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Abstract 

Understanding how women’s bodies were thought of and treated in the twelfth century gives 
crucial insight into how medieval women lived their lives and illuminates how issues regarding 
bodies and gender which still affect us today stretch back nearly a thousand years. Explicit material 
containing such insights, however, are exceedingly rare. Utilising literature as an opening into 
understanding opinions and perceptions of the time, this study builds upon the work of Kathryn 
Gravdal to demonstrate that the troping of violence against women (particularly of a sexual nature) 
that occurs in the work of Chrétien de Troyes is common throughout different forms of literature 
by various authors in the twelfth century.  
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Introduction 

 

There have been many recent important and influential studies which explore the different ways 
in which women in the twelfth century were able to exercise agency and autonomy, with some 
even overturning historiographical consensus.1 However, there are few studies that focus on the 
ways in which women’s bodies were perceived and treated during this period. As a consequence, 
there is little analysis regarding the agency and autonomy that women wielded over their physical 
selves, or explorations of how society viewed and controlled female bodies. This is partly due to 
the scarcity of sources from the twelfth century containing direct material about women and their 
control (or lack of) over their bodies. With a lack of explicit historical accounts, it is possible to 
turn to the literature of the period to better understand how people thought and behaved. Kathryn 
Gravdal’s work analyses the courtly romances of Chrétien de Troyes (perhaps the most famous 
courtly literature author of the period) to look at how rape was conceptualised in the twelfth 
century, examining the way that women were written in de Troyes’ works.2 She convincingly argues 
that sexual assault underpins gender relations in twelfth-century literature, creating a ‘romance 
economy’3 based on men committing violence against women. This argument transforms how 
women in courtly texts are seen. However, her work, like many scholars’, focusses on one type of 
source, erroneously indicating that these are isolated analyses which cannot be applied elsewhere.  

 

Greater insight and understanding of wider thought can be found in comparing different types of 
literature from the period, such as poetry, chronicles, histories, and courtly literature. A wealth of 
information about medieval treatments of female bodies can be found through an in-depth 
examination of different literature as a reflection of how people at the time actually behaved. This 
study aims to demonstrate this approach, through applying Gravdal’s ideas regarding the portrayal 
of women in violent and exploitative ways by twelfth-century authors to other sources from 
different genres, comparing and contrasting numerous portrayals of women. By looking at a wide 
range of literature, we see patterns in the way that (mostly) men wrote women into texts – how 
female bodies were placed and treated – and as such, we gain a deeper comprehension of the 

 
1 Notable examples include Kimberly LoPrete’s ‘The gender of lordly women: the case of Adela of Blois’ in Studies on 
Medieval and Early Modern Women: Pawns or Players?, ed., Christine Meek and Catherine Lawless (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press Ltd, 2003), pp.90-110; Amalie Fößel’s, ‘The Political Traditions of Female Rulership in Medieval Europe’ in The 
Oxford handbook of women and gender in medieval Europe, ed., Judith M. Bennet and Ruth Mazo Karras (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), pp.68-82; and Susan M. Johns’, Noblewomen, aristocracy and power in the twelfth-century Anglo-Norman 
realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003). 
2 Kathryn Gravdal, ‘Chrétien de Troyes, Gratian, and the Medieval Romance of Sexual Violence’, Signs, 17:3 (Spring 
1992), 558-585; Kathryn Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens: Writing Rape in Medieval French Literature and Law (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991). 
3 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.67. 
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perceptions and assumptions which surrounded women and the barriers placed between 
femininity and masculinity. This is a large project, one too broad for a single paper, but this study 
aims to show that the examination of a wide range of literature to provide further understanding 
of women’s experiences in the high medieval period is worth undertaking, and should be explored 
further in the future. The relevance of such a discussion might be questioned, as twelfth-century 
western European society does not resemble ours today, and attitudes are considerably different 
now compared to then. However, the many arguments which take place today about our bodies 
demonstrate that understanding the implications of people’s bodies – how they operate, take up 
space, are perceived, and are treated – is crucial.4 In order to better understand interactions and 
relationships in the twelfth century, studying perceptions surrounding the female body is key. 
Additionally, gender as a legitimate historical field of study has not been around for very long 
(really gaining traction in the 1980s), but even in that time our attitudes towards gender and sex 
have changed significantly. This evolving understanding has shaped our approach to gender 
history, transforming both how we see the subject matter and the field itself.5 

 

 

Historiographical Context 

 

Historical commentary on gender in the twelfth century has changed dramatically since the 1980s. 
Georges Duby’s work, particularly Women of the Twelfth Century, was massively influential in placing 
the rise of courtly literature in its historical context, looking at why this literature flourished in the 
twelfth century and for whom it was produced.6 His research shaped how historians approached 
gender in this period, influencing many scholars. Duby, and other writers such as Roger Boase7, 
believed that women of the nobility during this period behaved in a passive manner, rarely having 
the opportunity to be active agents. Duby saw courtly literature – which became a distinct genre 
in the twelfth century – as an opportunity for women to participate in the ‘game of love’ 8, 
exercising certain powers of love over men. However, he only saw women as playing ‘secondary 
roles’9 within this literature, compared to the manly heroes that dominated stories. This view is 
thought to be outdated by many scholars from the 1990s onwards, with E. Jane Burns arguing that 

 
4 Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin, ‘Introduction’ in Framing Medieval Bodies, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), 
p.3. 
5 Kimberly LoPrete and Theodore Evergates, ‘Introduction’ in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp.1-4. 
6 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volumes 1,2 & 3 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997-1998) 
7 Roger Boase, The Origin and Meaning of Courtly Love: a study of European scholarship (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1977). 
3 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 3 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), p.52. 
9 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 1 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), p.69. 
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the dominant view in scholarship (predominately from the late 1980s and early 1990s) wrote 
women out of courtly literature in its analysis and ignored the experiences of those who did actually 
exercise creative and authoritative resistance to the contemporary perception of women.10 She has 
advocated for an understanding that courtly love, and gendered relationships as a whole in this 
period, were far more complicated and layered than had previously been thought.  

 

Kimberly A. LoPrete has recently led the way in looking at chronicles for evidence of exceptional 
women from the first half of the twelfth century in France, particularly Adela of Blois.11 She has 
worked on understanding the concept of viragos (literally ‘a warlike or heroic woman’12) within texts; 
exploring why this term was used and to whom it was applied. LoPrete’s research resists the idea 
that noblewomen were ‘passive pawns in the power plays of men’13 – as Duby and others argued 
– and analyses the powers that certain women did exercise, exploring in what ways these were 
manifested and expressed. Her research has been influential in this study; helping to contextualise 
the lives of women and the way that certain women were able to exercise autonomy over their 
own selves and others. As mentioned previously, Kathryn Gravdal’s work is indispensable in 
understanding the role of women in Chrétien de Troyes’ work. She looks at how rape was 
conceptualised in both law and courtly literature (specifically Knight of the Cart), and at how both 
the idea of rape and the reality of rape impacted women’s lives. She argues that women were 
deliberately written into violent situations to perpetuate romantic ideals, which in turn reflected 
wider society (as indicated in the law).14 From the 1980s, therefore, there has been a movement 
away from the idea that women were passive but paradoxically allowed more freedom through 
courtly literature and the systems of behaviour it detailed, to extensive research on specific women. 
This research demonstrates how these women exercised control over some of their circumstances 
or behaved in active ways, despite their characterisation in romantic literature of the period. 

 

Despite these useful and insightful studies, there is more work to be done on gender relations in 
the twelfth century as a whole, and on understanding how women’s bodies were thought of. Not 
much has been written on how women’s bodies were perceived and how this then affected the 
treatment of those bodies. In addition, most studies focus on one or two sources, which provide 

 
10 E. Jane Burns, ‘Courtly Love: Who Needs It? Recent Feminist Work in the Medieval French Tradition’, Signs, 27:1 
(Oct. 2001), p.25. 
11 Her works include ‘Adela of Blois: Familial Alliances and Female Lordship’ in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 7-43 and ‘The gender of lordly women: the case of Adela of 
Blois’ in Studies on Medieval and Early Modern Women: Pawns or Players?, ed., Christine Meek and Catherine Lawless (Dublin: 
Four Courts Press Ltd, 2003), pp.90-110. 
12 “virago” Pocket Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. James Morwood (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 
13 LoPrete, ‘Familial Alliances’, p.42. 
14 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.568-569. 
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useful and detailed information, but do not provide a wider picture or an idea of the applicability 
of such analyses in other situations. In order to demonstrate the merits of a wide approach, this 
study will build upon the work of Kathryn Gravdal, to argue that the violence against, and the 
control over, women’s bodies written in Chrétien de Troyes’ work is reflected across other genres 
and types of writing of the period. This demonstrates the wider systems of thought and behaviour 
present in twelfth-century society, which cannot be deciphered from analysing only one source. 

 

The texts chosen for this study represent a range of literature which became more prevalent 
throughout the twelfth century, due to increased literacy rates and the wider production of, and 
dissemination of, texts. They cover almost the entire twelfth century and a relatively wide 
geographical area; most were produced in what would become the Angevin Empire under Henry 
II (roughly modern-day England and western France). Together they represent a variety of authors 
whose different types of writings are valuable evidence from this period, particularly given the 
rarity of surviving sources from this period. Most authors were men and most surviving sources 
are from male authors, meaning that we have very few ‘counterpoint’ pieces of evidence. The few 
exceptions seem to be mostly female poets, such as the relatively anonymous Marie de France, 
who wrote during the time of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine. 

 

There are, however, difficulties in using such a wide range of sources, as each type of source was 
written in specific ways; conditioning the way the texts were written, what conventions were used, 
and how the texts were disseminated. Courtly literature, for example, was usually performed for 
the aristocracy, whilst histories were most often written as embellished factual accounts for a 
courtly patron.15 Awareness of the conventions for each genre is also key; for example, courtly 
poets wrote in dialogue with each other to demonstrate their skill and explore complex themes, 
whereas chronicles were generally written by churchmen as a straight historical account, often 
discussing a particular period, and influenced by what the author thought was important to include. 
Authorial intention also massively influenced each source, no matter the genre, particularly given 
that many works were patronised or written to deliver a specific message. A good example of this 
is William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella, which was written as a factual account of the reign of 
King Stephen but was actually a propaganda piece for Robert, Earl of Gloucester. In addition, 
many of the authors lived in similar social, often elite, circles or were men of the cloth, which 
greatly impacts the way each work must be viewed. This is due to the way in which opinions (which 
naturally shape one’s writings) are conditioned by the background and experiences of the person 
in question; a monk’s opinions, for example, will be impacted by their relationships with 
Catholicism and the world outside their monastery. It is also critical to remember that literary 

 
15 Simon Gaunt, ‘Romance and other genres’ in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. Roberta L. Krueger 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000), p.47. 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2021)  6 

portrayals do not necessarily map onto reality, as biases and imaginative forces must be taken into 
account. Nevertheless, given how difficult it is to develop a rounded and full understanding of 
women’s experiences and the way they were represented in this period, it is important to utilise 
these sources for the valuable evidence that they do give. Often these writings are the only evidence 
that certain events took place, or that certain people lived; the chronicles in particular are useful 
for this. In some cases, these sources are crucial in showing us how people of this period saw 
themselves in relation to the past, foreign lands, or different ways of life; for this, Wace’s Brut and 
many of the poems are key. In lieu of more detailed accounts, or unbiased evidence, these different 
writings are vital for gaining insight into twelfth-century life. The sources analysed in this study are 
as follows: poetry from Marie de France, William IX Duke of Aquitaine, Marcabru, Jaufre Rudel, 
Bernart de Ventadorn and Guiraut de Borneil; Chrétien de Troyes’ romance Knight of the Cart (KOC); 
Wace’s history Brut; and the chronicles Gesta Stephani, Henry of Huntingdon’s The History of the 
English People, Orderic Vitalis’ Ecclesiastical History and William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella. 
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Source Analysis 

 

Courtly Literature 

In 1991, Kathryn Gravdal argued against the view that courtly literature pointed to a restructuring 
of gender relations, or as Duby argued ‘seduction replaced rape’.16 According to this approach, 
courtly literature had seemingly allowed for a more civilised approach to love and relationships, 
with women able to participate in the ‘game of love’17 for the first time.  However, Gravdal’s work 
looks at rape within the texts of Chrétien de Troyes, focussing on Knight of the Cart (KOC). She 
concluded that rape underpinned ‘the romance economy’18 as courtly romance was ‘a literary genre 
that must create rape…women must be attacked so that men can become heroes’19. Without 
danger and risk, there could be no hero. Chrétien used rape and the suffering of women as a 
stimulus for chivalric action: he utilised rape against women to prove a knight’s worth. The focus 
of the scenes which demonstrate a knight’s ability is on the knight and his reaction – when the 
damsel is about to be raped in KOC, the narrative centres on Lancelot and his reactions to the 
scene, even giving him a monologue at the moment of her near-violation.20 Her only expression is 
to shout for Lancelot’s help and even her shrieked comments are about him, not herself: 

 

Knight, my guest, if you don’t get this man off me he will ravish me before your   
eyes! You’re supposed to be lying with me, as you promised; is this man going to   
force his will on me while you look on? Noble knight, stir yourself, help me, quick!21 

 

Here the focus keeps on returning to Lancelot. The damsel’s insistence that it is Lancelot’s eyes 
that will be affected by her ravishment – rather than her body being affected – undermines the 
idea that she is a victim, and is jarring since she seems to be ignoring her own trauma. The continual 
return to Lancelot as the subject of her comments emphasises that it is Lancelot and the test of 
his chivalry that the audience should be thinking of here. This is further indicated by Lancelot 

 
16 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 2 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), p.52. 
17 Ibid., p.52. 
18 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.583. 
19 Ibid., p.583. 
20 Chrétien de Troyes, The Knight of the Cart, trans. Deborah Webster Rogers (New York: University of Columbia Press, 
1984), pp.17-24. 
21 Ibid., pp.19-20. 
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being allowed to indulge in a monologue whilst she is being attacked; the damsel and the suffering 
she is enduring is not intended to be the focus22. 

 

Any fears for the damsel disappear when it becomes clear that she has engineered the situation 
she is in to test Lancelot’s chivalric morals. This creates ‘a reaction of mistrust and contempt for 
female cunning’23: as she instantly changes from helpless victim to manipulative puppeteer. By 
making the damsel the responsible party, Chrétien could have been trying to undercut any 
association of suffering; the damsel was never in any danger and as a result, focus does not rest 
with her. However, Gravdal hypothesises that this scene is intended to be erotic, as the audience 
gets to ‘indulge in the contemplation of a highly taboo scene: forced sex’. 24  By placing 
responsibility with the damsel, Chrétien could be legitimising the ‘erotic’ scene, as the actual 
forbidden act has not taken place and, as it turns out, would never have happened. Rape scenes, 
then, could have been used within romance literature to be erotic, with particular devices – such 
as the damsel engineering the situation – to nullify the more horrifying elements of forced sex. 
The popularity of Chrétien’s romances – despite these almost taboo scenes – lends weight to this 
idea and indicates that audiences were not opposed to these portrayals; these scenes could even 
have been popular.25 Women’s literary bodies, therefore, were placed in forbidden situations where 
they were ostensibly in danger, arguably to satisfy the sexual desires and fantasies of the social elite 
who made up the audiences of these stories. Gravdal also argues that rape scenes could have been 
used to draw class distinctions, as many of the rapists in Chrétien’s works are from lower classes 
whilst all of the female victims are of the nobility.26 As such, the framing of the violation of female 
bodies in this way could have been used to emphasise a message about distinctions in status; the 
depicted rough behaviour of those from the lower levels of society, against women, could have 
been used to maintain social boundaries. 

 

In courtly romances, depictions of rape or violence against women miss one crucial factor: the 
suffering of the victim. Any rape is either situated in the past – and therefore not actually depicted 
– or is fortuitously averted by the protagonist.27 The tears or blood of the victim are never shown; 
the reality of these situations is not considered in the text. Gravdal argues that Chrétien consistently 
shifts the attention of the audience to the male protagonist and poses intellectual questions for the 
audience to consider in an attempt to avoid any prolonged enjoyment of the erotic scenes or any 

 
22 Ibid., pp.19-20. 
23 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.579. 
24 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.58. 
25 Ibid., p.61. 
26 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.563. 
27 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.45. 
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concern for the female victim.28 This can be seen when Lancelot hesitates before saving the damsel, 
as he moralises saving her and stands in the doorway of the room (emphasising his standing at a 
cross-roads facing a choice) deliberating whether to save her or not.29 The whole scene is used by 
Chrétien to demonstrate Lancelot’s knightly prowess and his chivalric nature, as he saves the 
damsel despite being repulsed by her earlier behaviour. The monologue-esque section he is given 
allows for further characterisation and insight into his love for the Queen, but eclipses the fact 
that whilst he indulges in hesitation and deliberation, the damsel is trapped on the bed while ‘her 
ravisher was holding her basely stripped to the belly-button’30. Any actual exploration of the scene 
focuses on the knight and his worth, leading the audience ‘to ignore the literal consequences of 
violence against women.’31 

 

By having the damsel responsible for the erotically charged pseudo-rape in KOC, Gravdal points 
out that Chrétien creates an irony for the audience to puzzle over: what does it mean when the 
‘victim’ is responsible?32 This undermines any attempt to consider the situation from the victim’s 
point of view; there is no thought given to the suffering and violation that this character suffers – 
or almost suffers – within the text. Courtly romances revolve around the concept of rape and 
violence against women, as without the danger to women, there is nothing for knights to save 
them from and few opportunities for honourable men to prove their worth. This is exemplified in 
the narrative of KOC, which centres on the abduction and possible ravishment of the Queen; 
which is a constant threat throughout the story. However this ‘economy’33 does not allow for the 
suffering of the victims. This bears relation to attitudes towards rape at the time, as rape was not 
considered a crime against the victim in canon law. In secular law, although there were very harsh 
punishments for rapists, there were very few actual convictions, indicating that there was not much 
opportunity for women to have their voices heard when they had been sexually assaulted. In 
addition, any unwanted pregnancy would most likely be blamed on the mother, which adds a whole 
other element of discrimination against sexually assaulted women. In the 1140s, rape was redefined 
in canon law by Gratian when he produced his Decretals, which were referenced throughout 
Western Europe. This new law stated that only the violation of a virgin abducted from her father’s 
home was rape, according to the Church; anything else came under fornication laws as adultery.34 
This made the crime of rape more about the violation of the father’s rights rather than the woman’s 
body, as a virgin was seen as belonging to her father, and completely ignored the majority of rape 

 
28 Ibid., p.45. 
29 De Troyes, KOC, p.20. 
30 Ibid., p.20. 
31 Gradval, Ravishing Maidens, p.44. 
32 Ibid.p.61. 
33 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.577. 
34 Ibid., p.566, 568. 
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cases. There is, therefore, a significant link between the way that law and literature portrayed sexual 
violence against women. The voices of victims were not heard in either and rape was framed as 
impacting men more significantly than the female victims. Neither the laws or the literature gave 
space for the actual suffering of the women, either denying that what occurred was rape or glossing 
over the event itself, choosing to focus on the honour of the men involved instead. 

 

This link between law and literature shows that the way that women’s bodies were treated in courtly 
romance indicates a wider issue in twelfth-century society. Sexual assault or violence against 
women was often used to illustrate a tangential point (demonstrated above through rape as a 
narrative trope or a father’s rights being violated), and the suffering of women when they were 
violated or dominated was not considered. Gravdal’s work is an excellent analysis of courtly 
literature but her ideas are not limited in their application to just Chrétien’s works. Indeed, her 
arguments regarding how women were represented in courtly literature can be applied to other 
prevalent types of writing from the period (histories, chronicles and poetry). The rest of this study 
will highlight some key examples from these genres. 

 

Histories 

In Wace’s Brut, sexual assault is used in a similar way as in the romances: it is often used as a 
narrative point to present a chivalric test. For example, the abduction and rape of the young 
noblewoman Eleine is used to demonstrate Arthur’s courage and good morals as he exacts revenge 
on her behalf. However, this section is not erotic in any way and the rape of Eleine is described 
gruesomely by her old nurse, who says,  

 

 A giant raped her and me and brought us both here. He wanted to ravish her, but she  
 was delicate and could not stand it; he was too huge, too large, too ugly, too gross and  
 too heavy. He made her soul leave her body; Eleine could not endure it.35 

 

This portrayal of rape differs from KOC in that it is not presented in any seductive or potentially 
erotic way. However, it is used in a similar way to rape in KOC as in both texts a woman suffers 
for the advancement of a man: the slaying of the giant represents Arthur’s triumphant start to his 
conquest of the European continent. Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman highlight the twelfth-
century association between land and women, arguing that the abduction of Eleine (and Arthur’s 
subsequent revenge) is symbolic of contemporary fears related to unknown lands and desires to 

 
35 Wace, Wace’s ROMAN DE BRUT: A HISTORY OF THE BRITISH: Text and Translation, trans. Judith Weiss (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 2002), pp.215-334, p.287. 
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conquer and civilise them.36 Therefore, although it is represented in a more political way, the 
abduction and rape of Eleine still is used to serve a purpose: advancing the development of Arthur 
and emphasising the legitimacy of his wish to become the conquering hero. This resonates with 
the way that the Queen’s abduction and near-ravishment functions in KOC. Throughout the story, 
Lancelot proves his worth by adventuring to save the Queen, who suffers from the constant threat 
of rape, as well as rescuing several other women (like the Damsel) who also endure this threat. 

 

Unlike Chrétien, however, Wace does illustrate the suffering of a rape victim. Eleine’s nurse is also 
raped by the giant and she describes how traumatic this is, saying, ‘I’m in great pain, all my body 
is in agony.’37 However, this portrayal is mitigated by the nurse prefacing her statement with ‘I was 
older and stronger, bigger and tougher, more hardened and more resolute than lady Eleine’38: she 
was more able to cope and is less affected by the abuse she suffers compared to Eleine, who died 
immediately. This, coupled with her depiction as an ‘ancient and lower-class nurse [sic]’39 dilutes 
the sympathy that Wace conveys for her. The implication is that only young and noble-born 
women deserve compassion, undermining any proper exploration or expression of the nurse’s 
suffering. The huge difference in the reactions to Eleine’s rape and the nurse’s indicates sympathy 
according to status. However, even though she is the one Wace indicates the reader should feel 
sorry for, the reader never directly encounters Eleine and does not hear her version of the story 
or see her suffering. It is telling that Wace highlights the grief Eleine’s royal uncle Hoel feels, who 
‘suffered great distress for a long while, ashamed she [Eleine] should have died that way’40. The 
emphasis here is on the shame that Hoel feels for the rape of his niece, rather than for the actual 
suffering that Eleine endured or for the recent suffering of his niece’s nurse. Wace consistently 
relocates the compassion that such a scene provokes, moving from the nurse to Eleine to Hoel, 
who is the only one allowed to indulge in his expression of suffering. This points to a scarce 
understanding for the suffering of female victims and an insistence on using women’s bodies in 
horrific ways as a trope, to reflect on male characters within the narrative. 

 

Chronicles 

There are many examples in chronicles of women suffering (often being sexually violated) to make 
a point. This point is most often to reflect on the sins of male figures connected to a noblewoman, 

 
36 Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman, ‘The Mont St. Michel Giant: Sexual Violence and Imperialism in the Chronicles 
of Wace and Lazamon’ in Violence against Women in Medieval Texts, ed., Anna Roberts (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 1998), p.59. 
37 Wace, Brut, p.287. 
38 Ibid., p.287. 
39 Finke and Shichtman, ‘Sexual Violence’, p.63. 
40 Wace, Brut, p.291. 
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usually their husband, but can also be about the advancement of ‘good’ men who must overcome 
a challenge. There is often no sympathy expressed by the author for the female victims and no 
voice given to them. In the Gesta Stephani, the author wrote about Reginald, son of King Henry, 
who acted tyrannically and as punishment was excommunicated. He was also punished through 
the transformation of his wife:  

 

and his wife, driven to frenzy, offered to his embrace no ordinary woman but a frightful and terrible demon, 
and the land he had received from the traitor, his father-in-law, was taken from him by the king.41 

 

Here, Reginald’s wife undergoes a horrific experience merely to emphasise her husband’s crimes. 
This is highlighted by the lack of justification for her transformation; it is Reginald’s sin, not hers, 
that is being punished, and yet she is the one who has autonomy and control taken away from her. 
Her voice is not heard in the text and she is not even named, indicating that she, ultimately, is 
unimportant. It is what she represents, the alliance and power given to Reginald through the 
marriage, that is the focus, emphasised through the glossing over of her experience to comment 
on Reginald’s new land being taken away. The author does not return to this woman and the reader 
is left wondering what happened to her. 

 

Henry of Huntingdon similarly used the suffering of female characters to emphasise how cruel 
some men could be. He wrote that Thomas, prince of Laon, ‘put a countess in prison. Cruel and 
foul at once, he submitted her to shackles and torture by day to extract money, and dishonoured 
her by night to make mock of her.’ 42  The emphasis in this extract is on Thomas, not the 
experiences of the countess. She is not named despite her status, stressing her almost insignificance: 
she is merely written into the text to demonstrate Thomas’ cruelty rather than to have her own 
experiences recorded. ‘Make mock of her’ ignores her suffering, highlighting the social 
transgression happening here, and the humiliation of the countess, rather than the actual violation 
of her body and the forceful way her control is taken from her. Sex is used by Thomas as a weapon 
but the effect of this is not thought of in the text. There is a distinct lack of exploration of the 
countess’ actual suffering despite the more blunt tone of this extract; there are no tears here, nor 
any blood. Similar to the story of Reginald’s wife in the Gesta Stephani, this is all that is said of the 
countess. Henry of Huntingdon does not return to her and does not even mention if she survived 
her ordeal. 

 
41 Anonymous, Gesta Stephani, trans. K.R. Potter (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976),  p.103. 
42 Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People, trans. Diana Greenway (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), p.105. 
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Another example is given by Orderic Vitalis, who was writing about Saint Taurin’s battle with a 
demon. A woman called Euphrasia was assaulted by the demon and fell into a fire, dying instantly, 
and Taurin brought her back to life through prayer. Orderic wrote that, ‘No trace of her burns 
was visible; and all who saw this miracle were filled with awe and amazement and believed in Jesus 
Christ. That day a hundred and twenty men were baptized’.43 The point made here is that the 
miracle caused a huge number of baptisms and a surge of faith for Jesus Christ. Euphrasia’s 
suffering and terrible death is glossed over, highlighted by the fact that her burns were no longer 
visible after her resurrection: it was as if her ordeal never happened. Her perspective is not given 
and the emphasis on the baptisms demonstrates that her experience was a means to an end. There 
are many other examples of Orderic brushing over a woman’s fate, or twisting it, to promote or 
emphasise his beliefs. In one such example, Orderic writes that William the Conqueror, 

 

entrusted the beautiful maiden, Margaret, to the care of Stigand, the powerful lord of Mésidon; but before 
she reached marriageable age she was snatched away from the snares of this world; and dying happily rests 
in peace at Fécamp, where a thriving monastery stands to the glory of the holy and undivided Trinity.44 

 

Here it is clear that Orderic believes Margaret’s untimely death is a positive thing, despite her youth. 
The reader is encouraged to not feel sympathy for her, as Orderic describes her, in an oxymoronic 
fashion, as ‘dying happily’ and then quickly emphasises the connection between her resting place 
and the Fécamp monastery, to highlight the glory of God. Her suffering in dying young is erased, 
with no thought given to the idea that perhaps she would rather have lived and been married than 
‘been snatched away from the snares of the world.’ 

 

In the above examples, it is clear that chroniclers also used violence against women (often of a 
sexual nature) and the negative aspects of women’s lives to emphasise their own opinions or to 
construct narrative devices. These experiences were twisted to suit the author’s use, and the 
women were not given any kind of expression in the texts, and sometimes went nameless. They 
are often portrayed as passive objects, with little – if any – autonomy over their own selves. They 
were written into tropes, having horrific experiences to reflect on the actions of men around them, 
being punished for the sins of their male relatives or suffering to demonstrate the worth of a 

 
43 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. 3, translated and edited by Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1969), p.41. 
44 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. 2, translated and edited by Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1969), p.119. 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2021)  14 

supposedly praiseworthy man. These chroniclers did not let their suffering women have space for 
their own perspectives or even give a voice for the suffering that they did endure.  

 

Poetry 

In courtly poetry, there are no descriptions of women enduring violence or sexual assault as such 
poetry was not used in this way; these were poems of love and philosophical thought rather than 
accounts of abuse or tests for characters. There is, however, a clear element of possession at play 
in these texts. The poets portray themselves as being subservient and powerless because of the 
hold their lady has over them, which is a definite inversion of the traditional power dynamic of 
men having absolute power over women as seen in the examples from other genres discussed 
above. This can be seen in most of the poems, from Jaufre Rudel’s ‘But let all be as she pleases!’45 
to Guirault de Borneil’s ‘as I languish more and grow thinner, I trust and expect that she will 
incline towards me’.46 This inversion, however, is false, as the male writers still held most power 
in the relationship. Sarah Kay writes that by addressing their poems to other men (mostly other 
poets) and by setting themselves up as rivals of each other, women were instantly marginalised.47  

 

Within the poems themselves, possessive language is used by the poets, with heavy expectations 
placed upon the female characters. For example, in one of Bernart de Ventadorn’s poems, he 
wrote that the lady ‘does not want what should be wanted, and that she does which is forbidden 
her’48, merely because she met his gaze once and had since not declared her love for him. He 
continues: ‘Mercy is indeed lost, and I never once experienced it. Because she who ought to have 
it most has none at all’.49 Bernart continually tells the reader how he thinks the lady should be 
conducting herself; he is possessive over her despite her apparent lack of consent. This lady has 
no voice in the text, the reader has no way of knowing whether she reciprocates his affection and 
whether she believes she is treating Bernart unfairly. In all of the courtly poems analysed for this 
study that were written by men, the female subject is never given a voice and heavy expectations 
of reciprocation are placed upon her by the poet. This indicates that male poets were writing within 
an established convention where the poetry was very one-sided in favour of the male narrator, 
where silent and obliging female characters were expected. This is exemplified in Jaufre Rudel’s 
Vida where he writes about the countess of Tripoli falling in love with a fictionalised portrayal of 

 
45 Jaufre Rudel, ‘XLII’ in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1982), p.109. 
46 Guirault de Borneil, ‘XLVIII’, in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1982), p.129. 
47 Sarah Kay, Subjectivity in Troubadour Poetry (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990), p.90. 
48 Bernart de Ventadorn, ‘XLV’ in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1982), p.119. 
49 Ibid., p.119. 
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himself.50 Even though it is made clear in the poem that she does not know Rudel’s character and 
has only recently heard of him, she is portrayed as instantly falling in love with him. She then enters 
a monastery immediately after he dies, ‘because of the sorrow which she had at his death.’51 The 
countess, a woman of great status, is reduced to a simple character whose primary role in the text 
is to be affected by the poet’s death. Seemingly, without the poet (who she had only just met), her 
life as a countess is not worth living anymore. Although women’s bodies are not subjected to the 
same violation and suffering that they often are in other types of writing, there is a clear indication 
that male poets still placed their literary women in strained and non-consenting positions. 

 

In Marie de France’s poetry, however, the female characters are given voices and autonomy, in 
sharp contrast to the examples given above. Marie is a relatively anonymous author; very little is 
known about her except the period she wrote in and what little she says about herself in her 
surviving works.52 She is most well known for her twelve ‘Lais’ –  short, narrative driven poems. 
There are a range of female characters in her works, adding nuance and depth to her poems, from 
the scheming and jealous Queen in ‘Lanval’ to the assertive and witty lady in ‘Milun’. The climax 
of ‘Lanval’ revolves around the moment when the fairy undresses in front of King Arthur and his 
court to prove her beauty and save Lanval. It is made clear that this display is her own choice and 
she willingly makes it, as indicated in the lines, ‘Before the king she stepped down, then/ she was 
well seen by everyone./ Dismounted, she let fall her cloak/ for better view by all the folk’(603-
606).53 There is no coercion or violence here, as it is made clear earlier in the poem that the fairy 
has no obligation to save Lanval54. When the fairy reveals her body, she is in control of the situation 
and allows Arthur’s court to view her body. Having a female character undress for male spectators 
is a common trope and was often used in courtly literature. However, as Paula Clifford points out, 
Marie had a talent for taking well-known tropes and reinventing them, ‘thereby adding a wealth of 
literary allusions to the stories she has to tell.’55 In addition, the sharp way in which she addresses 
Arthur, who is the king and (until the fairy enters) is the most powerful figure in the scene, 
demonstrates that she has power and decides what to do with her own body. In ‘Milun’, the 
unnamed female character central to the story decides she wants to be Milun’s lover. She 
approaches him – ‘She sent a messenger; she’d be/ if it should please him, his amie.’ (27-28)56 – 

 
50 Rudel, ‘XLII’, p.107. 
51 Ibid., p.107. 
52 ‘The Lays and Fables of Marie de France’, The British Library, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-lays-and-
fables-of-marie-de-france [accessed 12.12.2020]. 
53 Marie de France, ‘Lanval’ in The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Middle Ages, ed., Stephen Greenblatt, 10th 
edn (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2018), p.184. 
54 Ibid., p.174. 
55 Paula Clifford, Lais, (Valencia: Grant & Cutler Limited., 1982), p.78. 
56 Marie de France, ‘Milun’ in The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Middle Ages, ed., Stephen Greenblatt, 10th 
edn (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2018), p.161. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-lays-and-fables-of-marie-de-france
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-lays-and-fables-of-marie-de-france
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and initiates their sexual relationship. Here she has control over her sexual desire and her body, 
expressing herself and taking the initiative. This character stands out as she embodies the sexual 
urges and desire for relationships which are universal but which, during this period, were not 
expressed positively in relation to women. Clearly there is a marked difference between how this 
female poet wrote women in her texts and how male poets wrote women into their works; Marie 
gives her female characters more autonomy, greater space in her poems and, most significantly, a 
voice. 

 

However, the possession more obvious in the male poets’ works still exists in Marie’s poetry. The 
fact that the fairy does undress and expose her body to a (largely) male audience in order to justify 
her beauty speaks to the world of male control that is present in the other works looked at in this 
study. Everyone who sees the fairy wishes to serve and honour her, but not because she is powerful 
or intellectual; her worth is measured by her otherworldly beauty. The fairy is a very strong and 
powerful character in the poem, changing the narrative with her presence and saving Lanval in an 
inversion of the knightly saviour trope, and so this poem in many ways is refreshing in a sea of 
otherwise misogynistic works. However, it is still important to acknowledge where the poem 
harkens back to the possessive nature of male characters, reflecting social realities.  

 

In ‘Milun’ this nature is far more apparent. Although the unnamed woman initiates her relationship 
with Milun and is clearly a strong character throughout the poem, she is the victim of the men in 
control of her life. She becomes pregnant and so with ‘honor and good name lost’(58)57 must give 
up the child and risk punishment, which as Marie writes would be harsh: ‘torture by sword, or she 
might be/ sold into foreign slavery’ (61-62)58, despite her being the daughter of a lord. This is an 
exaggeration, excused in the poem as being the standard from an ancient time, but as fornication 
would have been severely punished in the twelfth century, this does reflect the constraints placed 
on women at this time. The woman ‘responsible’ would have brought her family shame, similar to 
the shame Hoel expressed when Eleine was raped in Wace’s Brut. For taking the initiative and 
doing what she desired with her body, the woman ends up in a dangerous situation. This becomes 
more fraught when she is married against her will (her father chooses her husband) as she realises 
that her husband will know that she is not only not a virgin, but that she has had a baby, through 
the betraying signs of her body: ‘She’d borne a child, a serious fault,/ straightaway her lord would 
know of it.’ (131-132)59. In despair she ruminates on her position but concludes that there is 
nothing she can do as she is ‘not the least bit free’ (142)60 due to her being surrounded by caretakers 

 
57 Marie de France, ‘Milun’, p.161. 
58 Ibid., p.162. 
59 Ibid., p.163. 
60 Ibid., p.163. 
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constantly, assumedly guarding her. Once she is married, she has no freedom and although she 
manages to communicate with Milun secretly, they are unable to meet for another twenty years; 
she is effectively a prisoner in the castle, emphasised by one of her officers saying ‘for sure no one 
speaks with her’ (190)61. Therefore, despite the woman acting on her own initiative and following 
her desires, she is placed in great danger. She has very little actual control over her life in the poem, 
being unable to keep her son or continue her sexual relationship with Milun. Again, whilst it is 
heartening to read a poem which has a nuanced female character who exercises some control over 
her body, she is portrayed as a prisoner and as someone who cannot live the life that she wants to, 
due to the restrictions placed on her body by the male figures in her life (her father and husband). 
Although it is not possible to know what Marie de France’s intentions were when writing her 
poetry, it is plausible that she was attempting to portray, or evoke, some of the actual issues that 
women faced in reality against the backdrop of popular settings, such as romances and chivalric 
ordeals. The barriers to female action and agency in Marie de France’s poetry are likely a reflection 
of social realities, shaped by the lower place that women occupied compared to men, including the 
value of virgin noblewomen to the men in their family and the structures of honour that guided 
twelfth-century relationships. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Kathryn Gravdal’s work on violence against women in courtly literature is insightful and 
demonstrates a valuable approach in exploring literature to better understand the experiences of 
women in the twelfth century. However, like many scholars of this period, her work only focuses 
on one writer, which gives the appearance of certain depictions as isolated occurrences. This paper 
has applied her ideas to other types of writing from the twelfth century in order to better 
understand the treatment of women’s bodies at this time. When comparing the treatment of 
women’s bodies in courtly romances, histories and chronicles, it becomes clear that writing women 
into vulnerable positions, where they experience rape or violence to make a point or to reflect on 
the male characters around them, is a trope which is heavily used. This research also indicates that 
male writers did not expect female victims to speak out about their experiences despite their often 
crucial, and downplayed, roles in narratives. It could be argued that the rape and violence in literary 
texts bears no relation to how these issues were actually thought of, being instead ‘a narrative 
device in a work of art’62. However, the frequent portrayal of women in these situations and the 
similarity of such depictions over vastly different forms of writing by various, far-flung, authors, 
indicates that these were common and accepted ways of thinking about women’s bodies. This, in 

 
61 Ibid., p.164. 
62 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.559. 
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turn, helps to further our understanding of gender dynamics and social relationships in twelfth-
century Anglo-Norman/Angevin England and France, providing a deeper knowledge of the 
thoughts and behaviours governing people at this time. This paper has only scratched the surface 
of such an approach and there is more work to be done, particularly to further understand to what 
extent these literary portrayals directly relate to real-life encounters and experiences. However, this 
study has demonstrated that a wide, comparative approach yields fruitful, nuanced results, which 
can often be lacking when working with a narrow focus. No person or object exists in a vacuum 
and by analysing many pieces of literature, a greater appreciation of context and applicability is 
reached. Several of the perceptions and portrayals discussed above are still issues that we still 
experience today, where the voices of female victims of violence and sexual abuse are still too few. 
Therefore, it is important to reflect on how much change (or how little) has taken place between 
the twelfth century and now, perhaps helping us to shape our approach to these topics.  
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This article explores literary depictions of violence to women’s bodies in different twelfth-century 
texts from both male and female perspectives. The writer makes a good effort at answering the 
question of what commonalities we might see if we compare these different texts in one space. 
The writer also successfully argues why studying portrayals of women’s bodies during this time 
period are important to both gendered historiography and discussions about women’s issues today. 

 

Perhaps the most striking part of this article is the comparison between male writers’ depictions 
of women and violence and that of female writers in the twelfth century. Though the writer only 
uses one female poet as an example, it is clear that they wanted to explore aspects of female agency 
– an admirable task for a historical time period where female agency is often overlooked. Indeed, 
the section that covers Marie de France’s poetry is particularly enlightening and works as a bridge 
between the more common patriarchy-serving depictions of violence against women and the 
depictions that use such violence as commentary on women’s place in society. 

 

The idea of text popularity in the medieval period is a particularly interesting point in this article, 
and one that could be explored in depth in a longer piece. As the writer suggests, literary texts 
often reflect and perpetuate social ideas and perceptions, but are less frequently used in their 
totality when studying twelfth-century gender relations. Who made up the medieval audiences of 
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these texts? What did they find acceptable? Is there any way to answer these questions? The writer 
does well to acknowledge the difficulty of these questions while at the same time arguing for their 
importance and offering possible routes through which we might discover their answers.  

 

A few small critiques here would be that the writer sometimes relies too much on the idea that it 
is possible to ascertain what twelfth-century audiences actually thought of violent depictions of 
women and what writers intended to portray with their depictions. Intention and perception are 
both tricky areas in the study of history. Can we ever truly know what someone intended with 
their work if it is not document? And even then, is intent worth more than impact? Therefore, the 
article might have benefited more from solely focusing on what the texts themselves portray rather 
than on what writers intended and how audiences perceived them. Similarly, more thorough 
engagement with sources concerning gender relations out with literary spheres in the twelfth 
century alongside the literary analyses would likely have led this article to a more complete, overall 
analysis. 

 

Nevertheless, the writer offers a compelling examination of how historians approach female 
agency and gender in the twelfth century and encourages further studies that could help broaden 
the horizons of gender history. I do hope the writer continues to work on the research presented 
in this article, as it has the scope of a much larger project.  

 


