which, medieval medicine believed, could affect fertility. Sweating off any excess fat with hot baths or the application of hot sand might just do the trick for a struggling couple.13 For those who did manage to conceive, new anxieties quickly took the place of fertility worries. According to ‘Women’s Secrets’, women who had sex while on their period could give birth to babies who suffered from leprosy or epilepsy – devastatingly, such children were often considered by medieval society to be monstrous.14 And in the Middle Ages, just as today, not all women managed to carry their children to term. Until she held the baby in her arms, there was a lot for an expectant mother to worry about.

There is evidence to suggest that male infertility was at least recognized. The Trotula, for example, prescribes a urine test to determine whether the husband or wife (or both) was the source of a couple’s fertility troubles. In two separate pots each partner should mix their urine with wheat bran. If, after ten days had passed, one of the pots was smelly and full of worms, then something might be awry for whoever that urine belonged to. However, most medical advice, when it came to fertility, was targeted towards the woman. She was to blame for being sexually promiscuous, for being the wrong temperature or for having sex while menstruating. Even the works of the female-authored Trotula devote far more space to the infertility of women than they do to the infertility of men. Women who never managed to conceive had to deal not only with their own grief and loss but also with the stigma of having failed their husbands.

Medical books such as the Trotula and ‘Women’s Secrets’ are weighty tomes and, while their advice is applicable to the general public, it’s difficult to know how much the average medieval woman would have been aware of them. However, the apothecary bills of Anne of Bohemia, queen of England and wife of Richard II, from the last year of her life suggest that wealthier women may well have kept abreast of medical information about their fertility. Trifera magna, which Anne purchased for the expensive sum of two shillings and sixpence, was prescribed in the Trotula on a number of occasions to aid conception. Because herbs and medicines often had multiple usages, we cannot say for sure that Anne was buying these products to aid conception. However, bearing in mind she was a childless queen, it seems likely.15

Sadly for Anne, these treatments never worked. But for those women who did manage to get positive results, whether through home remedies, pilgrimages to the shrines of saints devoted to fertility or sheer luck, the experience of pregnancy could feel more of a trial than a blessing. The Hali Meiðhad – which translates into modern English as Holy Virginity – is a thirteenth-century Christian treatise which encourages young women to turn to a life of religion. It survives, alongside several other religious texts, in two manuscripts, the earliest of which was simple, unadorned and small enough to be held in the hand. It was probably put together as a private book of devotion, designed to be used rather than admired, and wear and tear on the folios suggests that readers did indeed pore over its contents. In its mission to persuade readers into a life of celibacy, the treatise paints an especially off-putting picture of pregnancy:


your rosy face will grow thin, and turn green as grass, your eyes will grow dulled, and shadowed underneath, and because of your dizziness your head will ache cruelly. Inside, in your belly, a swelling in your womb which bulges you out like a water-skin, discomfort in your bowels and stitches in your side, and often painful backache; heaviness in every limb, the dragging weight of your two breasts, and the streams of milk that run from them. Your beauty is all destroyed by pallor; there is a bitter taste in your mouth, and everything that you eat makes you feel sick; and whatever food your stomach disdainfully receives it throws it up again […] Worry about your labour pains keeps you awake at night16



It’s worth remembering that this treatise is actively trying to encourage its female readers to pursue a holy life of sexual abstinence. However, despite the ulterior motives of its anonymous author, at least some of the symptoms described – the constant morning sickness, the aching back, the middle-of-the-night panics about impending labour – are likely to sound familiar to anyone who has experienced pregnancy.

While some poor women would have given birth in a hospital, most expectant medieval parents prepared a room, known as a birthing chamber, for labour in their own home. This could be any room in the house but was ideally positioned upstairs, where it was warmer. In preparation for the birth, the chosen room would be transformed, decorated with images of saints, darkened and lit by candlelight. On a woman’s entry into her birthing chamber the room was closed, the curtains drawn and the keyholes stopped up. Pregnant women in the Middle Ages would inhabit this chamber during their labour, but also for a longer period that encompassed the weeks before and after the birth, called a ‘lying-in’. For most of her lying-in, a woman would be confined to her room; for the final stretch she might be allowed to move around the house, if there were no concerns for her health, but she wasn’t allowed to go outside at any time. In her Treasure of the City of Ladies, Christine de Pizan describes it as a time of festivity, an open house for female family and friends in which visitors were treated to sumptuous food and drink as the mother-to-be, often dressed in a white gown, would receive her guests propped up in bed.17

In Italy, husbands were in charge of preparing the birthing chamber, choosing and purchasing their wife’s outfits for lying-in and decorating the trays that carried food to the new mother after labour. In Britain, however, both lying-in and labour were very much the mother’s remit. For the wealthy, the preparations for this room were nothing short of lavish; the more elaborate the birthing chamber, the greater the status of the woman who inhabited it. When Elizabeth of York gave birth to Margaret Tudor (the future queen of Scotland) in 1489, the room was covered with rich, expensive tapestries decorated with gold fleurs-de-lis. Her bed was ‘made up of a wool-stuffed mattress, a featherbed, a down-filled bolster, and four down pillows, the finest linen sheets and pillow cases, a linen quilt, and a coverlet of ermine and cloth of gold’.18 The expenditure on birthing chambers was clearly common enough for the author of The Book of the Knight of the Tower, a book of advice addressed from a knight to his daughters, to deem it necessary to warn against incurring God’s wrath through excessive extravagance.19

Christine de Pizan is also quick to cast judgement on those women who went too far in their preparation of the birthing chamber. She describes one expectant mother in particular, the wife of a grocer, who had ‘two very fine chambers’, decorated with vessels and dishes of silver and gold, and who put up exquisite hangings around her bed, ‘of such fine linen of Rheims that they were worth three hundred francs’. Far from being impressed by this display, Christine is critical: ‘God knows what money was wasted on amusements, bathing and various social gatherings, according to the customs in Paris for women in childbed […] Although there are many examples of great prodigality, this extravagance exceeds all the others, and so is worth putting in a book!’20 It is important to note the social status of this woman as part of the emerging middle class. Christine, a noblewoman, is not just expressing disdain at luxurious birthing chambers but also at the idea that a grocer’s wife could dare to aspire to the nobility through the excesses of her birthing chamber.

There is not much evidence to reveal how women felt during their lying-in, or how they experienced their labour. Was the darkness and confinement soothing and therapeutic? Or claustrophobic and boring? Were expectant and new mothers pleased to receive an endless troop of visitors or did they wish they could just be left alone? It is likely, regrettably, that we’ll never know. However, what we do know is that the birthing room was very much a female space. In medieval Europe, a woman who realized that she was going into labour would call on her ‘godsibs’ (‘sisters in God’) to come to her aid. These might be female friends, family members or neighbours, with usually at least one midwife among them.

When the godsibs arrived, they came armed with food, drink, herbal tisanes to ease the mother’s pain, charms and amulets, oils and fats to massage the perineum, and their prayers for a safe delivery for both mum and baby. Not only was this all very intimate (it’s hard to imagine many women today wanting their female friends or family members to massage their perineum); it was also crowded, noisy and festive. Forget the image of the mother and birth partner with their pre-made soothing playlist and essential oils; this was very much a family affair. Moreover, it was a feminine one. Margaret of Anjou, queen of England in the thirteenth century, issued a royal decree ahead of her lying-in that a curtain be drawn across her inner chamber until a few weeks after she had given birth.21 No men were allowed closer than her outer chamber. While most women didn’t gender their birthing chambers via royal decree, this sort of segregation was the norm. In the case of an emergency, a male surgeon or physician might be called to the birthing room, but in the majority of cases midwives were as capable of dealing with common birth problems as physicians. There was rarely any need for men to invade this intimate space. Not that most men seemed to mind this state of affairs. Simon de Seyles of Spaldynton ‘dared not enter the house for the cries [of his son’s mother] in childbirth’, and a number of other expectant fathers recollect keeping out of the way, dining out while their wife endured the throes of labour.22

It’s very hard to know whether this separation of the sexes was designed to preserve the dignity and privacy of the woman in labour or whether it had its roots in the medieval Christian idea of childbirth as intrinsically shameful, its pains and struggles encoded as a punishment from God. The manuscript for a thirteenth-century French poem entitled Le Roman de Silence (The Romance of Silence) was discovered in 1911, tucked away in a manor house in England, in a box labelled ‘old papers – no value’. But the light this poem sheds on attitudes to childbirth in medieval Europe, not to mention the fact that it offers an early account of queer experience, proves its worth. It tells the story of a count who is worried that his wife may have given birth to a daughter instead of a son, which would entail the loss of their family inheritance. Unable to wait, he runs to the chamber where his wife is giving birth to find out the sex of his baby. Closing the door behind him, ‘his desire to know the truth takes away any shame that might prevent him from approaching the bed of the woman in childbirth. He touches her with his right hand and she feels great shame.’23 There is something degrading in the man’s presence in the chamber, both for himself and for the new mother.

Such stories suggest that men’s absence from the birthing chamber may have had more to do with shame and propriety than with the woman’s wishes or her comfort. While we have no real evidence to suggest how women or men felt about the childbirth status quo, the likelihood is that everyone was so used to it that they didn’t question it much.

We get some lurid descriptions of birth from texts like Hali Meiðhad, which aim to put women off having any children, describing it as a ‘cruel distressing anguish’, an ‘incessant misery’, a ‘torment upon torment’.24 But, beyond such scaremongering, there is silence surrounding the actual experience of childbirth in the Middle Ages. For hints and clues we must therefore look to material culture – the items kept in birthing rooms, beyond their sometimes lavish decorations, which can tell us about the birth itself.

There would be sweet-smelling herbs scattered on the floor, designed to soothe the mother with their scent, and a well-stoked fire to keep the baby warm when it came. On the side the midwife might place a gem called eaglestone, which could be attached to the mother’s thigh to help alleviate her pain, and vinegar, which would be rubbed on the baby’s tongue to ensure that one day the child would speak. There might be a birthing stool; in some areas of Europe these were believed to help position the mother for optimum labour; they would usually be made of wood with a semicircle cut out on the seat, designed to support the mother in an upright position and allow the midwives access underneath to help ease out the baby. Books were also a popular choice; manuscripts telling the tale of Margaret of Antioch, the patron saint of childbirth because she leapt out of the stomach of a dragon unscathed, were an especially common feature of the birthing chamber; in many of the manuscripts that tell her story the scribe will recommend gifting the manuscript to expectant mothers, to help them achieve a painless birth. One was also likely to find talismans and amulets, which were specifically designed to keep mother and baby safe, and which tread a fine line between religion and magic.

Such charms were not simply old wives’ tales but were frequently prescribed by learned doctors too. The Trotula prescribes that snakeskin should be laid over the woman in labour, to speed her delivery and ease her pain.25 The Sickness of Women, an English medical handbook of women’s health, recommends the use of silk, iron or deerskin, and the ‘Tomida Femina’ (a tenth-century poem, which also serves as a charm, from the south of France, and whose title translates as ‘a swollen woman’) encourages the birthing woman and her godsibs to chant magical language during the labour.26 The fourteenth-century surgeon John Arderne, whose medical books were some of the most widely read in England, includes a charm which he insists will hasten the birth of a child – an inscribed amulet that should be bound below the knee of the woman in labour while holy words are spoken.27 To us these may sound bizarre, and we now know that snakeskin and iron would be very little help in medical terms. However, they may well have had something of a placebo effect on the labouring mother, just as the incantations and chants from their godsibs may have acted as a kind of medieval hypnobirthing.

The talismans that involved strips of parchment and magic words anticipate the use and popularity in the later Middle Ages of something we now call the birthing girdle. These girdles were inscribed with holy prayers and invocations and were designed to be wrapped around the stomach of the woman in labour. They could be made from silk, but were more likely to consist of parchment or paper. Various Christian institutions kept birthing girdles which they would lend out to well-to-do expectant mothers; several noblewomen borrowed the Virgin Mary’s Girdle from Westminster Abbey, for example, to assist their labour. According to legend, this girdle was dropped down from heaven by the Virgin Mary to convince the doubting disciple Thomas that she had ascended to the celestial realm. In the Middle Ages there were a couple of these girdles that laid claim to being ‘original’; one was the girdle at Westminster, of which no descriptions endure, but the other is still in Prato Cathedral in Italy. It is 87cm long, made of a strip of green sheep’s wool and decorated with golden brocade.

Few of these girdles have survived in Britain; they were identified as heretical items during the Reformation and were destroyed.
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