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There are nine and sixty ways of constructing tribal lays
And—every—single—one—of—them—is—right!

RUDYARD KIPLING, “IN THE NEOLITHIC AGE”



ANYONE rash enough to embark on an enterprise of this extent realizes as the effort draws to a close that almost every single one of her friends who are scholars in the field might have done the same thing somewhat differently. There might have been a little more about sexuality, more about power, more gender theory, more big names, if someone else had been the writer. So be it. I have spent my professional life researching, writing and teaching about comparative European social history and working in records concerned with survival under adverse circumstances, with poverty, the relationships beween rich and poor, the dynamics of communities and crime, so that this history of women draws in the first place upon this intellectual baggage. It also, however, owes a huge amount to friends whose work has so enriched and extended an understanding of the many issues involved.

My first thanks are due to Patricia McNulty, in whose company I first taught about some of the issues appearing here in the dim and distant sixties and who read most of this script. Then comes Lyndal Roper, whom I so much admire and who drew my attention to lacunae and possibilities. Natalie Zemon Davis, Joan Scott and Louise Tilly first invited me to talk about some of these themes in America in 1974, when we were all new in the field of women’s history, and their friendship has meant much to me. Angus MacKay and David Higgs were unsparing in providing me with information in areas where I was ignorant. My neighbour and fellow worker in the field Carolyn Williams was always prepared to respond to my more abstruse questions, and I never ceased to be dazzled by her knowledge. In the course of writing this book a lot of new friends were made. First the Dutch group, Lotte van de Pol, Rudolph Dekker and Florence Koorn, and Herman Roodenberg, who have been immensely generous in sharing their work and passing on to me developments in the Netherlands. Then those made (or, in the case of Simon Schama, perpetuated) in the context of Harvard: Caroline Ford, Alex Owen, and a host of brilliant students, some of whom were part of my writing-gender-history group and will find in this book ideas we shared. I would pick out Deborah Cohen, Cara Robertson, Paul Franklin and Michelle Jaffe, all of whom added in some way to this book, and Julie Pavlon, who presided over my life and was very special.

This book, however, was to be finally written in Italy, while I was teaching at the European University Institute in Florence. This particular experience has been enriching in many ways. First I would like to thank the historians of the wider Florentine community, Sara Matthews Grieco, Gabriella Zarri and Giulia Calvi and the members of the Pentofillo group, who not only welcomed me into their midst but introduced me to developments in Italian women’s history, which has for me a stunning freshness and originality of direction. Secondly, valued colleagues helped, particularly John Brewer and Gérard Delille. Thirdly, I have encountered a new generation of European students in an institution which is providing a learning process for the faculty as well as the students. Of the early modernists, Silvia Evangelisti, Concepción Torres and Elisa Sampson should know that they made a fundamental impression on my knowledge of the function of religious orders. The memory of Agnes Hochberg, whose untimely death left us all diminished, will remain forever green. My thanks must also go to Kathy Fabiani, who spent more hours over the Xerox machine than she probably cares to remember.

Finally, every book is a personal odyssey. This one was coincident with a death, that of my mother, the thorny path through adolescence of two beloved children—who were able by the end to make some contributions to this script—and aspects of the human condition which beset middle life. Brian Murphy and Beryl Williams were valued supports on both the personal and the intellectual level. New and esteemed friends—Ruth Harris and Iain Pears, Yota Kravaritou, Verena Stölke, Barbara MacLennan and Ruth Whiting of Bedales School, to whom I owe a great deal—enriched my life during the writing years. There was also birth. Olwen Dekker may have to go through life explaining her name, but her arrival in the summer of 1993 was very timely. It made me ponder further on continuities and changes and what remains in the lives of women of the world we are supposed to have lost. In addition, the event determined the title of this volume.

OLWEN HUFTON
SETTIGNANO, FLORENCE, FEBRUARY 1995


INTRODUCTION
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The Limits of the Possible and Questions of Change


I read it [history] a little as a duty; but it tells me nothing that does not either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars and pestilences in every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all, it is very tiresome; and yet I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention.

CATHERINE MORLAND TO MR. TILNEY, IN JANE AUSTEN,
Northanger Abbey, BEGUN 1798



IN THE late 1950s Keith Thomas was rash enough to offer a series of lectures on seventeenth-century women to Oxford undergraduates. His colleagues found the subject bizarre and the students simply did not turn up to listen.1 There were doubtless many good reasons. Oxford was virtually a male bastion at the time and the odds on getting a question about women in the final examination papers were probably a million to one against. Above all, however, the subject was perceived as neither relevant nor interesting.

Times have changed. The history of women as a field of enquiry emerged in the late sixties as an offshoot of the women’s movement and the demands for civil rights. The conspicuous absence of women from the historical record, unless they belonged to a few small categories—queens, consorts, famous mistresses of yet more famous men, courtesans or saints—meant that history was unbalanced. Their absence was also seen in the sixties as pointing either to a grave sin of omission or to a flagrant suppression of the evidence, and hence to a distortion of the record by the historians of former times. Whether the omission was unconscious or deliberate, the result was the same: women, with a few notable exceptions, had been denied a history. Those anxious to develop women’s consciousness cited the words of Simone de Beauvoir, who thought that this denial was the reason why women could have little pride in themselves.

Remedying this omission became an essential part of feminist historiography in the 1970s. Attempts were made to restore women to the historical record by focusing on their roles and experiences and by examining the effects of significant historical events like the Reformation or the growth of capitalism upon their lives. This spirit of enquiry was both vital and very productive. It inspired historians who were already working in the field of social history to re-examine their sources and to question the chronological framework upon which history was constructed. Did women have a Renaissance or an Enlightenment? It brought about the resurrection of sporadic earlier works like Alice Clark’s A Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (1919) or Lady Doris Stenton’s The Englishwoman in History (1957), which were re-examined, reprinted and sold in numbers which far outstripped the original editions. Most importantly, perhaps, it inspired a new generation of young historians to seek out a specifically female experience in the past.

The affluent sixties and seventies were a period of burgeoning historical production. Social history was perhaps at the cutting edge of developments, under the joint stimulus of the Annales school and those interested in the dynamic of class formation. Family historians and demographers, historians of crime and of popular mentalities (that is, modes of understanding the physical and spiritual world, human destiny and social relationships), contributed to a growing body of knowledge and opened up new ways of looking at the past. Much of the early work in these fields had either ignored women or did not consider that they had any particular social role, outside the purely reproductive, to distinguish them from the record of men. Critics were initially suspicious of women’s history as “ghetto history”; it was accused of supplanting one imbalance with another, an activity which was directed towards discerning oppression, uncovering the injustices of the past to remedy those of the present, just as Marxist historiography was committed to finding class conflict. In spite of this criticism, the frontiers of knowledge about women in the past were pushed outwards, and in many fields of historical endeavour a deeper sensitivity to gender difference is now apparent. Gender history, in which the particular responses of each of the two sexes and the interaction between them is given weight, has taken as much by sap as it has by storm.

Cultural history achieved a historiographical dominance in the eighties. A new generation of historians fell under the influence of the philosopher Michel Foucault, preoccupied with power relationships and the historical construction of codes of practice which defined right and wrong, normal and abnormal. Equally influential were anthropologists such as Lévi-Strauss, Clifford Geertz and the sociologist Norbert Elias, whose work on the meaning of ritual within the court society of Versailles and of the essence of the civilizing process—both published before the war—underwent a conspicuous revival.2 None of these scholars saw sexual distinction as a primary concern; the total absence of women from Elias’s narrative not only is striking but serves to date the work. But what they did do was to define and seek to understand “culture.” Culture was broadly explained as a set of shared meanings, reflecting ingrained beliefs and determining ritual and practices and the expression of attitudes within a particular group. This group, which could be no larger than a guild or could comprehend an entire empire, was distinguished and demarcated from other groups by these shared meanings or beliefs. Within wider entities like a village or even a region, people’s beliefs and attitudes could be conditioned or modified according to wealth or education, whether they belonged to ruling élites or to the illiterate masses. There was clearly a great tradition, or high culture, which could be differentiated from a little tradition, that of the Volk.3 Acknowledging this distinction, the new cultural historians were quick to insist that the beliefs and attitudes implicit in both high and low culture would necessarily embody assumptions about the essence of manhood and womanhood, the male and the female. Each sex could, for example, be arbitrarily allocated certain attributes and roles: strength and valour belong to men, to make them warriors and hunters; tenderness and frailty to women, to make them nurturers and servants of men. Such attitudes would, furthermore, lay down constraints on what was fitting for each sex. Gender roles, it was argued, were constructed from beliefs, and lay at the core of any culture, determining in the case of each sex what was appropriate and what unfitting, the honourable and the shameful, the acceptable and the forbidden, the possible and that which was to be denied. In this kind of approach the Muslim veil, for example, could be a symbol and marker of an entire network of attitudes and beliefs about the proper role of women in their relationships with men within Islam. The sum of a culture was like a dance in which each generation, through a process of acculturation, learned steps according to his or her sex and class. The agents of that process of acculturation were parents and siblings; the church, the village, the peer group; other communities like guilds; the printed media, from chapbook and broadside (cheap literature available to the masses) to high literary culture. All these and innumerable other agencies contributed to the construction of class and gender roles. Both women and men were made, not born.

It followed, then, that for a developing generation dedicated to finding out about women in the past to understand the relative position of men and women in a given society, it was essential to perceive and interpret attitudes and beliefs pertaining to gender roles in text, language and visual representations. An extensive examination of such evidence would permit an understanding of the meaning of gender to that society and the messages that were conveyed to each ensuing generation.4

This approach has been particularly revelatory when applied to micro-history, that is, the close examination of small incidents or case histories so as to give not merely a narrative account but an interpretation of events by using psychoanalysis, psychology, semiotics and all the tools of social science. Micro-history has become one of the scholarly growth industries of our time and produced some very exciting reading. Natalie Zemon Davis, for example, in The Return of Martin Guerre (1983), examined a case in which an aberrant husband returned to find himself supplanted by an impostor; and she used the evidence of the resulting trial to ascertain the expectations which a particular culture, village society in sixteenth-century France, had of women and the opportunities it made available to them. Similarly, “ego documents,” that is, autobiographies and other personal testimonies (memoirs, letters, diaries, lawsuits and so on), some written by women and others embodying female voices, have been abundantly exploited to discern the impact of cultural constraints on the lives of individual women.5

To read and interpret a text like a lawsuit or a set of memoirs can shed immense light on how ideas on gender influenced an individual life or a particular event in the field of micro-history, but at the level of broader generalization such an exercise poses problems for the historian.

First, it has proved difficult to transfer this approach onto a broader canvas without straying into the realms of conjecture; for many social historians the attempt has carried the risk of over-speculation, the erection of the theoretical or “generic” woman and man, versions of womanhood and manhood, at the expense of what was, as far as one can discern, the experience of real people.

Secondly, in some cases the search for gender attitudes and the belief that individuals were made not born have tended to discount biological differences between women and men and to insist on gender as a cultural construct alone. The English and American feminist movements have since the beginning of this century seen biological arguments as a way of denying women equality of opportunity and as an excuse for men not to share the traditional caring and nurturing tasks of women. In the twentieth century these arguments have much to recommend them, but they remain problematic. In the early modern period, biology has to count for something. No one, for example, could plough a five-inch furrow in a condition of advanced or even early pregnancy.

Thirdly, in attempting to understand the significance of rituals and cultural rules, insufficient attention has been given to the material constraints which determined the lives of the vast majority of people.

THIS BOOK is about the interaction between beliefs about what was appropriate to men and to women and what occurred in the practices of everyday life. I wish to explore notions of womanhood and manhood and how such notions influenced the lives of people, as they were distinguished by wealth and geographical location, and to see how such notions and practices were modified by time. Above all, however, my aim is to integrate any experience that was defined by gender into the wider social and economic framework, a specific material world, and one in which ideas about gender were only one thread in an entire web of beliefs. The work draws upon more than two decades of writing devoted specifically to women and gender, upon a huge and ever expanding corpus of social history written with a sensitivity to the differing experience of women and men, and also upon a great deal of social, economic and cultural history which predates the pursuit of a specifically female experience.

The general social and economic history of early modern Europe has, in very broad terms, largely been written in two ways. The first stresses continuity with the medieval inheritance and accentuates the lack of fundamental change in the early modern period. The second has focused on change, whether economic (the rise of capitalism), political (the rise of the state) or socio-cultural (the construction of modern man, the making of the modern family), or on mentalities so as to pick out shifts in beliefs and attitudes (such as the waning of religious fervour). Change has been interpreted as either abrupt (the magic switch of industrialization) or gradualistic. To discern the origins of change in a given society has been proclaimed to be one of the worthiest endeavours open to the historian. It is, however, one of the most parlous. It can involve a search for a few seeds of a different strain in a field full of a traditional crop. It risks perpetrating the teleological fallacy by allowing the exceptional experience to override what was common. For these reasons, a cognizance of basic continuities in the lives of the many must be acknowledged.

Fernand Braudel has been in the forefront of the historians of continuity. His three-volume work on material civilization is not only a classic but a distillation of a huge corpus of knowledge sifted and interpreted so as to make understandable the physical constraints of the world in which people lived before industrialization.6 When he described early modern Europe, Braudel began with an analysis of material existence and made reference to the structures of everyday life and the limits of the possible in what he saw to be an unchanging or immobile world. This approach was justified by his insistence that the life of every single individual, and his or her scope for action, were determined by the physical constraints imposed by geography, climate, technology and medical knowledge. He discerned in this world an almost total lack of change, which was particularly visible when he looked at agriculture, diet, the range of commodities available to most people, the imminence of disease and fear and the slow growth of population, with intermittent cutbacks due to famine and pestilence, which prevailed until the eighteenth century. Braudel’s work was insufficiently nuanced. It presented an abbreviated version of economic man, one with a stomach rather than a mind, and he made almost no reference at all to women. Yet an acquaintance with the world he described is essential to an understanding of social relationships and the conditions of existence in the early modern period, because it accentuates the fundamental material and physical constraints which impeded change over a long period of time (la longue durée).

In Braudel’s analysis, most Europeans between 1500 and 1800 looked directly or indirectly to the land for their livelihood. The best land was in the control of the wealthy, and landed élites lived comfortably on agricultural rents and taxes paid by their tenants, the bulk of whom, along with small owner-occupiers, eked out an existence on the brink of poverty or at least were locked in a remorseless struggle for sufficiency and survival which many were doomed to lose. One bad harvest, or still worse a series such as characterized the 1690s in northern Europe (subsequently dubbed by historians “the little ice age”), could see mortality outstripping the birthrate as disease took its toll of the undernourished. In those Mediterranean societies which in the same decade experienced drought and swarms of locusts, the starving and the destitute flooded into the towns. The great cities of the plain of Languedoc, for example, became the burial ground for the mountain dwellers, men, women and children of remote villages in the Massif Central where food stocks were exhausted. The refugees, who were unwelcome everywhere, perished and left as sole witness of their plight their names and dates of death in the parish registers on their escape route.

In some regions, particularly the more barren uplands of central France, the Alpine and Pyrenean regions or the Tuscan hills, the rural world consisted almost entirely of small owner-occupiers farming minuscule units often carved out of very marginal land. When the population grew in the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, new land—though progressively less productive land—was brought under cultivation, or already frail sub-subsistence units were further subdivided. In other areas, the growth of cities, with their special demands for meat and dairy produce, encouraged switching from grain production to livestock, creating dependency on new outside sources for the supply of grain. The extension of the vine over parts of the Mediterranean basin from the sixteenth century contributed also to the dependency of one part of Europe on another. European merchants reached out into the Baltic to find new sources of grain in exchange for wine, fish and salt.

But there was little that was new in the way Europeans farmed their land, and new crops were slow to make inroads into traditional planting rotations, though vegetables were increasing in variety. There was almost no technological breakthrough to enhance agricultural productivity throughout the period. The techniques illustrated in medieval Books of Hours were still being used by the sowers, reapers and gleaners painted by Millet in the mid-nineteenth century. The stooped figures of women bent double in the fields weeding for ten or twelve hours a day serve as a reminder that the work was backbreaking and took place in all weather. Such work was a huge consumer of human strength and a generator of physical pain, varicose veins, rheumatism, arthritis and the prolapsed uterus.7 Much of southern Europe lived with the recurrent problem of drought, and smallholdings were frequently dependent on hand watering or the carrying of buckets of soil to sustain terraces. Most of this work was done by women, and watering could occupy the farmer’s wife for three to five hours a day in summer. Small wonder that Catholic prescriptive literature urged the pregnant woman to surrender as much of this kind of work as she could if she wished, as she must do as a Christian, to see a living baby.

Bread or some starchy substitute was the staple food. For most people ease was defined by having enough grain to provide everyone in the household with an appropriate daily bread ration (four to five pounds for an adult male, three for a woman, two for a child). “Give us this day our daily bread” was an appeal utterly central to the lives of most Europeans and to their relationship with their deity. Vegetables were also important. Peas and beans were made into soup in the north-west. Root vegetables, carrots, rutabaga and turnips as well as cabbages, lent some variety. Round the Mediterranean a richer range of vegetables including tomatoes and eggplants was available, as well as more pungent flavours. Garlic was rubbed on hard bread, and olive oil was a considerable enrichment to the diet. Throughout Europe wine, cider or small beer, according to region, washed the meal down. The hedgerows yielded fruits. The forests were scoured for mushrooms.

Milk, cheese, eggs, butter and bacon or a little salted pork or blood sausages (black puddings) were the first luxuries most families ever knew, but they depended upon the ability to maintain livestock. Most families kept a few hens, a cow, a pig or a goat. The cow, in particular, frequently marked off the family that was fairly adequately nourished from the one that was not, but its presence was dependent on the availability of pasture. On the coast fish and shellfish and crustaceans (the food of the poor, as Jan Steen demonstrated in his Lean Kitchen), usually gathered by women and children at low tide, were a valued protein element. The salt herring produced by the Dutch converted the generality of the Republic’s citizens into some of the best nourished of Europe and served as the basis of a lively export trade to both the Baltic and the Mediterranean. Cod, caught in North American waters, salted and dried, was also increasingly used on the continental Atlantic seaboard and in adjacent cities.

In the very poorest regions of north-west Europe which had enough water, the potato was by the eighteenth century beginning to make some inroads, and rice production was extending in the Po valley and even into parts of southern France (where it was associated, quite rightly, with malaria). In any one region, however, the variety of the diet was poor and ruled by the seasons. In these societies livestock was critical to the productivity of the soil. Apart from kelp on the coastlines, there was no fertilizer other than animal manure, and for many families in the north-west there was no source of fuel other than animal turds picked up from the fields and dried, usually by women.

Such were the physical constraints of the world in which the dramatis personae of this volume lived, worked and reproduced themselves. Most of the energies of the European agrarian population, their working lives and the roles they assumed, were concentrated on the production of enough food to sustain life and sufficient fuel to keep warm in winter and to cook their food. To realize these goals frequently demanded abundant resourcefulness, and preoccupied both women and men throughout their lives. When survival was the sovereign imperative, a grim determinism ruled.

Diet and the availability of fuel for heating and cooking were significant markers distinguishing the rich from the poor. Daniel Defoe, writing in the 1720s about his extensive journeys throughout Britain, divided the people into seven categories. There were the great who lived “profusely”; second, the rich who lived “very plentifully”; third, the middle sort who lived well; fourth, the working trades who laboured but felt no want; fifth, the country people, farmers above all, who fared “indifferently”; sixth came the poor who “fare hard”; and last came the miserable who “really pinch and suffer want.” Defoe thought that four-fifths of the population of Britain fell into categories four to seven and about a fifth into the last two, where poverty and misery overlapped and the transition from one to the other was easily made.8

Defoe’s divisions serve well enough for any of the generations who are the concern either of Braudel’s analysis or of this book. Most of the population of Europe depended on the state of the harvest and lived in anticipation of the worst. Fear of shortage and of being forced to pay high prices in the market was something shared by at least the bottom half of every European population. A wealthier segment, able to sell grain, traded on the profits of shortage, and at a time of rising population anyone who could muster a surplus did well. If the proportions of rich and poor in any population over the eighteenth century were relatively unchanged, this should not disguise social polarization. Those at the top had perhaps never had it so good, but the base of the social pyramid had broadened and the landless and those living precariously were in some regions much more numerous. The disappearance of famines and plagues and the beginning of population growth generated increased demands for food and work, reflected in higher prices and in wages which did not necessarily keep pace with inflation. The control of food supplies generated antagonisms. Farming families surrendered part of their produce to tax collectors, landlords and seigneurs who possessed rights in the land, and the conflicts engendered provided good business for lawyers. Such conflicts could also erupt into extensive civil strife, as in the German Peasant Wars of the 1520s and the peasant movement in the early stages of the French Revolution.

As well as living with hate and resentment, rural society, particularly at the lower levels, was rent by fear. Animal pestilence, such as murrain, was another kind of event which could destroy the long-term viability of a farming family’s precarious livelihood. If the cow or goat or pig disappeared the household lost simultaneously its protein source, its fertilizer and the cash it could realize from fattening the animal’s progeny. The fact that a beast which was seemingly healthy one day could sicken and die the next evoked fears that modern society can scarcely understand.

If harvest failures were highly discriminatory in their human consequences, disease was more egalitarian. The seventeenth century was the last real century of plague for Europe (thereafter outbreaks were confined to ports trading with the east), but other diseases—viral pneumonia, typhus, typhoid and those which hit children, such as measles, diphtheria, scarlet fever and chicken pox—could descend upon a community in any one year and exact a collective toll beyond the power of medical knowledge to assuage. Smallpox was an especial scourge, if declining somewhat in virulence in north-western Europe in the eighteenth century. Few, even by then, were not blemished by the disease, and an unscarred complexion was the first criterion of beauty. The commonest concealment made by the portrait painter anxious to please his or her client was the obliteration of such scars. The wealthy covered them in a thick white make-up which, being lead-based, was itself poisonous. Syphilis in a virulent form spread throughout the European continent in the aftermath of the Italian Wars at the end of the fifteenth century to assume less deadly aspects by the eighteenth century. Sores and pustules and noses eaten away by the ravages of sexually transmitted diseases were the hallmark of the veteran soldier or sailor or the whore plying her trade on the city street. Scurvy was the lot of many who did not have access to fresh food, and the bent, the bow-legged and the knock-kneed from rickets should be added to the gallery of deformations visible particularly in the north and north-west where fresh fruit and vegetables were seasonally circumscribed.

Nor was it only the poor who prayed for healthy “straight” babies. The rich, in that they were better nourished and could flee the seat of plague and the unhealthiness of town life, were better placed to withstand the ravages of many diseases, but they could not buy immunity from fear. Fleas and polluted water are no respecters of persons. In rich and poor families alike, uncontrollable disease and physical disorder could rupture the unit. Mortality rates were highest in the first few months of life, and still high to the age of ten; anyone who survived this important birthday had a reasonable chance of making fifty. Even so, human life had a fragility both apparent and real. Until the eighteenth century population growth was usually followed by cutback, and when sustained growth began to be apparent it reflected in many countries a slight upward movement of the birthrate due to earlier marriage, rather than a fall in the deathrate.

Demographers of “pre-industrial” or “traditional” societies discern distinctive patterns of late marriage: 24–26 for women, 26–28 for men; the upper limits would reflect difficult times, since marriage depended on obtaining a farm or some other form of living. Such marriages produced roughly four to five children (excluding miscarriages and stillbirths), of whom enough would reach adulthood to ensure in normal times sluggish population growth. Patterns for the aristocracy were very different, since for most of the period the marriages of those family members designated able to marry took place earlier. The average family, then, was much smaller than in nineteenth-century industrial society, but for the bottom three-fifths of the population the nurturing of even a small brood demanded abundant ingenuity. It was common, for example, in the mountainous regions of Europe, such as the Alps, the Pyrenees, the Massif Central, the Alto Adige, the Trás-os-Montes, for the father of a family to absent himself for anything up to nine months a year in order to Stretch the product of the holding further. Furthermore, and this was true across Europe, before the eldest children reached the age of marriage, one parent was likely to be dead.

To set against what he saw as the immobile world of the village, Braudel placed the city and town, which he saw as the only possible dynamic forces in early modern society. He pointed to a process of fitful commercial evolution in which certain cities—Florence and Venice in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Antwerp and then Amsterdam and the Dutch cities in the seventeenth, London and the great Atlantic ports of England and France in the eighteenth—secured a temporary primacy and forced the pace of geographically restricted economic change. In spite of the lack of dynamism he found in the rural world, society as a whole generated some surplus wealth. This wealth, concentrated in the hands of the few, went in part into investment to sustain the base productive apparatus, but also into consumption and into sparing those who could afford it the efforts involved in supplying a house with water and basic services or, at more elevated social levels, in purchasing an affluent and leisured lifestyle. These developments nourished commercial evolution and urban growth by the production of goods and the distribution of imported commodities. The development of towns as commercial centres, and shifts caused by changing trade axes, created in Braudel’s almost motionless Europe islands of activity and agencies of geographically limited change. Consuming society continued in the main to derive its wealth from the land, but there was a society of merchants, manufacturers and service trades which catered to its wishes. The towns grew as well in response to the demands of the countryside for goods it could not produce.

The movement of part of the rural population into the towns in search of work, the increasing complexity of commercial development and of the organs of government which were town-based, made the early modern city a considerable market for both basic and luxury foodstuffs. Demands could be met only by securing more food from the countryside, by extending the provisioning zone or, in some cases, by an international traffic. The countryside was hence drawn into change. Urban demands for luxury foodstuffs, meat and dairy products could, where the land was suitable, lead farmers away from grain into livestock production or into intensive mixed farming. If by 1800 most of Europe was untouched by such developments, the Netherlands from the sixteenth century, parts of Britain, France and Germany from the eighteenth, knew significant regional changes. From the seventeenth century, Holland was the entrepôt for Baltic grain to supply the grain deficits of many European regions. In the processes of change, wherever they were felt, some made fortunes but others lost out as landlords revoked common grazing rights to their own advantage or engrossed holdings in the name of increased output. Urban growth and commercial development modified, perhaps to a greater degree than Braudel was prepared to admit, the dominant narrative of continuity.

In the three centuries with which we are concerned, the kinds of goods that money could buy multiplied very considerably and as they did so they generated wealth and work. At the beginning of the period even in sturdy (or surplus-producing) peasant families most people came into the world on a straw mattress on the floor or on a communal bed shared by all the family. Their first view of their surroundings was of a room with unglazed windows, and they took their first steps on an earth floor sometimes covered with rushes which might be renewed annually. They ate from wooden trenchers, sat on hard wooden furniture and wore clothes that were woven at home, roughly constructed and handed down the generations. They ate the same food that their fathers and mothers had eaten and lived with flies, rats and mice and in close proximity to livestock. Rooms were smoky and draughty in the winter. Water was fetched from a well, a spring or a river, and used sparingly for cooking and swilling pans and dairy utensils and yet more sparingly for washing the body and linen.

By the end of the period, however, the sturdy peasant as well as the urban middle classes and the gentry could satisfy whole series of new wants and cravings. Their dwellings were radically transformed. Stone and brick had replaced daub and wattle, rooms had gained in size and comfort, windows were glazed, and porcelain, metalware and a variety of textiles were available for furnishing and for personal adornment. Floors were flagged or of sanded wood and animals were banished to outhouses. More houses had books, pictures, prints and journals. Tea and chocolate and coffee and a wider variety of foods were available. Cleanliness at these levels of the population had reached a new level, and fashion had come to stay as an ever-changing phenomenon dictating how the body should be presented to society. Silks and laces, muslins and fine woollens, printed cotton and flimsy fabrics meant to last no more than a season had made an appearance. Modish millinery which changed with the seasons was invented in the eighteenth century; corsetry and lingerie multiplied to achieve the perfect shape as fashion demanded.9

The changes were, of course, much more apparent at the top than at the bottom of society. Consuming society was not the same as producing society, and the degree to which the bottom half and more of the population failed to participate in new levels of consumption is conspicuous. Most Europeans, even by the end of the eighteenth century, rarely washed and the clothing on their backs was second- or third- or fourth-hand. Barefoot children, acceptable enough perhaps in sunny Mediterranean countries in summer, were common in the poorest agricultural regions, such as Ireland, the Highlands, the Massif Central, and visible in many of the towns and cities of north-western Europe which had poor immigrant communities. Small wonder that shoes were one of the articles most commonly filched from the market stall when immigrants made their way into the towns. Whatever the changes in the stately home and the urban bourgeois dwelling, the mud cabins and rat-infested, thatched hovels of the rural poor remained largely unchanged.

Early modern society might then be viewed as one in which continuity prevailed in the lives of the many, but it coexisted with patchy, gradual, regionally distributed commercial evolution. This image is confirmed if, for example, we examine Dutch society in the seventeenth century. Here trade and commerce fuelled not only the fishing and ship-building industries, but domestic ones such as textile and porcelain production. Town life grew apace, drawing in the rural young who not only manned the trading vessels of the young Republic but also furnished casual labour and, in the case of young women, domestic service. The scale and affluence of bourgeois culture in Holland reached new dimensions.

A century later the initiatives for new developments had shifted to England. Here from the 1780s, at least in certain regions, a new “age of manufactures” was in the process of development. Falling well short of an industrial revolution, or a general social transformation in which the artisan’s workshop was overtaken by the factory, this period saw some regionally distributed manufacturing growth on a domestic basis which drew in particular on the cheap labour of rural women and children for the production of new kinds of textiles. How many people’s lives were affected by this development is a matter for speculation. Textile production may have tripled, but that does not mean a tripling of the labour force. Certainly agriculture maintained its dominance in the British economy until the middle decades of the nineteenth century, but in specific regions, not only in England but in France, the southern Netherlands and parts of Germany, some change was afoot.10

Clearly the population increase that occurred in the eighteenth century as a result of the disappearance of great pandemics of plague and the great subsistence crises that had marked earlier centuries resulted in a demand for new employment opportunities. Many of these, however, were not in industry but in the service sector. Those of middling rank and upwards who possessed the means sought first to make their own lives more comfortable. Ten to eleven per cent of the population of any major European city in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were servants employed in a variety of capacities but primarily to relieve those who employed them of drudgery. This service sector became larger over the same period and was increasingly the province of women. The multiplication of artefacts and the evolving fashion industry also generated work. Everywhere over this period towns and many cities were growing, sustained by a rural influx largely of the young, who came into service or apprenticeships, and also of the dispossessed of the countryside who came hoping somehow to tack together a livelihood. What is also clear is that the broadening of the base of the social pyramid occasioned by demographic growth made labour cheap, and the cheapest labour of all was female labour. It was a situation in which there were winners and losers and one in which the differences in material standard of living between those at the bottom and those in the middle and at the top were sharply defined.

A study of material civilization tells a great deal about a society, but far from everything. Missing from Braudel’s narrative is the world of mentalities, and the relationship of this to material culture was not negligible. Other evolutionary changes have to be set alongside material development. Norbert Elias in The Civilising Process (1982) sought to define a mechanism whereby, starting from the French court of Louis XIV, a transformation of morals, comportment and a view on the world was effected. Over the succeeding two centuries a trickle-down effect occurred. The standards and codes of behaviour of the highest levels of society were adopted by the more modest. This emulation, along with an unquestioning submission to the authority of the state, was critical process in “the invention of modern man.”11 For Elias and those who have developed many of his ideas, the transformation turned a “savage,” that is, someone violent and rough, prone to irascible acts unrestrained by law, someone who urinated and defecated in public, rarely washed, cared nothing for discretion, into someone conscious of rules of politeness and nicety, table manners, courtesy, sexual comportment, a respect for external standards as a calculated way of negotiating a system. Such was the transformation, for example, of the factional nobles of the Auvergne, whose savage acts of appropriation and murder were brought under control by trials and penalties instituted by the monarchy and known as Les Grands Jours d’Auvergne.

In this view, by controlling rewards and pensions through the carefully articulated rituals of the court day at Versailles, the monarchy succeeded in taming the nobility. The sword and the armed retainer were removed from internal politics and the duel was used as a cleaner way of resolving points of honour among gentlemen. For social élites throughout Europe, who took their tone from the French court, the process meant the substitution of genteel pursuits, such as house building, music and literature, for boorish activities. The educated and the ambitious who were not noble soon came to see this as the road to advancement. The gentleman came to be defined as someone of refined tastes, and the word “politeness,” borrowed from the French politesse, entered the English language.

Many would question whether Elias was correct in picking out Versailles as the genesis of a linear development from barbarity to civilization while still wishing to retain the notion of an evolution of manners over time.12 A cultivated, mannered court, such as was visible in many of the Italian Renaissance states, does not necessarily have much impact on a wider society; and if Versailles was somewhat larger than the court of a Medici or a d’Este, it is questionable whether without other contributory factors any change in manners or comportment could have occurred on any scale. Had Elias followed the history of the court lady, literate and cultivated as she was, from Christine de Pisan onwards and seen her lack of impact on the rest of womankind, he might well have modified his thesis. Furthermore, contemporaneously with Louis XIV, in the cities of the Dutch littoral there was a bourgeois culture which may have shunned the excesses of court manners but which certainly had a developed sense of appropriate behaviour. There is nothing “uncivilized” about the tranquil settings of a Vermeer. The court was not then the only possible agency of change.

Several developments were in fact contemporaneous. The reduction of civil strife that was seen in the late seventeenth century (as opposed to international wars) reflected either the strengthening hand of monarchy (as in France) or the control of royal power through Parliament (as in England), but for the nobility it meant the opportunity to concentrate their energies elsewhere. The gentleman was a product of peace, not war, and the stately home could supplant the castle only when strife receded. More important than this, there were also other agencies at work intent upon effecting changes in the external and internal comportment of human beings. Both the Protestant reformers and the Catholic church were concerned with the imposition of standards of morality and decency of conduct. They were intent on control, each for their own confession. The revolution in manners described by Elias was concerned with external appearance and appropriate behaviour—the suppression of base and violent conduct—and the motivation for this change was the desire for social rewards, the perks of court society. The churches, however, aimed to go deeper. They sought to control minds as well as bodies. It mattered little to them how people conducted the externals of behaviour provided that they adhered to rules governing “morality” and codes of belief in every sector of life; and the rewards they promised could not be collected in this world.

There was not much to choose between the standards that the Protestant and Catholic churches sought to apply, nor was there much difference in the success they enjoyed, at least for the next two centuries.13 They sought to transform the village priest or pastor from the lewd fornicator described by Le Roy Ladurie in Montaillou (1978) into a man of exemplary conduct with a new awareness that his role was to instruct his flock in the catechism and to inculcate in them orthodox beliefs and behaviour compatible with the ten commandments. The two churches struggled to control the rituals of life, including baptism and virtually indissoluble marriage, and to condemn adultery, violence and ignorance.

They did not necessarily make a total breach with the past. Indeed, their activities may merely have intensified what has been termed the birth of a “guilt culture” in Christendom which had been in process since the Middle Ages.14 The message they promoted was one of rigid adherence to a moral code in which the sins of the flesh or any kind of sexual deviance were punished by a reinvigorated concept of hell. This was embellished in the Catholic version by the intrusion of a sojourn in purgatory, a temporary hell even for the bulk of those who would one day be received into heaven. There was only one path to heaven and it demanded either sexual abstinence or a heterosexual, lifelong union in which the aim was the production of another generation of orthodox believers. The two churches put their influence behind a religion of suffering as a means of pleasing a deity who kept constant watch and missed nothing, and they insisted on the omnipresence of the Devil, a force for evil capable of manipulating any who wavered. The pursuit of the sexual deviant, and even more strikingly of the witch, was the corollary of their efforts. The female body was re-endorsed as the prime locus of vice. On the more positive side, though with a view to strengthening their own hand, they put their energies into a programme of education which achieved—patchily, perhaps, but with accelerating momentum—new levels of literacy. This in itself was potentially another agency of social transformation.

Again, we should not exaggerate the immediate impact of such initiatives. By 1800 about 65 per cent of French men and 35 per cent of women could sign their names. Probably many more could read. Britain, Holland, Scandinavia and parts of Germany had outstripped these levels, while in Mediterranean Europe they were lower overall. The Latin-based education of upper-class men contrasted conspicuously with the rudiments of reading and writing that were made available to those of lesser social status and to women. However, it is clear that increasing numbers of Europeans—twice as many men as women—had the experience of a little schooling, and the ability to read gave access to ideas current in polite society. Roger Chartier has traced the way in which the court manual for the writing of polite letters, having first appeared in the seventeenth-century French court, appeared a hundred years later in books of popular instruction—even though by that time the formula was less respected in higher society. Quite ordinary folk knew that they had to negotiate a system and that they would do this most effectively if they copied the practices and conformed to the demands of courtesy prevalent among their betters.15 Charity schools, established as a result of religious initiatives, not only sought to instil appropriate behaviour but twinned it with conformity to the newly enforced moral code. Along with pre-marital chastity, they urged that proper modes of address, more careful speech, cleanliness and care in apparel eased a person’s way through a system in which the stakes were always piled against the poor and those who lacked savoir-faire, and in which instant judgements were made by reference to personal appearance. It certainly paid to be nicely mannered when you turned up for a job as a servant in a comfortable home, and it was to your advantage to know terms of respect in a law court (indeed, the criminal population of Newgate held mock trials to rehearse how to impress the judges).

Nothing is more difficult to estimate than the pace of change or for how great a percentage of the population continuity still predominated. What is clear is that over the three hundred years covered here a deep chasm opened up between the culture of the rich and comfortable (mannered society) and the rest, between the informed and the ignorant, between high and popular culture, and these differences were as conspicuous as the disparities in their material lives. In 1500 the intellectual baggage of the majority of European élites was close to that of their social inferiors. For example, that of the rural squire on the one hand, and the villagers about him on the other, contained common elements and attitudes, speech and beliefs. They knew the same stories, songs and bawdy jokes. Servants lived in close proximity, even to the extent of sharing the bedchamber of master and mistress. Young men accompanied the seigneur’s son to war, where they shared the spoils of plunder and rape with a similar chance of contracting gangrene from an undressed wound or syphilis from a random sexual encounter.

Two centuries later a conspicuous distancing had occurred. The rough castle had been transformed into the stately home and the comportment of its occupants was drastically changed, separating master and mistress from servant and tenant. The lord no longer took his men to war and he was more likely to have a “kept mistress”—a person who emerges in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and who perhaps incarnates in her person increased commercialization and the veneer of the civilizing process—than to put his health at risk by unguarded sex with a common whore. The gentleman was marked out from the boor, and even the nouveau riche had to work to be recognized as a gentleman, for social standing was no longer merely a question of distinctive clothing and the parade of wealth. The sumptuary legislation whereby many European societies, as late as the seventeenth century, had sought to insist on difference of degree by restricting the materials and jewels that could be sported by those who were not noble faded into insignificance. What now mattered were manners, education and savoir-faire. The distinction between the rural bumpkin and his innocent wife and that between the aspirant noble and the real McCoy became an important part of European humour. Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme (1670) is a monument to the second theme, and Goldsmith’s more endearing Tony Lumpkin, who refuses to please his mother by forsaking the manners of his village friends, is written by reference to the first. Wycherley’s The Country Wife (1672) has an innocent, in the sense of naïve to the point of stupidity, spouse imported into the town where she joyously colludes in a polished urban adulterous relationship. Carlo Goldoni’s comedies of manners of the 1740s managed to incorporate distinctions both between town and country and between classes which were infinitely nuanced. In The Venetian Twins the innocent, in the sense of unsophisticated and uninformed, unrefined man from Bergamo (the mountainous backlands) is distinguished from his refined and sophisticated twin from Venice who in turn is contrasted with the over-refined, indeed “effete,” young blade from Rome. Audiences recognized and reacted gleefully to such stereotypes.

The culture of the élites did not remain static. Indeed the hegemony of Christian teaching, and its cornerstone the Bible, were increasingly challenged from the late seventeenth century by a learned minority who turned to science, empiricism and rationalism as the mainsprings of their thought. The inconsistency of Scripture, and the apparent lack of proof for the existence of external forces for good and evil, disturbed the convictions of a small, educated élite. The insistence that this world was the testing ground for the next and that hell and divine retribution awaited the aberrant were notions which were progressively weakened, modified or destroyed. Man need not be a passive agent of God’s will but could be arbiter of his own destiny, able to question authority and contest arbitrary government as the work of man not God. Such a radical rethinking of the premises on which human existence was based carried with it implications for a reassessment of the respective roles of men and women. However, as a movement the Enlightenment was fully capable of replacing the authority of God by that of men. Moreover, its impact was initially socially confined. Indeed, Jean Delumeau has suggested the paradox of such a challenge occurring just as the strengthening of the hold of the Catholic church over the minds of the masses was reaching its peak and polarizing still further élite and popular culture.16

There are other narratives of continuity and change in the recent historiography of early modern Europe. In the 1970s Lawrence Stone argued that the early modern period was one of radical change in the ordering of human relationships in Britain. He posited a medieval world—one which continued in many ways into the seventeenth century—in which choice of spouse was denied and individual interests were subjected to those of the wider family. The relationships between parent and child were dictated by gloomy church teaching in which the infant was regarded as a vehicle of original sin to be chastised into right conduct, and infant mortality made parents reluctant to place any emotional investment in their offspring. In this view, a radical change by the end of the seventeenth century marked a transition from a society based on kin group allegiances, where personal predilections were subordinated in furtherance of the interests of the group, to one in which free choice of spouse and affective individualism (that is, the right to personal determination and enjoyment of the conjugal relationship) triumphed.17

This kind of argument meshes neatly with notions of change predicated on the emergence of a culture more receptive to the desirability of earthly rather than heavenly contentment and of a more “civilized” society substituting domesticity for violence. It also interweaves itself with the growth of consumption. The more comfortable home was a sine qua non of the argument. Others, notably Phillippe Ariès, have urged an equally dramatic turnabout in the way parents viewed their infants, as evinced by the attack on wet-nursing and the emergence of a juvenile commodity market in the form of special clothing, toys and books. He pronounced the eighteenth century “the century of the child.”18

The voices raised against these overarching interpretations of sudden change and gloomy readings of human relationships in earlier centuries were strident. Alan Macfarlane claimed that affective individualism was evident in England at least from the Middle Ages. Keith Wrightson challenged the interpretation as presenting too crude a view of the sixteenth century and for taking too little account of groups which, unlike the aristocracy, never managed their personal affairs by reference to dynastic considerations.19 In the view of these and other historians, the concentration on change loses sight of continuities in the lives of the many which are more important. The reliability of the evidence permitting such grand themes to be discerned has also been widely questioned. The testimony of journals, correspondence, memoirs, in which the writer expresses a personal view or recounts a personal experience, permits observation of only a very limited social group, the literate. For the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries personal testimonies are rare, and those that exist frequently proffer contradictory evidence or are silent or fragmentary on emotional issues. Very few emanate from the pens of women.20 Any changes that can be posited as emanating from a transition from a violent to a more domesticated lifestyle, based on such evidence, have to be largely confined to the aristocracy, and even here metamorphosis was far from absolute. The emotional and married lives of lesser folk remained largely unchanged.

Changes in the attitudes of parents to children have also been strenuously denied by means of a thorough evaluation of all the extant memoirs and journals. Simon Schama, who showed Dutch society in the Golden Age as a society in which a high value was placed on domestic virtues and on young children, pointed out that parental affection was meted out according to the standards of the day.21 The child of the rich, laden with artefacts, is not necessarily more prized than the offspring of the more humble. Equally fundamentally, the automatic assumption that the harsh attitude towards parent-child relationships found in prescriptive texts issuing from reforming churchmen necessarily reflected real life has been cogently questioned. Who can assess the potency of good advice?

All the narratives of continuity and change embody issues which are affected by gender. They raise questions such as: What were the roles played by women in traditional agricultural societies, and which women experienced change due to demographic growth and commercial development? Were the lives of these women more or less changed than those of men? What were the consequences of the “long Reformations” which laid an iron grip on sexual relations and elected the body and the sexual act as the locus of sin? What were the effects of this “guilt culture” on the lives of those individual women who could not or did not conform to the model? When did this iron hand relax its grip? Do we have a convincing history of motherhood or merely a series of black legends? Who acquired literacy and what were the consequences for women, distinguished by class, of acquiring it? How deep was the process of acculturation in respect of gender roles; was it modified over time, and if so, in what ways and for whom; which women challenged the premises on which it was based and why did they do so? How is persistence of the status quo in many areas of life for many women to be explained? What promoted and what impeded the development of alternative visions?

Much of the writing in women’s history emanating from the Anglo-Saxon tradition since the sixties has been focused on change and, more specifically, on change for the worse. It is a saga of discontinuity or of “descent from paradise.” The reason for the prevalence of this interpretation is perhaps that much has been written with a view to explaining the predicament of women in the twentieth century. Changes have been posited in economic status to describe a linear decline from a precapitalist Utopia in which women had dignity and independence, to a state of exploitation. Or the first century of the early modern period has been declared the golden age of patriarchy, when fathers ruled, choice of spouse was denied, sexual aberrance was pursued, witches were burned at the stake, the infanticidal mother was condemned to death and church and state worked together to subdue womankind to patriarchal control. Both the Renaissance and the Reformation have been interpreted as periods in which control was assumed over “women.”

The paradigm for the economic decline of women exists in the influential work of Alice Clark, a middle-class, university-educated spinster writing in 1919 about the seventeenth-century Englishwoman. She compared the sturdy farmer’s and artisan’s wife whom she discovered through considerable archival work with the useless woman of later literature, conspicuous for her lack of meaningful activity, and she laid the responsibility for this metamorphosis at the feet of encroaching capitalism. She also idealized the working home of the seventeenth century, where she assumed husband and wife toiled as partners, and compared this situation with the later harshly severed world of work and home. Clark was in many ways writing the predicament of many of her contemporaries into the script. More dangerously, to advance her thesis of the serial decline from healthy activity to idleness or exploitation (depending on class) she had recourse to prescriptive literature and assumed that the ideology was strong enough to produce the reality.22

Recently, however, this kind of narrative has been challenged, both by medieval historians who have failed to locate the halcyon days of women’s independence and high status, and by those who have both firmly shifted the effects of industrialization into specific regions and postponed until the mid-nineteenth century its impact as an agent of the separation of home and workplace.23 Others have urged a qualitative improvement, an expansion rather than a reduction of the potential for development in the lives of middle- and upper-class women (a prise de conscience or the ability to find something of their own subjectivity) in the course of the period.24 These debates are important to the business of understanding. They also serve to accentuate the futility of the search for a single narrative, a generic woman to represent all women.25

WHAT FOLLOWS is a history of the varying experiences of women, differentiated by geography and wealth over a long period, the world of the material constraints of Fernand Braudel and at the same time of those historians of culture and of commerce who have urged gradual and patchy evolution. The canvas for the study is deliberately very broad and involves most of western Europe because it is written in the belief that much is common ground. Special emphasis, however, is given to the experience of Britain and France—territories comprehending a third of all western European women—because most work has been done upon them. More recently, the Netherlands and Italy (particularly in the Renaissance), Germany, and latterly Spain and Portugal and Ireland have made considerable advances in the field of gender history, making comparisons and contrasts possible. Material permitting the extension of this study to eastern Europe is at present lacking. Nor will the New World find much mention because the economic, demographic and religious framework of reference differed conspicuously from the European experience and would demand extensive analysis beyond the scope of this already long volume. During the three hundred years under review many changes occurred in different aspects of the lives of many Europeans. The Reformation, the Counter-Reformation, the early Enlightenment and changes attributable to demographic and economic growth, as well as to what Elias called the “civilising process,” were all developments which could have a significant impact on the lives of both women and men.

It would be foolish to suggest that any single individual could do full justice to the volume of work which has emerged. What is offered here is one historian’s attempt to provide an overview and an interpretation across national boundaries, to seek out both the common and the distinctive, the overriding continuities and the main agencies of change. The book seeks to distinguish between women, individually and collectively, and versions of womanhood, but also recognizes that ideas of womanhood may indeed contribute to determining the limits of what was possible to real women in early modern society. For this reason these ideas, subsequently to be tested, will be our point of departure. Put another way, the first task will be to examine the composition of the sauce deemed suitable for the goose, and how it differed from that deemed appropriate for the gander.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]

Constructing Woman


The picture speaks though it is mute.

ERASMUS AFTER HORACE, Ars Poetica



ON THE walls of every art gallery, in collections of prints and in the vast corpus of literature remaining from the early modern period are found representations of woman and man. Some are intended to instruct, some to warn, some to amuse, some to incite lust, some to invoke glorious deeds and provoke emulation. Few, if any, are neutral. They embody cultural assumptions; some confirm each other; some appear to contradict. None, of course, is a true reproduction of reality. Each is the product of a creative mind carrying a specific intellectual load. Where do we find a point of ingress into this huge body of imagery? How do we begin to define women and men? Most early modern writers would have elected to begin at what they thought was the beginning, with the creation of Adam and Eve and the fall of man.

The Brancacci chapel of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence was sumptuously decorated in the fifteenth century by three of the great masters. The oldest, Masolino, incorporated a famous Adam and Eve. The naked figures are the epitome of physical perfection. They are endowed with youth, beauty and apparent innocence. The translucent whiteness of their skin is enhanced by dark green foliage. Above Eve, however, looms the agent of impending doom, the serpent. This serpent is no authentic reptile: she has the head of a woman, is a blonde and, as the recent restoration of the frescoes has shown, a blonde with blue eyeshadow and red carmine on her lips. She breathes out a faint stream of vapour which is directed towards Eve. We know the content of her words, but what the picture also seeks to impart is that the fall of man and the birth of original sin were the result of a female conspiracy, an all-woman event.

The rendering of the snake as a woman was not uncommon in contemporary iconography. Michelangelo was to choose the same interpretation for the Eve of the Sistine ceiling.1 Furthermore, in choosing to make his temptress a blonde, Masolino was also expressing a male preference which is hundreds of years old in the west. Whereas the shape of the ideal woman has varied enormously over the centuries, oscillating between the corseted and the natural, the generous bosom and the flat chest, free-flowing locks and artificial curls, poets and painters—with a few noteworthy exceptions such as Shakespeare, who wrote sonnets to a dark lady, or French sixteenth-century poets who praised raven hair, or Titian who created a new colour for his beauties—have insisted that a truly beautiful woman’s crowning glory should be her blond hair and her fair complexion.2 Eve, as God’s initial creation of woman, must by definition have been beautiful.

On the opposite wall of the Brancacci chapel, Masolino’s associate, the more innovatory Masaccio, painted a powerful and tragic expulsion of the pair from the Garden of Eden. The current guidebook asks us to note the majesty and manliness of Adam in his grief, his upright carriage and the bent head that conceals his tears. Eve, on the other hand, is devastated. She cries out and her face is ugly and distorted in pain. Her body is shapeless, suggesting that she already carries man (generic) in her womb. She hides her breasts, for she has replaced naked innocence by the shame that comes with knowledge. She knows what she has done and it is too late. The expulsion from paradise is all her fault.3

To single out these particular frescoes as a point of departure for a consideration of representations of womanhood is neither totally arbitrary nor whimsical. Although they were a product of high culture, and may have been placed in the chapel to remind the Carmelites at prayer of the superiority of a celibate life, their subject-matter, the story of Adam and Eve in the Christo-Judaic interpretation of the origins of man and his wife and the story of their fall, was a common constituent of both élite and popular beliefs. Among the myths and legends pertaining to the nature of womanhood, that of Eve was for many centuries the most powerful, and the version of the creation that appears in the book of Genesis might almost be said to be the foundation text for western European ideas on the essence of womanhood. It passed into painting and sculpture, appearing both in the cathedral and in the cruder carvings of the parish church. Women embroidered the story and it is found in every kind of literature from theological treatise to creative verse. It thus gave cultural homogeneity to a representation of the western European woman.

The creation of Eve followed that of Adam. She was made not in God’s image but in that of man from a spare rib. Eve’s betrayal of man, leading to the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, tainted mankind with original sin and resulted in man himself having to toil for his bread. It brought upon woman, however, extra punishments. Because her tongue had led man astray she must henceforward be under his governance and obedient to him. She must suffer pain in childbed and gloominess of disposition. Eve’s contribution to notions of womanhood which stretched from biblical times and survived the medieval period intact might be summarized as three traditions: that of woman as the agent of the Devil and as a temptress; that of woman as a heedless chatterbox, gossiping and garrulous, whose tongue needed to be kept under control; and that of woman as man’s downfall, woman as scapegoat for his (or their joint) mistakes.

Western Europe at the beginning of the sixteenth century expressed unfaltering loyalty to a patriarchal Christian God and to a view of the world as his creation. The church educated the élites and hence governed the transmission of literacy and higher learning, while from the pulpit it sought to control the minds of the masses. No organ was more powerful than the pulpit in reaching the people and shaping their ideas. Much of the message which the church strove to convey was overtly misogynistic. It not only incorporated a gloomy view of the world which presented earthly life as a passage through a vale of tears which was a testing ground for the life to come, but it also insisted that man was impeded in his heavenly aspirations by carnal relationships with woman. Such views were modified and softened by the acknowledgement that woman too had an immortal soul and was capable of obtaining salvation if certain rules were obeyed.

The degree of illiteracy shared by the priests and the masses at the beginning of the period ensured the immunity of the bulk of the populace from the finer points of theological debate, and pagan precepts and practices may still have coexisted with their Christian allegiance, but by 1650 this was much less the case. The emphasis of the Protestant Reformation on closer biblical knowledge for everyone and of the Catholic Counter-Reformation on a more intensive exposure of the flock to the teachings of the church propounded by a better educated clergy made western Europeans progressively throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries “the people of a book.” Incorporated in that book were some dominant images of both women and men and very specific instructions for the comportment of the sexes. Biblical texts could be used by the reformers of both groups to urge the necessity of strong patriarchal control over the Christian family and the frailties of woman.4

Numerous women in the Bible could be drawn upon for representations of womanhood in text and image. If Eve dominates Genesis, Mary the mother of God opens the New Testament. Mary was the inverse of Eve. Virginal and innocent, she listened not to the Devil in the guise of the snake but to the angel of God. Hearing of God’s intention, she spoke only to express total obedience to his will. The contrast is evident. Mary’s characteristics were her spotless asexuality, when God placed his son within her womb he chose a woman who knew no other man; her silence—she speaks only three times in the gospels; and her suffering. She was, as the churchmen urged, alone of all her sex and no woman could aspire to be like her. She was not and never could be a model. But what other women could hope to do was to emulate individual traits such as her courtesy and her humility. She incarnated these aspects of behaviour which were appropriate to womanhood. From the late fifteenth century, the Dominicans promoted throughout Europe the cult of the rosary which presented Mary as an intercessor with the godhead on behalf of mankind and fostered also cults relating to Saint Anne, her mother. In part by their efforts, two centuries later depictions of an etherealized Mary, Queen of Heaven, were the commonest image of the Virgin in continental churches.5

To set against perfect Mary in the New Testament there was the flawed but redeemed Magdalen whose history and legend had by the beginning of the sixteenth century become quite indistinguishable. Created from a muddle of scriptural episodes in which a woman with seven devils is added to the whore who anointed the feet of the Saviour at the Pharisee’s feast and who in turn is added to the Mary, sister of Lazarus, who listened to the words of Christ while her sister Martha did the cooking, this “Magdalen” stood for the triumph of penitence as a means to salvation. The frailest, vainest, most errant of women could achieve redemption through devotion to Christ.

There are many other biblical stories of women providing both negative and positive characteristics. Some were known for their vanity, manipulation, deception and cunning: Jezebel and Delilah, Gomer, wife of Hosea, and the whore of Babylon, the Scarlet Woman of the Book of Revelation. All of these used their sexuality to evil purposes. Their fates could provide cautionary tales and they could be used to represent womanhood at its worst. But there are also very positive images, heroic women like Judith and Deborah who contrived to save Israel (albeit in Judith’s case through studiedly feminine guile which enabled her to enter the tent of the Assyrian general and cut off his head). There is also the repeated biblical imagery of the devout and sacrificing women who wound swaddling bands and grave bands, gave their last mite to the temple, listened readily to Christ’s teaching, subsidized the disciples and outnumbered men at the foot of the cross. Pontius Pilate’s wife was clearly the nobler partner, for God spoke to her through her subconscious in a dream. Then there is the industrious woman, the good housewife of Proverbs 31, whose efforts ensure the wellbeing and wealth of her husband and the comfort of her family by a dawn to dusk work schedule conducted in silence. Such imagery is picked up in Christ’s parables where careful household management is likened to the behaviour of the soul alert to salvation and conversely disorder of mind is likened to an unswept house in which a negligent housewife dozes, or a lack of preparedness to receive Christ is compared to a bridesmaid whose lamp is not trimmed to welcome the bridegroom.6

To set alongside the stories are the injunctions, the rules which the church adopted as a model for the conduct of women. Although Christ surrounded himself with women, he did not choose them for teaching work. Saint Paul, however, was fully explicit. Taking up the Genesis story, he formulated the rules which were to be asserted from the pulpit, from prescriptive literature and from the judge’s bench in the ecclesiastical courts for almost two millennia. These words constitute yet another foundation text in the history of women.


I desire then that in every place the men should pray, lifting holy hands without anger or quarrelling; also that women should adorn themselves modestly and sensibly in seemly apparel, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly attire but by good deeds, as befits women who profess religion. Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet woman will be saved through bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.7



Both Catholic and Protestant confessions attached great weight to the written text, but for the Catholic church this meant both Scripture and the traditions of the church which had subsequently been incorporated into theological writings. The Protestants stood by scriptural text alone. Some, particularly the Zwinglians, feared the visual image which they considered so powerful that the ignorant might take it as a substitute for the real thing. Such an error would lead to the worship of a graven image or the idolatry condemned in the commandments. To depict God, the Holy Family and the Saints was not only dangerous but a travesty, for no artist could know the truth. This point of view did not deny the efficacy of instructional prints to help people to right conduct, but artists must find other means such as classical figures to convey God’s messages and not try to depict holy people. Or they must single out texts dealing with a generic woman whose virtues could be captured in visual imagery without running the risk of idolatry. French Huguenot printers favoured the wife of Hasdrubal, a Carthaginian general, who killed herself and her children rather than swear allegiance to Rome. The favourite subject for Dutch sixteenth-century religious prints became the good housewife of Proverbs 31. She whose virtues are extolled, but who is nameless and uncontaminated by Eve’s legend, could be used as an example for all women:


A good wife who can find?

She is far more precious than jewels.

The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain.

She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.

She seeks wool and flax, and works with willing hands.

She is like the ships of the merchant; she brings her food from afar.

She rises while it is yet night and provides food for her household and tasks for her maidens …

She looks well to the ways of her household, and does not eat the bread of idleness.

Her children rise up and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her:

“Many women have done excellently, but you surpass them all.”

Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.

Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her works praise her in the gates.8



For Catholic theologians pictures, as long as they conformed to church teaching, were fully acceptable and indeed to be promoted as a means of instructing the illiterate. To humanists such as Erasmus or for the Tridentine bureaucrat Paleotti, and for important Catholic theologians and administrators who sat at the Council of Trent in 1560, it was needful to control the content and presentation of biblical images, recognizing that they could help the ignorant to conceptualize heaven and its occupants. Beauty was a gift to the artist from God: while clinging to textual purity the artist could also draw on divine inspiration.9 Above all, depictions should lift divine figures out of the realm of ordinary people. Mary, for example, should be presented as flawless in ethereal beauty as well as in soul. She enjoys eternal youth as the teenage mother of the heavenly infant. When Caravaggio painted a Death of the Virgin (1606) using an ordinary, worn-out, shabby woman he was accused of debasing her and making her look like a prostitute fished out of the Tiber. Totally obedient, virginal, unflawed, this woman had to be apart and perfect, alone of all her sex.

Protestant theologians argued that the medieval church had added too many speculative embellishments to the figures of Mary and Magdalen. The importance of the first had been exaggerated and the emphasis on divine motherhood had detracted from the role of the Saviour himself. A process of retrenchment should take place.10 Magdalen must be eradicated almost completely. Even Catholic theologians were uncomfortably aware that she had been endowed over the millennia with a sexy history. She was the nearest the artist could come to the profane Venus within a religious context. Indeed, Titian went so far as to paint her nude; others covered her nakedness with her long, flowing hair. Many sought to make her religious ecstasy akin to sexual orgasm. In sixteenth-century Venice where, for a limited period, high-class prostitution of gifted women was the wonder of the civilized world and the delight of diplomats and kings, to be painted as and identified with Magdalen was apparently a frequent practice. Counter-Reformation theologians insisted on the cleaning up of such representations, but without much success. When, in 1674, Louis XIV abandoned Louise de la Vallière for Madame de Montespan, she was sent to a Carmelite convent in the rue Saint Jacques and her portrait was painted as a penitent Magdalen. Protestant tourists, products of a culture which had rejected this dubious papist concoction, flocked to view, intrigued by the possibilities implicit in the representation.11

At the beginning of the sixteenth century under the joint stimulus of the newly invented printing press, the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation, both laymen and theologians seized the pen which fed the presses. There streamed forth a mass of didactic and discursive literature—theological discourses, sermons, domestic conduct books, good advice books, theoretical works examining the roles of the sexes, law codes and commentaries, medical treatises and pseudo-scientific work examining sexual differences—and creative literature of all kinds which often drew upon fictional sexual relationships; at the more popular level there were broadsides, prints, woodcuts, and chapbooks and ballads. Literacy levels were very low and those of women generally lowest of all, although in the late medieval courts more women than men could read. Notwithstanding, both Protestant and Catholic recognized that the minds of men were swayed through the word and that salvation depended on understanding which came through the perusal of Scripture backed by good advice. At the core of this kind of writing was the conviction that the right domestic relationships were critical to the salvation of souls and the formation of the next generation of Christians.12

Whom did this literature reach? To whom was it read? How was it read? The good advice literature of the sixteenth century was written by men and not aimed specifically at women—unless at the aristocratic women who were able to read. Most of it was probably intended to be read aloud by the head of the family. It has one overriding purpose: to help both men and women towards the goal of every Christian, that is, eternal life, and hence to avoid damnation. It proffers representations of the perfect husband, wife, son and daughter and has as its point of departure the idea that each and every human being will one day be called to account for his or her conduct. The literature offers what it considers to be the key to success on this critical occasion when no lies can be told and no inadequacies concealed. It takes as a given that the household is a divinely ordered organization with one head, the husband, who has a right to expect the obedience of his wife and children. It employs the analogy of the first family, that of Adam and Eve, and draws the appropriate conclusion of the evils that can befall humankind if the proper order is not respected. In the literature, the good woman appears in four roles, as a daughter, a wife, a mother and a widow, and for each there is an appropriate form of conduct.13

There is very little difference between the books emanating from Catholic and Protestant writers, although in some Catholic works more consideration is given to the relationship between family members and a confessor-priest and arguably as well to the question of sex. There is more about the sexual act itself in the Catholic texts. In most works aimed at an audience outside the purely aristocratic, more emphasis is given to specific household tasks: indeed, one such work, Fray Luis de León’s La perfecta casada (1583), has recently been hailed not merely as a spiritual guide but as a working manual for the domestic economy of the pre-industrial family.14

One enormously popular book aimed at women alone was the work of the Spanish humanist Juan Luis de Vives, De Institutione Feminae Christianae (1523), translated into English in 1540, into Italian in 1546 and reprinted in most European languages several times over the next centuries. Vives is solely concerned with spiritual attributes. Work is not mentioned in his pages—perhaps not surprisingly, since the book was initially written for Catherine of Aragon. It is divided into three sections devoted respectively to maidens, wives and widows. Maidenhood is a time for forming the right habits, prayer and piety, humility and obedience. The young girl must learn to control her tongue, for nothing so much condemns a maid as does idle gossiping and a shrewish tongue and nothing so much recommends her as silence and meekness. The chapter on what a wife should do at home is summarized in the quintessentially gloomy pronouncement that “great sadness of behaviour and arrayment is required in a wife.” Throughout the work woman is presented as prone to triviality if left to her own devices but, with the right guidance from a careful and considerate husband, mindful of mutual self-interest, motivated by spiritual love and knowing his Christian duty to be the kind but firm governor of his wife, the couple can achieve the ideal of the godly life and eternal salvation.

The section on widows is very revelatory: here we see the humanist confronted with the problem of the woman alone who constituted a particular dilemma since, apart from her confessor, there was no obvious man to act as her guide and controller. Three of the chapters are devoted to the right behaviour of the woman towards her deceased husband. She is recommended to lead a quiet and cloistered life and if she goes out should be accompanied by “some good and sad woman” (sad in the sense of serious, forswearing gaiety). Her thoughts should be constantly on her salvation and prayer her frequent recourse. She should, however, avoid the company of friars and priests. Vives is clearly worried either that she might lead them astray or that they may give her the wrong advice, or behave inappropriately in the confessional. Remarriage is discouraged. Vives’ tone is firm but on the whole quite gentle. Salvation lies in the next world and a woman’s life must be a perpetual struggle against her innate tendency to frivolity if she wishes to achieve it.

Sixty years later, Saint Francis of Sales wrote his Introduction to the Devout Life (1619), a work which was translated into several languages and which in the mid-twentieth century was still the devotional work most commonly recommended to Catholic women in France and England. He offered it to a court lady, Philothea, “lover of God,” representative of the aspiring Christian woman. Its sections in praise of matrimony, “equally holy in rich and poor,” define the state as “the nursery of Christianity which replenishes the earth with faithful souls.” Husbands are enjoined to tolerate “the weaknesses and infirmities of wives,” but these are seen as being of a physical not a moral nature and should provoke “no kind of disdain but rather a sweet and affectionate compassion.” The wife is recommended to devote to her husband “a respectful love and full of reverence” and she is reminded that she was made from one of his ribs “under his arm to show that she should be under the hand and guidance of her husband.”

The widow is again given special consideration. She should not remarry but should remain in chaste widowhood. The virtues proper for the exercise of a holy widow are perfect modesty, the renunciation of honours, ranks, assemblies, titles and all such vanities; serving the poor and the sick; comforting the afflicted; instructing girls in a devout life; and making herself a perfect pattern of all virtues to young women. Necessity and plainness should be the two ornaments of her dress; humility and charity the ornaments of her actions; courtesy and mildness the ornaments of her tongue. In short, the true widow is in the church a little March violet, who sends forth an incomparable sweetness by the odour of her devotion and keeps herself almost always concealed under the broad leaves of her lowliness, while her dark colour testifies to her mortification.15

Among the many Protestant analogues to the Catholic marriage manuals was Thomas Becon’s The Book of Matrimony (c. 1562). This good advice book addresses many of the same themes found in Vives or Francis of Sales, but the tone is more pragmatic and the advice descends to the minutiae of everyday life. Although written by a Puritan it could easily be mistaken for a Catholic work, albeit one aimed at a lower level of the population than the great Catholic texts. The husband is enjoined to love his wife, to beget children and to live chastely. He has special obligations towards his wife because her salvation in large part is his responsibility. He should act as her guide, be her friend, provide for her, defend her and help her to see what is right. The wife must first serve her husband in subjection, be modest in her behaviour and demure in her apparel, be careful in her speech to avoid gossip and remain silent where appropriate. In her management of the house she should be thrifty and punctual. The last injunction doubtless reflected the need in agricultural societies to get things done on time, and the whole echoes the wording of Saint Paul in the Epistle to Timothy and the image of the good housewife in Proverbs 31. Together with her husband she should bring up her children according to Christian standards and see to it that they find an occupation. The training of daughters and equipping them for Christian marriage must be her especial concern. If she fails in this duty, she carries a particularly heavy moral burden. Throughout the work both husband and wife are constantly urged to keep their eyes on the Last Judgement and its possible terrible consequences.

Much didactic literature was designed for the ears of the unmarried girl, that is for daughters and maidservants, and may have been intended to be read to them after household prayers. Becon himself compiled a Catechism, as well as his Book of Matrimony, designed for such purposes, which again could have emanated as much from a Catholic as a Protestant pen. He assigns the maid (that is, the unmarried girl who might or might not be a maidservant) nine duties, and elects those to which all writers of the day accorded priority. First, the maid must fear and serve God. Second, she must obey her parents. Third, she should never be idle, for out of sloth


springeth all mischief, as pride … banketting, drunkenshype, whoredom, adoultry, vain communication, betraying of secrets, cursed speakings … and so to give themselves to honest and vertuous exercises, to spinning, to carding, to weaving, to sewing, to washing, to wringing, to sweeping, to scouring, to bruing, to bakinge and to all kinds of labors without exception, that become maides.16



Becon clearly did not identify reading and writing as a necessary occupation for girls. What preoccupied him above all was the list of horrible consequences, falling nothing short of moral destruction, attendant upon lack of virtuous occupation for women. In much the same vein, the maid’s fourth concern must be the avoidance of “vain spectacles, games, pastimes, playes, interludes” which might encourage the frivolous side of her nature and lead to conduct menacing her chastity. Again, the same destruction could ensue if the maid kept the company of “lewd and wanton persons” which Becon warns her against in his fifth injunction. Sixth, he urges “let her kepe silence for there is nothinge that doth so much commend … a maid, as silence.” Such a daunting obsession with the undesirability of the gossiping “tongue ripe” woman, whose unguarded language led Adam astray, pervades all the literature of good advice.

Seventh, Becon instructs the maid, as a member of the more lustful sex, to suppress the carnal desires she will experience after the age of thirteen until she is ready for marriage. Almost inevitably there follows as the eighth injunction prohibitions relating to clothing and the presentation of the body. “All honest and godly disposed maydes [should] content themselves with comely and semely apparel … according to the doctrine of the gospel.” Finally as the ninth counsel the girl, after she has made her marriage choice, must be sure to make her parents aware of her intent and seek their advice.

In this kind of literature, emanating from whatever confession, the young man, a future husband and father, is enjoined to cultivate certain virtues assiduously. They are fear of God, respect for parents, chastity, sobriety, the avoidance of bad company and anger, sound financial management and gravity of person. Self-discipline is enjoined upon the male no less than on the female. Though allusion is infrequently made to physical violence between the sexes, when it is mentioned it is condemned—except perhaps by some German writers. Man, it is urged, has upon his shoulders the huge responsibility of guidance and is accountable to God. Physical violence is the last recourse of a husband despairing over his wife’s aberrance. The author of A Godly Form of Householde Government, which ran into five editions between 1598 and 1630, catches the spirit of the approach.


A wise husband and one that seeketh to live in quiet with his wife, must observe these three rules. Often to admonish: seldome to reproove and never to smite her. The husband is also to understand, that as God created the woman, not of the head and so equal in authority with her husband: so also he created her not of Adam’s foot, that she might walk jointly with him, under the conduct and government of her head.17



The model of the Christian marriage in the truly godly society is thus conceptualized as a patriarchal power relationship in which the husband must constantly invigilate his wife’s conduct and bring her to account, but he must do so in a kindly way. Tyranny is not the intent. The relationship should be one of harmony in which the male and female complement each other. He creates wealth, she saves; he seeks a living, she keeps house; he deals openly with the world, she keeps herself apart from all but a few; his virtue is enhanced by skill in discourse, hers by silence. While he may give, she must save; while he can apparently bedeck himself at will provided he wears the trousers, she is urged to be discreet in dress. He is accountable in the next world to God; she is accountable in the here and now to her husband. Above all, while he negotiates the household’s external relationships, the orderliness of the inner household is her preserve. From a reading of this literature we can see that successful masculinity can be assessed by the creation of wealth and public renown in a hostile world, whereas the yardstick for the successful woman is an ordered domestic environment, a haven of tranquillity and good management where the right moral principles prevail.18

The commendation in Protestant literature of sobriety in dress for women contrasts markedly with the standard practice among the affluent in Mediterranean Europe. Although, even in Italy, clerics protested against sumptuousness in dress, clothes were an unrelin-quishable marker of affluence. Excessive display portended vanity, in the minds of clerics, and they believed that the distance from vanity to moral laxity was slight. In the literature of good advice emanating from all creeds, chastity was exalted as the most important attribute of the virtuous woman whether maid, wife or widow. A woman’s honour depended on the restriction of sexual intercourse to her husband’s bed, whatever the circumstances. Furthermore, she should not give the least hint that she was interested in attracting the admiration of the opposite sex by immodest dress or indiscreet glances—in fact her reputation was best preserved by staying at home or only leaving it in proper company. A wandering or “gadding” woman was on the brink of dishonour and that dishonour reflected upon her entire family.

The church in the Middle Ages had vaunted the celibate ideal as one far higher than the married state. As Saint Paul said, “It is better to marry than to burn”—and better still, by implication, if spiritual progress is not impeded by sexual relationships. This was held to be true for both men and women. However, Luther’s attack on the monastic life and what he saw as the realities of clerical celibacy, that is, clerical sexual laxity, laid the foundations of a Protestant tradition in which the married state represented, at least in theory, the highest attainment for both men and women. When God presented Eve to Adam, he “solemnized the first marriage that ever was” and hence indicated that he saw marriage as man’s natural state and celibacy as abnormal. From this it might be inferred that woman’s status within marriage was somewhat enhanced because she no longer represented second best for her husband. However, Luther’s view of womanhood was both gloomy and conservative. He saw women as specific reproductive vessels with inferior reasoning powers and a proclivity to succumb to temptation. He followed certain biblical texts closely, particularly Leviticus (“The Laws”) and Saint Paul’s Letters. Hence Luther’s holy household was one of tight patriarchy where fathers ruled and the priest-confessor was eliminated as mediator.19

Although it continued to endorse celibacy as a high and indeed perhaps the higher ideal, the Catholic Counter-Reformation on the whole abandoned invidious comparisons between the religious and the secular life and presented both as holy. From the fifteenth century onwards, with the promotion of Saint Bernardino of Siena and the French mystic Jean Gerson (who much influenced the young Luther), the cult of Saint Joseph, the virtuous carpenter and earthly father who taught Christ his craft and saved the Virgin Mary from earthly infamy, was resurrected. The devotion, which had fallen into abeyance from the seventh century, was popularized in Spain by Saint Teresa of Avila and in eastern France by Saint Francis of Sales. In the traditions of the church, Saint Joseph was an old, that is asexual, husband who respected his wife’s virgin status. However, his very presence in the raising of the Infant Christ symbolized God’s approbation of the patriarchal family. The Holy Family was thus the model for every family in whatever confession, an earthly Trinity. As a cult within the Roman Catholic Church, it appears to have begun in the fifteenth and reached full development in the seventeenth century.

In the Catholic tradition the earthly father/patriarch could be held to account, by a confessor-priest pending Judgement Day, for his conduct and that of his wife, and he carried sins which had involved her. Though, for example, the Catholic Church condemned coitus interruptus, it exonerated the wife from the husband’s sin. Thomas Sànchez, the Jesuit theologue, thought a wife should consent to coitus interruptus only if she was ignorant of her husband’s intent to sin, but a century and a half later Alphonse de Liguria (1696–1767) said she must consent even if she knew his intent was to commit a sin and that confessors should not enquire about what happened in the conjugal bed but merely ask the woman if she had been obedient to her husband.20 However, in areas where Catholicism was trying to hold ground against the encroachments of Protestantism, respect for patriarchal authority was modified. A husband who sinned in the eyes of the church by becoming a heretic should not be followed in his aberrance by his wife. On such occasions the good housewife of Proverbs 31 was unceremoniously dropped in favour of the strong or heroic women capable of assuming leadership in spite of their sexual frailties. Such leadership must still be confined to the home. When Mary Ward sought to found a woman’s order to emulate the Jesuits and save Christendom, the papacy was frankly embarrassed. It could not associate the Roman church with gadding women.

The prescriptive literature clings closely to Scripture until the beginning of the eighteenth century. It reveals the preoccupation among theologians and moralists with making the people of the west “the people of a book” and in so doing promotes the image of a woman with all the frailties of Eve but one who can be saved from excess by her husband or father. Her salvation lies partially outside herself. This literature defines the orderly or what should be. It lays burdens upon both women and men. Above all, it springs from the belief that while absolute perfection is probably impossible one must struggle to do the best one can.

Were there alternative versions of womanhood to the models provided by biblical text? Certainly, if it was the strongest, the Bible was not the only influence from the ancient world transmitting an interpretation of gender difference. The classical legacy, which slumbered during the Dark Ages to be resurrected during the Renaissance, owed nothing to the imprint of Christianity. In this legacy of myths and legends appeared Pandora, a pagan Eve, who opened a box forbidden to her and in so doing brought disaster to mankind. Much more significant, however, was that body of medical thought recorded by the ancient Greeks, who themselves drew upon ideas originating in Egypt and the Middle East, which was re-examined and promulgated during the Renaissance.

Renaissance thought gave a new emphasis to the importance of “scientific” enquiry and turned its attention to experimental anatomy. New commentaries were made on the work of doctors and philosophers such as Aristotle, Hippocrates and Galen. The Greeks started from the premise that the creation of woman preceded that of man and that she was an imperfect version which was subsequently improved to become the male masterpiece. Woman’s imperfection was argued by comparing her body to that of the male and assessing the contrasts which emerged. The female body was colder and wetter and her sex organs were internal rather than external. She lacked the physical strength of the male and so she was passive rather than active, a person for the home, not the political arena. She had, located within her body, a uterus and this was instrumental in the production of the next generation of human beings. But what role exactly did it play?21

The Greeks were not unanimous in their interpretation of the functions of this organ, although they recognized it to be clearly significant, and some of their confusion was transmitted to the post-Renaissance world. The revival of Greek science in the fifteenth century was largely due to the admiration of a new generation of medical thinkers for what they saw as the empiricism of the Greeks, who had not laboured under Christian prohibitions on the spilling of blood and the dissection of the cadaver. In spite of this deep admiration, the Greek approach to the female body was not absorbed without some modifications into the developing science of medicine and anatomy in the early modern period. The notion of woman as an “imperfect” male was dropped; women were seen instead as a physical deviation from the male norm. Like the ancients, however, Renaissance doctors and their descendants interpreted the female body as differing in several critical ways from that of the male masterpiece. The first way was that woman had a different reproductive role and hence a body dissimilar to that of man; the second was that she had a different brain; the third that she had a contentious uterus. Difference did not mean simply specifically different organs but inferior attributes. To be hot and dry, larger and stronger, was better than to be colder and wetter, smaller and weaker. German, British and French anatomists of the eighteenth century interpreted the smaller female cranium as indicative of a smaller and inferior brain and the narrower female ribcage as an indication that women needed to breathe less vigorously to sustain a female lifestyle. The different body included a different brain, one that was smaller but also one which was a prey to irrationality. Here the issue became difficult to distinguish from the debate that raged over many centuries about the uterus.

The Greek words for “uterus” and for “hysteria” are the same. This connection was not accidental but embodied notions which were much older and which may have come out of Egypt several centuries before—to pinpoint the genesis of ideas in the ancient world is nearly impossible. The relationship between the uterus as an organ and the physical state of hysteria converted the uterus into something which determined the disposition of womankind. What made the uterus problematic was that it had a monthly cycle and hence related woman somehow to the moon (embodied in the word “menstruation” is the notion “month” which itself can be lunar). It could be argued that this lunar relationship exposed women to lunacy and irrationality because the moon might exercise an influence over woman’s imagination and contribute to a lack of control over the passions. In other words, the uterus generated hysteria. It could also be argued that this special organ made woman prone to physical weakness and psychological as well as physiological disorders. Until the end of the seventeenth century the presence of the uterus was blamed for woman’s irrational behaviour. It made her garrulous, lustful, lovesick, melancholic. In The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), Robert Burton accentuated the physical nature of gloom. Woman was a physiological depressive. The uterus was also seen as hungry for sexual intercourse. The best-selling treatise on women’s disorders written in the eighteenth century, Astruc’s Traité des maladies des femmes (1761–5), a four-volume work which drew on ideas stretching back into classical times and which ran into multiple editions in all major European languages, argued that all women’s psychological and physical infirmities which men did not have emanated from the uterus and that only healthy, that is regular, sexual relations could preserve a woman’s fitness. All unmarried women and widows were in this reading prone to ill health. Indeed, for Astruc there are only three kinds of women and they are divided by menstrual pattern. The first have a normal monthly cycle, the second an over-heavy blood loss and the third one which is scanty to absent. All their psychological characteristics emanate from the extent of the flow.

In the late seventeenth century an Englishman, Thomas Willis, pioneered the science of neurology through his theory of the cerebral origins of hysteria. He too drew on classical antecedents, but interestingly on ones which had been allowed to slumber while attention had been concentrated on the uterus. At the same time new vigour was given to the debate on a topic which had been confusingly aired by the Renaissance revivalists of Greek science. Was the male or the female sex the essential one in generation?

Some Greek doctors and their Renaissance commentators had posited that the uterus did not belong to woman at all but was an independent entity floating in her body. The hunger of the uterus, it was alleged, made the woman lustful. She, it was held, gained in vigour through the procreative act whereas the male gave of his seed, an endeavour which wearied him. The Greeks, lacking the microscope, had not been able to distinguish between ova and sperm. Galen believed that each of the sexes produced a seed which came together to produce the child. However, others made the male the generative sex and held that he placed his seed in the woman’s body where it sought out the uterus. In this rendering, the seed was male property and woman’s function was to provide the nurturing environment (the ground) where it could grow. Leonardo da Vinci, as he recorded in his notebooks, thought that the evident disproof of such a theory was that a black and a white parent formed a child with the traits of both, but there were many theories which could be summoned to explain the resemblance of the child to the mother while retaining the myth of the male as the solely generative sex.22 Breast milk, for example, was believed to endow a child with both spiritual and physical characteristics.

The spirit of scientific enquiry generated by the Renaissance ensured that the debate did not remain static. Indeed, the human body was from this point on the intellectual agenda for study and commentary. However, it was not until the eighteenth century that a bisexual scheme of generation was formulated with any clarity. The distinction between ova and sperm accepted, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century thought concentrated on the question of whose part was the more essential. In this power struggle, the “ovists” insisted that the female egg was the more critical. For the “animalculists” the male sperm was what mattered, and they held that it swam into the uterus or nest and banged a lid debarring access to any competitors.23

The study of the human skeleton during the eighteenth century, a time when a small proportion of intellectuals were challenging the authority of religion, encouraged a preoccupation with biology which progressively shifted the burden of the argument for woman’s subordination to man away from Scripture towards “nature.” However, until well into the nineteenth century, the two views co-existed. The possibilities involved in blending the two are pertinently revealed if we pursue views on menstruation, a specifically female attribute.

In the Book of Leviticus, a compilation of Judaic laws, the instruction to men is unambiguous. “You shall not approach a woman to uncover her nakedness while she is unclean from menstruation” (chapter 18 verse 9). For Aristotle, woman’s wetness and uncleanliness were synonymous. Galen believed that the blood discharged in menstruation fed the child in the womb and that scabs, pustules in the head, itches, fever and measles were all caused by corrupt menstrual blood with which the unborn child had been in contact. Pliny wrote that wine would turn sour if the shadow of a menstruating woman fell on it, that a dog would turn rabid from eating menstrual blood, and that a flourishing plant splashed by it would wither. The late medieval scholastic Duns Scotus added to Pliny’s observations, “It makes the man to whom it is administered lose his good sense and it makes him a leper.” In such a view, it becomes the perfect constituent of the witch’s brew. Then in the 1560s the Flemish doctor Lievin Lennes suggested that intercourse during menstruation was responsible for monstrous births and deformed children.24 This view certainly passed into the consciousness of literate élites throughout western Europe. It is found, for example, in Quillet’s poem on the begetting of beautiful children, a preoccupation which taxed doctors and theologians in the late sixteenth century.


Press not your Wives, the height’nd Lust incite
The soul to try the pleasurable Fight,
While the Blood monthly rushing from the Veins,
The flowing Womb with foul Pollution stains …
But if by chance the Seeds concurring fix,
And with the impurer Dross of Nature mix,
What a detested, miscreated Thing
From such ill-suited Principles must spring?
Foul leprous spots shall with his birth begin,
Spread o’er his Body, and encrust his skin,
For the same Poison which that Stream contains
Transfer’d affects the forming Infant’s Veins
Inbred it fixes deep and radically reigns.
For Natur’s common Bosom, nothing exceeds …
Ye husbands then such foul Embraces fly,
And tho’ provok’d the nauseous Bliss deny.25



Although by the end of the seventeenth century some of the more extreme views of Pliny were mocked in commentaries, menstrual blood was still associated with disease. For Astruc at the end of the eighteenth century, it is the agent of syphilis, the fluid of contagion. Yet the phenomenon was in some way related to procreation. It was therefore “a natural disease” and for an adult woman not to menstruate when not pregnant was a sign of something abnormal. It meant that the blood was going instead to the brain, a sign of impending lunacy. A remedy for this condition was supposed to be bleeding the foot in the waxing moon.

Herbals are full of concoctions to restore to women “their flowers,” in the sense of the scum of fermentation, or “their courses.” Sometimes menstruation is here referred to as a “natural purgation”—impurity was washed away each month. In all renderings, menstruation was something which marked woman’s inferiority to man.

The works of the Greek medical men and those Renaissance and later scholars who drew upon their ideas make singularly depressing reading. However, just as within the Bible there existed positive images of exemplary women, so in the classical tradition, if not the one used by the doctors, there was another type of imagery which makes a striking contrast to that of the woman with the dirty and flawed body. There were the beautiful, Aphrodite/Venus-type women for whose love war was fought; the gods themselves were prepared to assume animal or other forms to rape or seduce them. The medieval chivalric code which placed woman on a pedestal, etherealized her and made her love and esteem the reward of the gallant warrior drew on these classical notions as well as on the cult of the Virgin. The Renaissance celebrated the physical perfection of both men and women and the potential of human existence. It captured the physical beauty of real women using the models of antiquity. It also endorsed woman as the repository of certain indispensable attributes. Kindness, tenderness, caring and comfort were symbolized in the word caritas, itself represented by a woman.

Beauty and kindness have never been considered negligible attributes. Furthermore, both the classical and the biblical traditions incorporated certain women remarkable for their moral strength in physical frailty. Lucretia, chaste unto death, Antigone, Andromache, Penelope, Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, Lysistrata, the Sabine women who imposed peace on warring nations, were all examples of classical heroines who could be set alongside Deborah and Judith. They were women of courage, but of a particular type of courage which mostly manifested itself in endurance, in holding on to their perception of the good, remaining loyal, pure and inflexible in the face of hardship and temptation. Lucretia, in particular, was a model for both Catholics and Protestants. No biblical woman died in defence of her reputation, so she filled an important void. The triumph of the classical heroines was the greater because they were handicapped by their physical weakness. These women were rivalled in virtue only by the early female Christian martyrs and those later saints who showed exemplary and unwavering fortitude when persecuted by men whose physical strength far outstripped their own.26

Perhaps the strong imagery peddled from the pulpit, delivered at school and read within the literate family of what was the ideal rather than the norm helped formulate the opposite, the disorderly, the unruled or unruly. This person, a woman fully in control of a weak husband who abnegates his patriarchal role, plays a major part in treatises and sermons but yet more insistently in satire, comedy, poetry, story and, thanks above all to the Dutch, visual imagery. The comic, but at the same time threatening, potential of this figure, who can undermine and subvert the accepted moral order and make nonsense of the sombre authority of priests and theologians, is obvious. Which of Chaucer’s pilgrims has gained greater popularity than the Wife of Bath? Who flouted the rules of modesty and chastity, or the notion of a wife ruled by her husband, more than this earthy, lusty, five-times-married “gadding” woman who used the pilgrimage to expand her adventures but who above all else wanted to be loved by her husband? The invention of the printing press gave the unruly woman a vigorous and pervasive existence in word and picture. Since monogamous marriage was at the heart of the western European social system, something most men and women experienced, it was also the key to western humour. The contrast between ideal marriage and real life afforded scope for irony, parody, satire, and had a resonance in the minds of all who heard or read or viewed it. It purported to disclose what was, rather than what should be.

The attributes shown to be those of the disorderly woman in a world whose standards are turned upside down are those most declaimed against by the moralists, so they bear witness to the pervasiveness of stock biblical and biological precepts. Her attributes are usually seven. First, she has a shrewish and uncontrollable tongue which is her main weapon in the defeat of her husband. Secondly, she is lustful and unchaste in her search for sexual gratification: even the Devil will do as a sleeping partner. Thirdly, she is profligate and particularly given to extravagance in apparel. Fourth, she is vain and in her love of self will stop at nothing. Fifth, she will intrigue with other women or will sway the minds of the men who are her creatures to overthrow male authority. Sixth, her greed knows no bounds, and seventh, she has a penchant for strong drink from which follows all manner of further undesirable behaviour. In this literature the women are evil or at best wanton, and the men are fools, defeated by female bad temper or female wiles. The men are also emasculated by their wives. In German imagery they are presented as lions without claws, or as those who have surrendered the right to wear the trousers to women.27

This kind of representation appears to have been most vigorous in north-western Europe, in British, Dutch, German and French literature and prints. Dunbar’s Two Maryit Women (c. 1508) and The Schole-house of Women (c. 1510) adopt the technique of taking a woman, in the second instance a widow of much vaunted experience, and letting her own words betray and condemn her. The widow, for example, advises unhappy wives, whose woes are listed to include their husband’s meanness with money and indifference to sex, to console themselves and to make an intolerable life tolerable through lusty sexual relationships with “othir bachilleris blumying in youth” which they can secure by seductive apparel. Between 1560 and 1570 appeared a spate of satirical poems dependent upon the stock image of a wanton, disorderly married woman. Their titles convey the content: The proude Wyves paternoster, An hundred poyntes of evil huswifrye, A commyssion unto all those whose wyves be thayre masters, A Shrew de and Curste Wyfe lapped in Morrellskin. The last-named not only denotes how a woman can dissimulate and be other than what she appears to be but also draws conclusions as to the need for control by the husband. Embodied in work dedicated to other issues, the disorderly woman intent upon the fall of good men nowhere took form more cogently than in Thomas Dekker’s The Bachelors’ Banquet (1603). Here rational man is destroyed by the effect of woman’s irrational humours.

This erosion of the rational and well-intentioned male by a superstitious and ignorant wife given to extravagance and gossip with her friends constituted the kernel of Hieronymous Sweerts’s De Tien Ver-makelijkheden des Houweljks (1684, translated as The Ten Pleasures of Marriage) and De Biegt der Gertrouwde (The Marriage Trap, 1679), which included a set of prints illustrating each stage of the disintegration of a marriage. These works were international successes. The new wife indulges her taste for finery and the entertainment of her friends. When she is slow to become pregnant, the house is filled with the smell of boiling herbs, potions intended either to promote her own fertility or to pervade the entire atmosphere to make both parties potent. Once pregnant, she belongs not to the husband but to the women of her family and friends, the gossips who will attend the birth. Thereafter, the house is full of drying nappies and baby linen. The denouement of Sweerts’s plot is that the husband becomes alienated from his own home which he gradually cedes to his wife and to a monstrous regiment of women.28 The story is meant to amuse but there is no doubt that an alarm bell is ringing. The clear implication is that the husband should have done something to reassert his position and to regain control of the home which he is financing.

The Dutch were adept at lending both textual and visual form to the contrast between the ruled and the unruled home. At one level in genre painting they extolled the joys of domesticity summarized by a clean, orderly woman, quietly nursing or instructing her children, or spinning when the chores (symbolized by a sweeping brush) are done. Here the shining cleanliness of the environment underlines the point that order, physical and spiritual, depend upon woman’s fulfilling a particular domestic role. However, let her fail in her duty and chaos ensues. In The Dissolute Household (1688) Jan Steen, who mastered the technique of letting the observer draw his or her own morals, shows a home where the mistress slumps over the dining table after a heavy meal and too much drink. Her children are stealing money from her pocket, the servant is behaving wantonly with a musician and the family linen is about to disappear. The husband has turned his back on this spectacle of depravity and his leg rests in the lap of a whore whom he has presumably invited in because his wife is unconscious. A dog scavenges good roast meat left casually available, and gambling cards litter the floor. Vanitas symbols abound, including the monkey (representing trickery and salaciousness) and the clock to recall the shortness of life’s time span. The household is doomed to destruction, and above the sinful scene hovers a basket containing the beggar’s crutch and bowl.29

How is this scene to be interpreted? Steen revelled in ambiguity and in taxing his audience’s mind. Is the master of the house responsible for not controlling his wife’s intake of drink? Or are we to blame the lady herself for her lack of vigilance? She is, after all, responsible for household management. Would she, if at all alert, permit the desecration of the household by the introduction of a whore? If she were an adequate wife would her husband turn elsewhere, and what about this example to the maid and to the children? Neither party is innocent, but the lady’s dozing, passive as it may seem to be, is at the heart of the matter.

Another variant on the dominance of the unruly woman was to present the helplessness of men when surrounded by a female conspiracy. “Who rules Holland?” ran a riddle of the 1640s. The answer was “the Devil.” Then came the explanation for this apparent absurdity. Amsterdam rules Holland; the burgomaster rules Amsterdam, but he is ruled by his wife and she is ruled by the maid and the maid, you may be sure, is ruled by the Devil.30 From this dominance absurdities and dangers could flow. The conniving maidservant has a long literary history which perhaps reached its apogee in the eighteenth century in the hands of Sheridan, Carlo Goldoni in Venice, and Beaumarchais in Paris. Some plots pivoted on the collusion of mistress and maid: women unite across class boundaries to undermine the allegedly dominant male. In others the man must buy the support of the maidservant, who is suborned by gold to help him win his suit. Critical to an appreciation of the imagery is that women are capable of low animal cunning and that the power of men is apparent rather than real.

It is obvious that literary works devoted to the paradox of disorderly/orderly women had much the same intention. They reinforced the belief in the desirability of male government of women, and of paternal authority within the confines of the home. The implication is that, although many aspects of the norm are generally not observed, this is the standard, God-ordained model of a household to which every family should aspire.

The range of possibilities for a male-female relationship did not of course end here. There are examples, perhaps sufficient to constitute a subgenre of the western literary tradition, in which the theme of woman as someone who is as clever as man and sometimes cleverer is allowed to surface and gives the plot its dynamic. Under such circumstances the woman steps into a male role and fills it with honour. On the English stage women’s parts were of course played by boys until after the mid-seventeenth century, and cross-dressing may have either obscured or emphasized the issue. Thus Portia, wearing a lawyer’s gown, outsmarts the wily Jew and appropriates an understanding of true justice, accepting the letter of the Venetian contract by granting Shylock his pound of flesh but denying him Christian blood. Viola in male garb can court Olivia in a Twelfth Night romp and not be found wanting. However, the reversal is transitory to cope with exigent circumstances and, the need passed, the heroine reassumes her female form and hands back authority to her lover/husband. The honourable woman is frequently made a victim of the irrationality, jealousy or tyranny of husband or father and responds rationally with suffering. Elsewhere, as in the tragedies of Corneille or Racine, the woman can assume the mantle of family honour when the men are annihilated. She can remind men of their duty and impel them towards actions from which she as a woman is debarred. Her courage can contrast with their vacillation and she can make sacrifices even unto death. In recognizing the limitations imposed on her sex and the obligations that must fall to men she becomes the spokesperson for duty. Tragedy enhances woman in her relations with man just as comedy seeks to ridicule her. High culture abounds with examples of women who influence men, for good or ill, and of men who struggle to achieve their approbation. A jealous husband will kill in anger—and regret it—but he should not stoop to lesser physical violence. The shrew is tamed by words, by hunger, by deprivation of sleep and by her growing realization of the constraints on her sex, but not by beating. Petruchio is an agent of the civilizing process.

How do the representations of women and their relationships with men trickle down into popular culture? One way of assessing this process is from analyses of the first printed livres bleus, the books carried in the pedlars’ packs which circulated in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France, and the chapbooks, “small books and pleasant histories” which were similarly hawked through Britain.31 They were intended to be read aloud, in tavern or farmstead or at evening meetings for entertainment, by someone who had the pence to buy and the ability to read, and were mostly written by men, though they may have been stories traditionally told by women. There are national differences between the contents. The British books were more concerned with religion and there were more popular heroes and heroines than there were in the French collections which drew more conspicuously upon stories of the great and the famous, of high society. Both kinds of work revelled in burlesque and farce. The attitude towards women found in the French works can be summarized in the phrase L’Honneur de la femme est d’être inférieure. She also appears in the guise of a source of wealth for the man who knows how to play the system.

In the Occitan fairy-tale Jean l’Ont Pris, for example, which was written down in 1745 but drew on much older traditions which find echoes elsewhere in southern and central Europe, the hero, an orphaned beggar boy, has his first financial break when he finds a store of money under his dying grandmother’s mattress. He builds up his wealth further by marrying, in return for a large sum of money from her impregnator, a rejected and disease-ridden (also recognizably Protestant) pregnant woman whose early death is anticipated. He then moves on to marry the woman he really loves, whose dowry he increases by making her pregnant so that her father is anxious to be rid of her. He knows her love for him and she connives at her loss of chastity. The women in such tales are passive but co-operative. Their wealth can make a man but action must be left to him.32

The English tradition finds women more assertive, though within bounds. Let us take the example of Long Meg of Westminster, a “pleasant story” of 1582.33 She is a migrant from Lancashire in London in search of a job as a servant, a strapping wench who can take on a man in a fight and win. Since she fights fair the men respect her and she wanders around London at night in men’s clothing with a sword which she uses to protect the poor and suffering. After a series of adventures in which she finds herself in the army, where her bravery earns her a life pension, she marries a soldier and even when he administers blows she shows herself the submissive wife. In her words: “Whatever I have done to others, it behoveth me to be Obedient to you and never shall it be said, though I Cudgel a Knave that wrongs me, that Long Meg shall be her Husband’s Master.” The sympathy of the audience is thus preserved and circumstances are once more made the modifier of what is appropriate. In low culture, tales of blows between couples are common. However, ultimate submission of wife to husband is a sine qua non and co-operation between the two is the guarantee of their standing in the community.

Fairy tales and those in chapbooks had their roots in popular culture. From the late seventeenth century, however, they were collected, refined and put into gracious prose, in some instances by French salon women, making them fit for consumption by the upper classes. They commanded a special place in the acculturation process of the young and were part of a shared heritage of the élite and the humble. Both cultures, then, agreed on the fundamental principles of the relationships between men and women. Deviation from the norm is permissible under certain circumstances, but the norm is preserved intact. The household has its proper head in the male. If he is absent through death or personal misadventure or just on business, he has a natural replacement. If he is unjust or tyrannical the woman has a right to use strategies against him. The beautiful blondes of Italian fairy stories who grow beastly bodily hair to ward off a lusting widowed father might be relevant,34 like the lives of medieval saints who are saved by miraculous means from pagan marital tyranny leaving the principle of obedience intact. The usual recommended way to deal with tyranny was suffering. In Vives’ Linguae Latinae Exercitatio (1539), a work in dialogue form perhaps intended for older schoolboys, there exists a model house. In the dining room are hung three pictures. The first is of Griselda from the Decameron, who bore all the humiliations imposed upon her by her husband to test her patience and obedience. The second is of Saint Godelieve of Flanders, strangled in spite of her immaculate behaviour by her tyrannical husband, and made a saint in recognition of her suffering and the miracles associated with her tomb. The third is of Catherine of Aragon (1485–1536), the newly dead and wronged wife of Henry VIII, who never departed from the path of the dutiful wife. The placing of such pictures in the dining room where the family gathered about a table whose offerings testified to the efficiency of housewife or housekeeper might remind the wife of where her duties lay.35

How do such representations relate to the lives of real men and women? They are cultural artefacts and embody imagery designed to reflect and to confirm stereotypical roles. They pass value judgements on both women and men, leaving neither spared from criticism. They aim to instruct. They reflect shame and honour codes integral to the society but show how they can be modified in the workings of everyday life. They can be counted among agencies which are striving to promote what is widely considered to be the best way to achieve salvation, a better hereafter. But they remain fictional, products of the imagination. There are, also, other representations of women and men to be found in a study of ecclesiastical, written and customary law. Law, as Montesquieu urged, is also a product of a civilization, a cultural artefact. It imposes constraints designed to realize certain ends or to promote what a particular society perceives as needful to achieve social order and organization.

The notions of gender embodied in law are, of course, capable of placing a direct restriction on the way in which individuals live out their lives, since laws are backed by force or customary procedures which proclaim alternative action invalid. We must ab initio insist that a considerable chasm often existed between the letter of the law and its practice, but such a recognition still leaves the law as a basic framework of reference intact. European law could take many forms, written or customary, ecclesiastical or secular, criminal or civil. However, whatever the diversity of form, the representations of womanhood and manhood, and the different forms they assumed, were likely to be much the same since church and state were virtually unanimous in the norms they sought to promote.

The Roman Catholic Church was built upon the Roman Empire, the widest empire that Europe had known. The Romans were responsible for a body of written laws whose influence was reflected wherever the Romans had maintained a strong presence, as in Italy, Spain, Portugal and France south of the Loire. Roman law had also a strong influence on canon law, of which marriage law was a part.36 North-western Europe, including France north of the Loire, England and the Netherlands, were areas of customary law; but in areas both of Roman (or written) law and of customary law, a person’s legal status depended on gender. Women were recognized and categorized as daughters, wives (above all) and to a degree as mothers; men were classed as sons and then as heads of households, as husbands and as fathers. To husband and father fell responsibility for the conduct of those seen to be his dependants. In Spain and Italy women were virtually debarred from a physical presence in the courts and husband, father, kinsman or lawyer had to speak for them. In areas of customary law they had a legal identity. Even so, before the 1790s throughout western Europe a husband could be called upon to answer for the conduct of his wife if she was shown to be guilty. This might not in extreme cases preserve her from punishment, but if her husband was a party to her misdemeanours the blame and the punishment could fall in whole or in part upon him. If she stole property her husband was liable for its restitution. If she stole in his company, his was the greater crime. A married woman could say almost anything in public against an individual or a group and as a “silly” or irrational woman would not be punished, but if her husband was present when she made such utterances then the charge of slander was incurred by him.

Blackstone thought that English law lifted too much from the shoulders of women, and the tendency of eighteenth-century criminal reformers was to urge that some of the distinctions between husband and wife before the criminal law be removed. The price a woman paid for reduced liability was that, since her husband carried the responsibility, it was deemed right that he was the first judge of his wife. He could expect from her conformity to certain standards such as keeping to her house and restraining her tongue, and if she did not conform then he had powers of correction. The euphemism correction modérée (“moderate chastisement,” which included beating within acknowledged boundaries) was seen as his affair. This correction should not assume disproportionate levels. In north-western Europe judicial structures existed which allowed the beaten wife to call her husband to account and cease his violence.

Traditionally, common or customary laws recognized that a husband might need a little assistance in controlling the unruly woman, particularly the one with an unbridled tongue. The “scold” (she whose vicious tongue harmed her man, her neighbours and by extension good moral order in the community) was technically liable in England to be ducked in the public pond. But the possession of a community ducking school, like the presence of a pillory, was intended as a deterrent, a reminder of what might happen if a person overstepped the mark, rather than as an indication of common practice.

The model wife at law, then, was in the first instance obedient. For this reason, the murder of a husband far exceeded in gravity wife murder. In English law, it was classed as petty treason, because the male head of household filled within the family the role of the king within the realm and parricide was equated with the destruction of sovereign power and the subversion of a God-ordained order in the household, the primary social unit. If the law gave some protection to the woman whose husband led her astray it came down very hard indeed on the woman who murdered her husband. Two of the last women to be burned at the stake in England in the eighteenth century (they had already been strangled) had been found guilty of poisoning their husbands. Poisoning implied malice aforethought and it clearly violated the trust that every man had to place in his wife when he sat down to his dinner. The situation of the wife-murderer was radically different, particularly where cumulative violence had overstepped the usual boundaries.

Both the Catholic and Protestant churches condemned immorality in the form of adultery in both sexes. During periods of stringent application of Christian moral codes such as in sixteenth-century Protestant Germany, England during the Puritan period or Holland in the Golden Age, adulterous husbands could indeed be brought to court and prosecuted. However, the situation was complicated by the existence of a double standard of conduct. The home was the primary unit in which the legitimate progeny of a couple were sheltered and that progeny were the natural heirs to the father’s property. They were his seed. An adulterous woman threatened the principles on which the perpetuation of property was based. An adulterous man left his home unscathed unless he sought to bring his concubine into the house.

Such perceptions found themselves expressed in direct form in countries with criminal codes based on Roman law where a woman taken in adultery by her husband could be killed by him on the spot without his incurring the charge of murder. In the case of Spain, he could restrain himself and choose the means whereby she should die after a judicial hearing.37 Neither option was open to a woman. In the ecclesiastical courts to which Catholic women had recourse to gain separation from an adulterous husband and the restitution of property which might allow them to reconstitute a livelihood, the plaintiffs could find themselves denied their suit unless they could show aggravating factors such as the introduction of a concubine into the conjugal home, violence to the point of endangering life or bestial practices. Even then, however brutal or adulterous he might be, the abused wife could not claim custody of her children. The father was seen as the generative sex and the children were seen as his property.

The law also confirmed the idea of woman as the more lustful sex. This perception had particular application to adult rape victims—the law took a sterner view of the abused child. Under most European codes, a woman could not claim that rape was responsible for her pregnancy since her very impregnation was held to demonstrate her active consent (it was “assumed” that no conception took place without pleasure). There was no question of the criminal law applying a universal standard to men and women.38

The position of women in civil law, whether written or customary, was subject to variations based on social status. The critical areas in which women might be disadvantaged were the transmission of property and the negotiation of credit. In all countries which had known the influence of feudalism (that is, France, England, parts of Germany and Italy), the principle of primogeniture operated and the transmission of the noble fief or landed estate was through the legitimate male line. The justification for this was that, while not precluding the inheritance of land by women in default of a male heir, the fief was designed to provide the income to fulfil military obligations. The marriage of a noble heiress and the absorption of the fief and its management into a male patrimony was a serious preoccupation of the crown, and until the mid-seventeenth century the monarchy in England could use rights of wardship over an orphaned heiress to arrange her marriage as a way of rewarding a royal client. Laws respecting the division of property did not dissolve with the breakdown of feudal structures. Indeed, throughout western Europe many aristocrats entailed (that is, secured with legal backing the transmission of their estates through a single male heir, usually the eldest son) in order to preserve the wealth or standing of their clan. At the same time, they sought to provide for their other children through monetary bequests or offices in church or state. A daughter was given a dowry on marriage, usually a sum of money or goods, and thereafter renounced all claims on her father’s estate.

At other social levels most fathers certainly tried to see that all their children had some assets, though how effectively they could do so depended on the extent of their resources and the demands made upon them.39 However, whatever the distribution, the property which a woman took into marriage—whether in money, goods or land—passed into the management of her husband. He absorbed it, administered it and paid any taxes due on it. If he did a bad job and misused her funds, a woman could have difficulty in protecting her property against his ineptitude or profligacy. She could not reclaim her input unless he died or a separation was agreed upon, and she had technically no voice in its disposal although suits were on occasion undertaken, usually with the collusion of the wider family, to protect her property against the ravages of a drunken wastrel. Such efforts could meet with little success if the assets had been dissipated.

So the law conceived of a universal woman, one under the protection of her father or husband, but it was capable of seeing at least two circumstances in which women might need some help. The ecclesiastical courts took breach of promise seriously, particularly when the promise was endorsed by the community and the woman was pregnant. The civil courts in areas of written law generally gave the widow the right to repossess her dowry before other claims were made on the estate. These were moments when there was clearly no strong male figure to protect her. Otherwise, the law resigned every married woman into the care of her husband.

To the semi-responsible being of whom the husband was the first judge who appears in law codes and custom, and to the model endorsed by the church of the obedient wife seeking salvation through a godly husband, must be added a further woman: woman the worker or economic woman, she who had to sell her labour in the marketplace. This woman causes problems. The good conduct literature emphasized the work women should do to conform to the model of the good housewife, but this work is within the home or the confines of the property. La perfecta casada of Fray Luis de León, drawing on the imagery of Proverbs 31, shows that the couple are financially dependent on each other’s labours in the home and in their fields and that this is a God-ordained complementarity. The complementary role must be the wife’s first concern. If he needs her to lead the horse while he ploughs, she must obey. If she neglects to help him she falls short as a wife. However, the marketplace where labour outside the home had to be sold was a public space which does not give recognition to such work. Socio-economic woman at this point perforce crossed a psychological boundary. In early modern Italy, a man who could not maintain his wife and daughters within the home counted for little in community esteem. Both the man and his daughters were deemed di poca (worth little)—even though they might work unremittingly under his roof for wages he negotiated without loss of status to himself. In Europe north of the Loire, honour was on the side of work, but the position of woman in the workforce remained very different from that of men. Why should this be so?

It was not until the nineteenth century that a clearly formulated discussion of the female worker and the female wage took place. When it did, however, it drew on assumptions which were hundreds of years old. In 1808, Jean Baptiste Say, who occupied the first chair of political economy in France, explained that a man’s wage had to sustain man the worker and provide for the reproduction of the labour force. His wages must then include subsistence costs for a wife and children, his natural dependants. Say’s economic person, in the full sense, was a married man with two children competing with other such men in the labour market. A woman, however, was considered to be a dependant. When she entered the market for a job she already had a roof above her head and someone to defray the costs of heating and perhaps providing her with food. Since she did not need wage levels to provide her total subsistence she was prepared to work for lower wages. A woman who needed to be self-sufficient and therefore to receive a higher remuneration was unnatural or abnormal. Being in the minority, and unable to compete with women “in the natural state” (under the economic protection of a man), she could not affect female wage levels.40

Embodied in Say’s explanation—one which in every way conformed to market practice—is an obvious principle: that economic man is a family man and his demands lift wage levels for all men, even bachelors. Economic woman is also a family woman, but her demands depress wage levels for all women to the point where they do not permit an independent existence to the spinster—the abnormal woman. The text encapsulates tersely the spinster predicament.

Say’s explanation of differential wage levels could be used to justify a “law of unequal exchange” which prevailed between male and female labour in the marketplace.41

This “law of unequal exchange” established the value attached to certain goods and services. If work could be performed by women it carried a lower remuneration than if it was deemed men’s work. The cost of labour was embodied in the goods or services produced. The degree of skill attached to work has no relevance to these concepts. Lace-making or embroidery or the painting of porcelain are not unskilled, quite the reverse, but they can be done by women and hence command women’s, that is low, wages. Work as well as the worker was linked to gender in the marketplace. Put another way, a man seen doing women’s work for wages had lowered the price of his labour and was on dishonourable terrain.

The models of female and male which received expression in holy text and the institutions of church and state, in the law and in custom and in the workings of the marketplace, sought to define the scope of action of both men and women. They might be summarized by reference to one of the commonest mass images in north-western Europe from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, the ladder of life produced in particular abundance by the Dutch but appearing almost everywhere as part of the pedlar’s pack to be stuck on the walls of the humblest cottage. The ladder ascends and then descends. Each rung represents a phase in the life cycle and demonstrates behaviour thought appropriate to the men and women at that stage. The female passes through life as child, adolescent girl at her orisons, betrothed maiden, bride, mother and grandmother. After maternity she ages fast but her life cycle is summarized in the reproductive process. If the woman is seen at work it is sewing or embroidering beside the cradle, the image of domesticity. The male has infinitely more varied roles. He might be a soldier, a lawyer, a sage. He ages more gradually. Indeed, he is frequently quite spry to the end when he is carried off, as is his partner, by the angels whose vigilance over their life conduct has been constant, to appear before the tribunal of the Last Judgement.42

The ladder of life depicts what is seen as essential and appropriate, that which is God-ordained, the universal to which each man and woman should aspire. The extent of the sales of such an image indicates that it was one available to high and low, the farmer’s wife, the maidservant, the farmhands, the child growing into adolescence. How did they read it? Did they compare their parents with the ageing figures? Did they see it as a likely trajectory for themselves? For every child who fixed his or her eyes on the ascending and descending image and was taught about the possible and the appropriate, the rules of the game, another factor intruded, that of actual experience. What follows is an attempt to construct some of that experience and show how it might reflect or modify the imagery.
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