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ABSTRACT 

This t h e s i s considers the Renaissance understanding of the 
v i r t u e of c h a s t i t y w i t h i n the French c o u r t , countering the 
view t h a t the Renaissance c o u r t i e r perceived c h a s t i t y t o be 
simply an a t t r i b u t e p roperly assigned t o women as a 
p r o t e c t i v e v i r t u e . 

From w i t h i n a context of Renaissance moral paradigms, 
r e l i g i o u s and secular, t h i s study demonstrates how the 
French n o b i l i t y championed i n d i v i d u a l p e r f e c t i b i l i t y and 
denounced passion, embracing reason as paramount moral 
v i r t u e and v a l o r i z i n g s o c i a l codes of conduct as signs of 
r a t i o n a l a c t i v i t y . The r a t i o n a l c o n t r o l of the body i n a 
s o c i a l context was perceived t o be necessary t o the smooth-
running of the State, and t h i s c o n t r o l was symbolically 
represented as ' c h a s t i t y ' , being grounded upon p r i n c i p l e s 
of s e l f - r e s t r a i n t f a m i l i a r t o women, who were nominally 
pre-eminent i n t h i s area o f behaviour. Such an analysis 
informed the discourse of Perfect Love played out at cou r t , 
i n which a chaste female beloved stood as an icon of 
u n i v e r s a l concord. Through her p e r f e c t status she induced a 
p u b l i c l y chaste conduct i n her l o v e r , whose p u r s u i t was 
r a t i o n a l and s t a b i l i z i n g t o the s o c i a l m i l i e u . This 
'chaste' game was a f i c t i o n which had l i t t l e relevance t o 
p r i v a t e m o r a l i t y , but was concerned w i t h e x h i b i t i n g chaste 
harmony t o the p u b l i c gaze. I t exalted the female form as 
an icon of the p u r i f i e d s o c i a l body, thereby bestowing 
symbolic c o n t r o l upon woman. This study also explores the 
extent t o which the Renaissance noblewoman was a prisoner 
of her own corporeal nature w i t h i n t h i s chaste discourse of 
love. She was i n f l u e n t i a l by reason of the sexual p u r i t y 
a t t r i b u t e d t o her, but p r e c a r i o u s l y so, because her very 
s e x u a l i t y r i s k e d the accusation t h a t her r e a l ' v i r t u e ' l ay 
not i n her p u r i t y , but i n her d i s s i m u l a t i o n of desire. 
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PREFACE 

I n quotations of French m a t e r i a l from e a r l y p r i n t e d books 
used i n t h i s t h e s i s , I have normalized the l e t t e r s i and u 
t o j and V r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

No m a t e r i a l contained i n t h i s t h e s i s has 
p r e v i o u s l y been submitted f o r a degree i n 

t h i s or any other u n i v e r s i t y . 

The co p y r i g h t of t h i s t h e s i s r e s t s w i t h the 
author. No quot a t i o n from i t should be 

published without her p r i o r w r i t t e n consent 
and i n f o r m a t i o n derived from i t should be 

acknowledged. 

To the best of my knowledge, t h i s t h e s i s 
conforms w i t h the word l i m i t set out i n the 

Degree Regulations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The i c o n i c s i g n i f i c a n c e of c h a s t i t y as a moral v i r t u e f o r 

women throughout the medieval period cannot be disputed; 

nor can i t be argued t h a t t h i s fundamental q u a l i t y i s any 

less h i g h l y regarded i n the Renaissance. Examined from t h i s 

p erspective, c h a s t i t y i s a female issue and one which i s 

l a r g e l y negative i n i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s : i t i s a p h y s i o l o g i c a l 

imperative which r e s t r i c t s the freedom of women because of 

i t s attendant emphasis upon t h e i r presumed corporeal and 

mental weakness, thereby perpetuating t h e i r secondary 

s t a t u s w i t h i n s o c i e t y . I have sought t o show t h a t t h i s 

p i c t u r e of c h a s t i t y as a p r o t e c t i v e v i r t u e surfaces i n 

d i f f e r e n t guises i n sixteenth-century France: while 

mainstream Catholicism continues t o endorse the superior 

s p i r i t u a l v i r t u e s of cel i b a c y , evangelical and reform 

movements r e a f f i r m the value of chaste marriage under male 

headship. Concurrently, secular t e x t s debate r h e t o r i c a l l y 

the c o n t r i b u t i o n of women t o the s o c i a l environment, using 

b i b l i c a l and c l a s s i c a l argument t o defend t h e i r o f t e n 

extreme p o i n t s of view. This Querelle des Femmes debate 

which spans the length of the century influences and i s 

inf l u e n c e d by an emerging set of s o c i a l mores w i t h i n the 

co u r t which also seeks t o define the r o l e of woman i n the 

l i g h t of contemporary p h i l o s o p h i c a l and p o l i t i c a l 

developments. 

The courts of Europe f i n d themselves a t the centre of 

profound c u l t u r a l and i n t e l l e c t u a l changes during the 



s i x t e e n t h century; the anthropocentric optimism which 

characterizes humanist thought, e s p e c i a l l y i n the e a r l i e r 

p a r t of the century, i s s p e c i f i c a l l y connected w i t h the 

rank and power of the Renaissance Prince. I argue i n 

chapters two and three of t h i s work t h a t , though French 

secular t r e a t i s e s concerned w i t h the p u r s u i t of human 

d i g n i t y g e n e r a l l y address the nobleman i n h i s r o l e as 

servant of the Prince, popular p h i l o s o p h i c a l doctrines 

which e l u c i d a t e the superior p o s i t i o n of humankind w i t h i n 

the universe celebrate a cosmic harmony which i s 

androgynous: s p e c i f i c a l l y , the Neoplatonism of M a r s i l i o 

F i c i n o i d e n t i f i e s u n i v e r s a l forces which can be categorized 

as e i t h e r male, female or hermaphrodite. Such arguments, i n 

a popularized form, are used t o advance the cause of women 

a t c o u r t : the c o n t r i b u t i o n of the female sex, some argued, 

was seminal, because the quest f o r human d i g n i t y and 

p e r f e c t i o n could not be completed without them. 

The s o c i a l i z a t i o n of Ficino's a e s t h e t i c theories of 

love i s evidence of t h i s tendency t o include women i n the 

p a t t e r n of s o c i a l progress. The d o c t r i n e of Perfect Love 

developed i n the I t a l i a n c ourt described by Baldesar 

C a s t i g l i o n e , and eagerly adopted i n and around the French 

c o u r t , humanized the c e l e s t i a l love which F i c i n o located a t 

the heart of the universe and transformed i t i n t o the 

likeness of woman: Ficino's Venus, symbol of the d i v i n e 

a f f e c t i o n which infused the heavens and the earth a l i k e , 

assumed the r e a l female form of the r e f i n e d noblewoman. 

Characterized by her s p i r i t u a l p u r i t y , t h i s womanly 



embodiment of a d i v i n e i d e a l was, above a l l t h i n g s , chaste; 

t h i s , indeed, was the very essence of her beauty, which 

a t t r a c t e d contemplation from a worthy lover eager t o 

penetrate the c e l e s t i a l t r u t h s behind her physical 

presence. 

Through a close study of Maurice Sceve's Delie, I have 

traced the o u t p l a y i n g of t h i s metaphysical ideology of love 

i n a f i c t i o n a l human context. This study i s a prelude t o an 

examination of the s o c i a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the discourse 

a t the French c o u r t ; i t i s intended t o i l l u s t r a t e the r e a l 

quest f o r s p i r i t u a l understanding of the impact of human 

presence which the w r i t e r s of Perfect Love i n i t s purest 

form undertook. I n w r i t i n g of Delie's e f f e c t s upon him and 

of h i s own des i r e f o r her, Sceve not only takes upon 

himself her mantel of c h a s t i t y , but transforms i t u n t i l i t 

also r e f l e c t s h i s own s e n s i b i l i t i e s . This of course sets 

D61ie a t the mercy of Scfeve's pen, but the poet has f a i t h 

i n the p u r i f y i n g e f f e c t s of chaste love and the work aims 

a t an androgynous synthesis of lov e r and beloved i n the 

t e x t . 

Stripped of much of i t s metaphysical c l o t h i n g , the 

s o c i a l i z e d v e r s i o n of the Perfect Love discourse 

e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y adopted by the French co u r t as a means of 

fas h i o n i n g a s o c i a l Utopia i s much more equivocal i n i t s 

treatment of c h a s t i t y . Here the discourse i s constructed as 

an elaborate game which mixes pragmatism w i t h idealism: the 

icon of c h a s t i t y remains a symbol of c e l e s t i a l reason, a 



v i r t u e embodied i n the beloved and emulated i n h i s own way 

by her l o v e r , but i t i s a t times l i t t l e more than a 

d e l i b e r a t e l y constructed mask designed simply t o hide 

sexual i n d i s c r e t i o n . I n other words, i n a way not unrelated 

t o the marriage and celibacy paradigms o f f e r e d by the 

Church, the Perfect Love discourse puts forward a l a r g e l y 

acceptable s o c i a l code designed t o m i l i t a t e against the 

shame of i l l i c i t sexual l i a i s o n . Notwithstanding t h i s , the 

p a t t e r n of male ch i v a l r o u s p u r s u i t d i r e c t e d by female 

chaste re s i s t a n c e which the discourse promotes i s intended 

t o encourage a r e i g n of harmony which goes beyond p r a c t i c a l 

c o nsiderations of s e l f - c o n t r o l ; once the icon has been 

remoulded i n i t s more pragmatic form (once the beloved has 

understood t h a t c h a s t i t y need not mean r e f u s a l , and the 

l o v e r t h a t h i s methods of service can be chaste), the 

p u b l i c o u t p l a y i n g of the discourse i s also celebrated f o r 

i t s d i v i n e import and purpose i n the manner of i t s more 

metaphysical predecessor. 

On a grand scale, t h i s i s the philosophy which i n s p i r e s 

the elaborate Renaissance f e t e s which took place a t the 

French c o u r t . I n these l a v i s h entertainments, the Perfect 

Love discourse i s transformed i n t o an icon of p o l i t i c a l and 

s o c i a l order and i r r a t i o n a l volupte i s g r a p h i c a l l y defeated 

by r a t i o n a l , chaste harmony. C r i t i c s have traced the 

p o l i t i c a l meaning located i n the symbolism of the court 

f e t e and have noted the extent t o which the s t a t e i s 

associated w i t h the female form, a m i r r o r t o the masculine 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e power of the r u l e r Prince. Taking a rather 
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d i f f e r e n t angle, I have chosen t o explore the paradigmatic 

impact of the entertainments, enacted by r o y a l and high-

ranking c o u r t i e r s f o r the b e n e f i t of a c o u r t l y audience, 

upon the s o c i a l order of the co u r t . 

I w i l l contend t h a t female r e f u s a l , however chaste, t o 

comply w i t h these s o c i a l a f f i r m a t i o n s of order through love 

i s presented as unacceptable because i t devalues the 

processes of male c h a s t i t y (devoted service, p u b l i c 

d i s c r e t i o n and so on) and thus breaks away from the 

androgynous model of s o c i a l harmony which underpins the 

c h a s t i t y i c o n . Though i n theory, women are empowered by 

t h e i r propensity t o c h a s t i t y t o take the lead i n the 

formation of t h i s model s o c i a l order, i n p r a c t i c e t h e i r 

c h a s t i t y i s only acceptable i n conjunction w i t h i t s 

masculine p a r t n e r , and not when i t f u n c t i o n s independently 

of t h i s p a i r bond. 

The c h a s t i t y icon i s thus deceptively ambivalent i n i t s 

b e n e f i t s towards the female sex which i s held t o be the 

n a t u r a l guardian of the v i r t u e . On the one hand, i t has 

l i t t l e t o do w i t h the moral asceticism preached t o women by 

the Church because i t i s l i n k e d w i t h s e l f - c o n t r o l , not 

abstinence: t o prove the v i c t o r y of reason over passion, 

the t r u l y chaste woman, according t o the c o u r t l y discourse, 

must not avoid the l a t t e r but reshape i t and replace i t 

w i t h a c h a s t i t y which e x a l t s her r a t i o n a l triumph w i t h i n 

the world, r a t h e r than i n opposition t o i t . On the other 

hand, the discourse i s perceived by many, and es p e c i a l l y 
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men, as a p r o t e c t i v e measure enabling women t o enter i n t o 

desired sexual unions which honour would otherwise deny 

them, and t o t h i s extent i t i s t i e d t o notions of shame and 

sexual f r a i l t y which the church had endorsed f o r centuries. 

Despite the e f f o r t s o f w r i t e r s i d e a l i z i n g the processes of 

love a t co u r t t o deny t h a t c o u r t l y lovers viewed women i n 

such basic sexual and p h y s i o l o g i c a l terms, memoires, 

l e t t e r s and r e f l e c t i o n s of c o u r t i e r s t e s t i f y t h a t t h i s was 

f r e q u e n t l y the case. 

I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , my contention t h a t the lady of the 

cou r t i s re q u i r e d t o incarnate mutually r e p e l l e n t ideals 

under the umbrella of c h a s t i t y : i n p h y s i o l o g i c a l terms she 

i s , f o r the sake of honour, t o remain pure, w h i l s t i n 

s o c i a l terms she i s not only t o appear d e s i r a b l e , but t o 

desi r e union i n order t o prove her devotion t o androgynous 

reason. No such confusion of i n t e r e s t s besets the male sex, 

whose s o - c a l l e d 'chaste' conduct allows pragmatism and 

ide a l i s m t o s i t side by side. An analysis of these 

e s s e n t i a l c o n f l i c t s of motive and the consequent attempts 

t o overcome them i n the aim of preserving the icon i n some 

form i s thus an important strand of t h i s t h e s i s . I aim t o 

c l a r i f y the extent t o which the s e x u a l l y - e g a l i t a r i a n ethos 

of the Per f e c t Love discourse f u n c t i o n s as an elaborate 

f i c t i o n e x p l o i t i n g the ph y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n of women f o r the 

sake of men, but also t o explore the l i b e r a t i n g b e n e f i t s of 

an icon which o p t i m i s t i c a l l y celebrates the p o t e n t i a l of 

humankind t o r e s t o r e d i v i n e order t o the temporal sphere. 
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I have taken much of my evidence f o r t h i s t h e s i s from 

h i g h l y s t y l i z e d l i t e r a r y t e x t s w r i t t e n w i t h i n the court 

m i l i e u , and c e r t a i n l y f o r the a t t e n t i o n of a c o u r t l y 

readership. My aim i s not, t h e r e f o r e , t o give account of 

the a c t i v i t i e s of c o u r t i e r s from an h i s t o r i c a l perspective 

(a task which would inv o l v e the examination of archive 

m a t e r i a l ) , but t o c l a r i f y the ways i n which the cou r t , 

d e f i n i n g i t s e l f i n t e x t u a l terms, recorded the complex 

s o c i a l machinations t h a t i t s h i g h l y c o d i f i e d , p u b l i c 

discourse of love e f f e c t e d . 

The t e x t s I examine o f t e n echo the influence of 

dramatic v i s u a l spectacle and p u b l i c d i s p l a y t h a t were a 

fundamental component of the love game played out at court. 

The obvious d e s i r e , i n such t e x t s , t o p a i n t even the 

tensions inherent w i t h i n the love discourse i n a b e n e f i c i a l 

and reasonable l i g h t , i s tempered by the apparent honesty 

of other f i c t i o n s which elaborate the problematic nature of 

s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n between the sexes a t court. The 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the p r i v a t e and p u b l i c l i v e s of 

c o u r t i e r s and the t e x t s which purport t o give account of 

these i s thus a complex one. I n observing the divergent 

p i c t u r e s of chaste conduct by means of which c o u r t i e r s 

professed t h e i r supposed devotion t o p r e v a i l i n g trends of 

s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n d u r i n g the l a s t s i x t y years of the 

s i x t e e n t h century, I w i l l show how these con t r i v e d works 

c o l l e c t i v e l y r e v e a l a lack of cohesion which points t o the 

u l t i m a t e f r a g i l i t y of the chaste discourses and c u l t u r a l 

paradigms intended t o s t a b i l i z e the s o c i a l m i l i e u . 
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I : A PECULIARLY FEMININE VIRTUE? THEORETICAL AND 
THEOLOGICAL CONTEXTS OF CHASTITY AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 

UPON THE IDEA OF WOMAN IN THE FRENCH RENAISSANCE 

The q u a l i t y most f r e q u e n t l y praised i s 
c h a s t i t y . Enough could not be said of i t as the 
foundation of womanly worth. Let a woman have 
c h a s t i t y , she has a l l . Let her lack c h a s t i t y and 
she has nothing. 

Pour bien louer un homme, on use beaucoup de 
termes, de beaucoup de vertus e t de q u a l i t e z , mais 
quand on v i e n t a louer une femme on d i t que c'est 
une femme sage cest a d i r e e l l e est chaste, 
comprenant come par excellence sous ce mot toutes 
le s autres v e r t u s . ^ 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the v i r t u e of c h a s t i t y t o women of the 

Renaissance, according t o these two w r i t e r s , cannot be 

overestimated, since i t i s representative not of one aspect 

of t h e i r persona, but of t h e i r whole nature. Obvious 

p h y s i o l o g i c a l considerations of h e r e d i t y were i n pa r t 

responsible f o r t h i s concept, f o r as Signor Ottavino 

declared i n Cas t i g l i o n e ' s seminal t r e a t i s e on the l i f e s t y l e 

of the c o u r t i e r , c h a s t i t y was imposed upon women 'pour 

a v o i r c e r t i t u d e des enfans'.-^ This very f a c t o r , however, i n 

the h i s t o r y of western c u l t u r a l a t t i t u d e s t o women, 

underlay many complex myths r e l a t i n g t o female sexual 

d i f f e r e n c e which the s i x t e e n t h century i n h e r i t e d and 

modified; myths which derived from b i b l i c a l and pagan 

sources concerning the fundamental mysteries of b i r t h , s i n 

and death and t h e i r inherent connection t o the female form. 

Thus the s i x t e e n t h century was expanding upon deeply 

engrained perceptions of gender and s e x u a l i t y permeating 

s o c i a l and c i v i l l i f e when i t s c r u t i n i z e d the v i r t u e of 

c h a s t i t y according t o the t h e o l o g i c a l , moral, p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
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and s o c i a l considerations of the day: c u l t u r a l developments 

transformed the meaning of the v i r t u e , w h i l s t a t the same 

time b e l i e f i n the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the v i r t u e was i t s e l f 

i n s t r u m e n t a l i n shaping the s o c i a l order. I n order t o 

understand the e v o l u t i o n of c h a s t i t y w i t h i n the 

a r i s t o c r a t i c m i l i e u t h a t was the seedbed f o r these 

i n t e l l e c t u a l debates, and where the v i r t u e came t o assume 

iconographic s i g n i f i c a n c e , i t i s necessary t o become 

f a m i l i a r w i t h the c u l t u r a l legacy which sixteenth-century 

t h i n k e r s had received, and w i t h how they handled i t s 

content. This chapter, t h e r e f o r e , w i l l aim t o c l a r i f y 

s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y reactions t o long-standing theories and 

doc t r i n e s r e l a t i n g t o gender and s e x u a l i t y , before 

examining the popular l i t e r a r y i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of these 

no t i o n s . 

WOMAN AS SECOND SEX IN THE WESTERN CULTURAL TRADITION 

The generic terminology used t o describe women i n the 

si x t e e n t h century was gen e r a l l y negative, i f not t o say 

damning. Despite the encouraging humanistic ideals which 

penetrated the male-oriented Renaissance universe, and 

which were shared by an ever increasing number of 

i n t e l l i g e n t , l i t e r a t e noblewomen, the female sex as an 

e n t i t y remained the subject of prejudice and misconception 

which dated from the medieval period and before, and which 

changed l i t t l e d u r i n g the course of the s i x t e e n t h century. 

Jean d'Arrerac's t r e a t i s e . La Philosophie civile et 

d'estat, w r i t t e n as l a t e as 1598, i s a prime example of the 
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b e l i e f t h a t the female sex inha b i t e d a more lowly world 

than the male, t i e d t o primal matter and devoid of 

s p i r i t u a l i t y : 

Le masle represente Dieu, l a femmelle l a 
nature: l e masle l e c i e l , e t l a femelle l a t e r r e 
e t l e s elemans: l e masle l a forme, et l a femelle 
l a matiere: l e masle 1'unite, e t l a femelle l e 
deux: l e masle 1'action, e t l a femmelle l a 
passion: l e masle l e s o l e i l , e t l a femelle l a 
Lune: l e masle I'ame, e t l a femelle l e corps: e t 
l e masle l a v e r t u , e t l a femelle l e v i c e . Toutes 
ces representations e t images monstrent a I ' o e i l 
de combien l e masle e x c e l l e par dessus l a 
femelle.^ 

These 'representations e t images', as d'Arrerac c a l l s them, 

are i n f a c t a thorough synopsis of the most t y p i c a l charges 

l e v e l l e d against women; many had been common currency since 

the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n p e r i o d , and are presented here i n the 

popular form of a system of opposites f a m i l i a r t o 

Renaissance w r i t e r s from the works of A r i s t o t l e and 

Hippocrates.^ Their o r i g i n s are both t h e o l o g i c a l and 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l , echoing the sentiments of the A r i s t o t e l i a n 

corpus, as i t r e l a t e d t o women, and b i b l i c a l scholarship 

r e l a t i n g t o key proof t e x t s such as the Genesis c r e a t i o n 

s t o r i e s and the subsequent analysis of these i n c e r t a i n of 

the e p i s t l e s of Saint Paul. 

Modern t h e o l o g i c a l scholarship, i n an attempt t o 

account f o r Eve's c u l p a b i l i t y i n the Genesis n a r r a t i v e , 

connects the myth t o deep-rooted, primeval a n x i e t i e s 

surrounding the processes of proc r e a t i o n and c h i l d b i r t h i n 

p r i m i t i v e c u l t u r e s : 
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Puzzled by the power of sexual d r i v e and the 
myste r i e s of generation and b i r t h , authors i n a 
p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y k i l l e d two b i r d s with one 
stone. They explained the de facto existence of 
e v i l by i n d i c t i n g woman as i t s source, and thereby 
a l s o had both a t h e o l o g i c a l explanation and the 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r maintaining the c u l t u r a l f a c t s 
of male dominance and female subservience. [...] 
Th i s was accomplished by connecting sexual d r i v e 
and generation with e v i l . [...] Pa r a d o x i c a l l y , 
Eve's primeval duping of Adam guaranteed male 
hegemony, because Eve's supposed r o l e i n causing 
Adam's downfall was r e a l l y a t o o l f o r 
i n t i m i d a t i o n . Every woman became an Eve, i n d i c t e d 
as the cause of e v i l and the corrupter of men and 
angels.^ 

According to John P h i l l i p s , i n Eve: The History of an Idea, 

contemporaneous c u l t u r e s e x i s t i n g alongside the Jewish 

community saw the same a s s e r t i o n of p a t r i a r c h a l supremacy 

and consequent s u b j e c t i o n of women, while the ancient pagan 

legend of Pandora f a m i l i a r to E a r l y Church t h i n k e r s 

r e a f f i r m e d the image of woman as the bringer of E v i l and 

source of the l o s s of human d i g n i t y . ^ 

The r e l a t i o n of 'every woman' to Eve was re i n f o r c e d i n 

key New Testament m a t e r i a l , notably c e r t a i n excerpts of 

the Pauline E p i s t l e s ( p a r t i c u l a r l y I Corinthians 11. 4-16, 

I C o r i n t h i a n s 14. 33-35, Ephesians 5. 22-24, and I Timothy 

2. 9-15). These w r i t i n g s , together with the Pandora myth 

and other v e r s i o n s of the Genesis s t o r y found i n non-

s c r i p t u r a l Jewish t e x t s were the sources used by the Church 

F a t h e r s to c l a r i f y the meaning of Genesis 3.^ These tended 

to accentuate the negative impact of the o r i g i n a l Eve by 

comparison; many aspects of the Pandora legend, f o r 

example, were redolent of the Eve myth: Eve s i n s by gi v i n g 

way weakly to the serpent and eat i n g the f r u i t . Pandora by 
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becoming cu r i o u s and opening the j a r . Both these actions 

are sexual metaphors which culminate i n the introduction of 

b i r t h and death i n t o the created order.^ Henceforth, the 

s t o r y of Eve's b i r t h from Adam's r i b , r a t h e r than the 

former, more s e x u a l l y - e g a l i t a r i a n c r e a t i o n s t o r y (Genesis 

1.27), assumes prime importance, and Eve i s considered to 

be duped by the serpent because of weaknesses inherent i n 

her female nature. •'•̂  'Here we should simply note', explains 

John P h i l l i p s , 'that j u s t as with the st o r y of Pandora, 

Eve's c r e a t e d a s s e t s are considered to be her 

l i a b i l i t i e s . ' ^ ^ 

Eve's payment f o r her s i n , o u t l i n e d i n Genesis 3 and 

r a t i o n a l i z e d by Paul i n the New Testament, denotes i t s 

e s s e n t i a l sexual nature: she i s obliged to perpetuate 

humankind i n a f a l l e n world estranged from the reasoned 

w i l l of the Creator.•'•2 Following Paul's example, the Church 

Fat h e r s focus s o l e l y upon Eve's a c t i o n s and punishment i n 

t h e i r attempts to comprehend the nature of human f r a i l t y ; 

t h i s focus leads Augustine to conclude t h a t o r i g i n a l s i n 

must be tr a n s m i t t e d from generation to generation by means 

of the sexual a c t , as a r e s u l t of the l u s t which Eve 

introduced i n t o human sexual r e l a t i o n s : 'Eve, cursed to 

bear c h i l d r e n r a t h e r than b l e s s e d with motherhood, was 

i d e n t i f i e d with nature, a form of low matter that drags 

man's so u l down the s p i r i t u a l ladder.'•'-•^ Woman, then, as 

the i n h e r i t o r of Eve's s i n , was respo n s i b l e f o r the 

concupiscence which had entered the created order a t t h i s 

point, and as t h i n k e r s i n the f i r s t and second c e n t u r i e s 
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became c e r t a i n of Eve's g u i l t , so the o b l i g a t i o n for her to 

r e s t o r e some kind of chaste order arose. 

Marriage, Augustine contended, was a l e g i t i m a t e means 

of c o n t a i n i n g the e f f e c t s of o r i g i n a l s i n which had a 

chaste precedent i n the p r e l a p s a r i a n union of Adam and Eve, 

who were married and capable of producing c h i l d r e n by means 

of c o pulation which was miraculously f r e e from l u s t : 'Sex 

d i f f e r e n c e s were e x a c t l y as we know them now. Passions 

e x i s t e d but were never aroused contrary to reason, the sex 

organs moving a t the command of the i n t e l l i g e n t w i l l , as we 

today move our hands.'-^^ Marriage on ea r t h , an i n f e r i o r 

model of t h i s Utopian s t a t e , was ordained p r i n c i p a l l y for 

the purpose of conceiving c h i l d r e n (through which Eve/ 

woman could play out the punishment of p a i n f u l c h i l d b i r t h ) 

and secondly 'to keep humanity from l u s t [ . . . ] ; to tame the 

l i b i d o and keep the couple unspotted from the world.'•'•^ 

Eve's a d d i t i o n a l penalty, t h a t of perpetual servitude 

towards her husband, i s a l s o modelled upon her p r e l a p s a r i a n 

s t a t u s ; commentators g e n e r a l l y b e l i e v e d her to be 

subordinate to Adam i n Eden, but w i l l i n g l y and 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y so, s i n c e she was born second and was 

t h e r e f o r e n a t u r a l l y weaker and l e s s p e r f e c t . After the 

F a l l , however, t h i s s u b j e c t i o n becomes c o r r e c t i v e , a means 

by which Eve might expiate h e r s e l f from her heinous crime, 

as Augustine e x p l a i n s i n a commentary on Genesis: 

Even before her s i n , woman had been made to 
be r u l e d by her husband and to be submissive and 
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s u b j e c t to him. But [...] the se r v i t u d e meant i n 
these words [Gen 3:16] denotes a condition s i m i l a r 
to t h a t of s l a v e r y r a t h e r than a bond of love.-'-^ 

Furthermore, i f a woman does not w i l l i n g l y take on t h i s 

i n f e r i o r p o s i t i o n of s e r v i c e which i s p e c u l i a r l y feminine, 

she causes the r e i g n of l u s t to be perpetuated, s i n c e she 

r e j e c t s the d i v i n e grace which mi t i g a t e s her o r i g i n a l s i n : 

God's sentence [ i n Gen 3:16] gave t h i s 
[ r u l e ] r a t h e r to man; and i t i s not by her nature 
but r a t h e r by her s i n (culpa) t h a t woman has 
deserved to have her husband f o r a master. But 
except t h i s [sentence] be observed, nature w i l l be 
f u r t h e r depraved and s i n (culpa) w i l l be 
in c r e a s e d . 

The only a l t e r n a t i v e to t h i s forced s t a t e of 

subjugation, the Church Fathers held, was the very d e n i a l 

of s e x u a l i t y i t s e l f through absolute v i r g i n i t y , by means of 

which women might a s c e t i c a l l y transcend the corporeal 

punishments of Eve. T h e i r precedent i n t h i s case was Mary, 

who by the fourth century AD was commonly held to be the 

redeemer of Eve's primal s i n . Mary, the v e s s e l from whom 

the s i n l e s s C h r i s t was born, must h e r s e l f have been f r e e 

from the l u s t which corrupted the created order, the 

Fathe r s contended, and, moreover, her p u r i t y c o r r e l a t e d 

with popular pagan r i t e s of v i r g i n i t y . Exegetes a l s o 

compared the Genesis n a r r a t i v e with the b i r t h s t o r i e s 

present i n Luke's gospel, and found Mary to be obedient 

where Eve had disobeyed, and to bear her c h i l d j o y f u l l y (a 

re f e r e n c e to the Magnificat) while Eve was destined to 

s u f f e r : 

I n the f i r s t place, the sexual 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the F a l l became v a l i d a t e d by the 
doc t r i n e of the v i r g i n i t y of Mary. Paradise i s 
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v i r g i n i t y ; the l o s s of v i r g i n i t y i s the f a l l from 
grace. Mary's c e l i b a c y i s her v i c t o r y ; Eve's 
disobedience i s t h e r e f o r e her sexual defeat. 

Thus the Church Fa t h e r s spoke of women being freed from the 

curse of Eve through Mary, and used Mary as a paradigm f o r 

women's behaviour more than they used the d i d a c t i c , 

c h r i s t o c e n t r i c w r i t i n g s of the Gospels. Mary, through her 

v i r g i n i t y , obviated the s t a i n of p h y s i c a l procreation and 

was s a i d to s u f f e r no pain or discomfort during c h i l d b i r t h . 

She became a symbol of p u r i t y which women were encouraged 

to emulate, and r a p i d l y a t t a i n e d a d i v i n e s t a t u s more 

complex than t h a t of other v i r g i n a l goddesses of the pre-

c h r i s t i a n world. As Marina Warner notes: 

The C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n broadened the concept 
of v i r g i n i t y to embrace a f u l l y developed a s c e t i c 
philosophy. The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the v i r g i n b i r t h 
as the moral s a n c t i o n of the goodness of sexual 
c h a s t i t y was the overwhelming and d i s t i n c t i v e 
c o n t r i b u t i o n of the C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n to the 
anc i e n t mythological formula.•'•^ 

I n f a c t , then, marriage during the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n 

period was deemed to be i n f i n i t e l y i n f e r i o r to the s t a t e s 

of v i r g i n i t y and chaste widowhood.Jerome, i n c e r t a i n of 

h i s many l e t t e r s w r i t t e n to women, ex p l a i n s t h a t widowhood 

i s 'the second degree of c h a s t i t y ' , and th a t 'married 

women' should 'take t h e i r pride i n coming next a f t e r 

Virgins.'^•'- He goes on to point out that s i n c e Mary's 

i n t e r v e n t i o n i n the create d order, the v i r t u e of v i r g i n i t y 

has been bestowed upon women i n greate r abundance, t h a t 

they may counter the consequences of Eve's s i n : 
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Eve c o n t i n u a l l y bore c h i l d r e n i n t r a v a i l . 
But now t h a t a v i r g i n has conceived i n the womb a 
c h i l d [... ] the f e t t e r s of the old curse are 
broken. Death came through Eve: l i f e has come 
through Mary. For t h i s reason the g i f t of 
v i r g i n i t y has been poured most abundantly upon 
women, seeing t h a t i t was from a woman i t began. 

The message to women of the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n period i s 

c l e a r , t h e r e f o r e : though according to the majority of 

exegetes they are s p i r i t u a l l y j u s t i f i e d through C h r i s t by 

the r e s u r r e c t i o n , they can only experience the e f f e c t s of 

grace i n a l i m i t e d c a p a c i t y i n the e a r t h l y sphere because 

of t h e i r p h y s i c a l i t y , through chaste marriage or more f u l l y 

by means of v i r g i n a l abstinence. Mary's a b i l i t y to fr e e 

woman from the p u n i t i v e aspects of Eve's s i n was a concept 

r a t i f i e d by the Church i n AD 649, paving the way for ever 

more elaborate i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of the power of v i r g i n a l 

c h a s t i t y i n the Middle Ages.^3 

The myth of the V i r g i n Mary became i n c r e a s i n g l y complex 

during the medieval period - by the t w e l f t h century the 

doc t r i n e of the Assumption was widely accepted, and Mary 

was accorded her place alongside C h r i s t i n Heaven, 

u n s u l l i e d by death as she was u n s u l l i e d by conception and 

c h i l d b i r t h . I n s t a t e d there, she was s a i d to rei g n as Queen 

of Heaven, p h y s i c a l l y pure and therefore sublimely 

b e a u t i f u l . Mother of C h r i s t and of a l l the l i v i n g she may 

have been, but p a r a d o x i c a l l y she i s now a l s o joined to 

C h r i s t i n matrimony i n an image which echoes the awaited 

union of the Saviour with h i s church prefigured i n the Song 

of S o n g s . M a r y i s henceforward the Shulamite woman, and 
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her r a d i a n t , s e x u a l l y - a l l u r i n g beauty i s not disputed. At 

t h i s time, Bernard of C l a i r v a u x encouraged the use of such 

o v e r t l y sexual vocabulary i n a s e r i e s of m y s t i c a l sermons 

which meditate on the p o s s i b i l i t y of the sou l ' s union with 

Mary i n hi g h l y e r o t i c terms: he speaks of the Queen of 

Heaven as h i s heavenly l o v e r , whom he d e s i r e s to k i s s , and 

with whom he can m y s t i c a l l y experience p h y s i c a l warmth and 

s e c u r i t y : 

T h i s i n t e n s e l y personal love of the V i r g i n 
t h a t welled i n S t . Bernard's heart infused her 
c u l t a f t e r him with the same high l y wrought and 
intimate sweetness. His eloquence on the C a n t i c l e , 
the Annunciation, and the Assumption mark the 
fulcrum of devotion to the V i r g i n i n the west.^^ 

T h i s b l a t a n t c e l e b r a t i o n of s e x u a l i t y , a l b e i t s e x u a l i t y 

removed from i t s u s u a l , l u s t f u l environment, both 

i n f l u e n c e d and was inf l u e n c e d by the s e c u l a r world, where 

the ' c o u r t l y l o v e ' l y r i c a l s o i d e a l i z e d woman and sexual 

r e l a t i o n s . As Marina Warner notes, the joys of sensual 

p l e a s u r e portrayed i n many twelfth-century s e c u l a r t e x t s 

were not tempered by g u i l t : adulterous r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

between w e l l - s u i t e d l o v e r s were a source of d e l i g h t , and 

the female beloved was i d o l i z e d i n t h i s context. By 

a s s o c i a t i o n with t h i s beloved, Mariology made use of a 

s i m i l a r l y s e n s u a l vocabulary i n order to express a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p which was, i n f a c t , fundamentally d i f f e r e n t 

from the ' c o u r t l y love' i d e a l because i t sought to express 

imagined union and to forc e a d i v i s i o n between p h y s i c a l and 

s p i r i t u a l love (a concept a l i e n to the 'courtly love' 

t r a d i t i o n ) C o n s e q u e n t i a l l y , ' c o u r t l y love' was 

ev e n t u a l l y transformed i n t o the l i k e n e s s of Mary worship; 
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by the t h i r t e e n t h century, the female beloved had become 

consummately pure, and th e r e f o r e i n a c c e s s i b l e , and poets 

made t h e i r own s e c u l a r a s c e t i c pilgrimages of the soul i n 

order to venerate her p e r f e c t b e a u t y . D a n t e ' s Divine 

Comedy, w r i t t e n a t the end of the thirt e e n t h - c e n t u r y , 

m i r r o r s t h i s preoccupation with the p h y s i c a l p e r f e c t i o n and 

c h a s t i t y of a female beloved c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of l a t e r 

' c o u r t l y l o v e ' poetry; B e a t r i c e i s to him a heavenly 

c r e a t u r e , whose beauty i s i n d i c a t i v e of her d i v i n i t y and 

whose love h i s means of grace. T h e i r union i s a union of 

s o u l s and of minds, and both remain bodily chaste, for 

B e a t r i c e i s as transcendent as Mary and w i l l eventually 

come to s i t alongside her i n h e a v e n . A t t h i s time, then, 

the theme of love resounds with the weighty influence of 

the Marian c u l t , and the Queen of Heaven i s never again so 

t a n g i b l y present i n Western European l i t e r a t u r e . 

By c o n t r a s t , i n the l a t e t h i r t e e n t h and e a r l y 

fourteenth c e n t u r i e s , as a r e s u l t of the Franciscan 

emphasis upon the v i r t u e of hu m i l i t y , the V i r g i n began to 

be l i n k e d d i r e c t l y with s u b s e r v i e n t womanhood fo r the f i r s t 

time. The obedience of Mary to the ordinance of God as i t 

i s recorded i n Luke 1.38, was understood to show her 

p a s s i v e nature: 'Then Mary s a i d , "Here I am, the servant of 

the Lord; l e t i t be with me according to your word."'. The 

F r a n c i s c a n s saw the v i r t u e of hum i l i t y p r i m a r i l y i n 

r e l a t i o n to monastic l i f e , but because of i t s c o r r e l a t i o n 

with the s u b j e c t i o n i n which the female sex was held as the 

daughter of Eve, i t was r e a d i l y subsumed into the s o - c a l l e d 
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feminine v a l u e s of the outside w o r l d . H u m i l i t y , l i k e 

c h a s t i t y , ceased to be seen as a purely C h r i s t i a n v i r t u e 

because of i t s l i n k s with the V i r g i n , who was the 

p e r f e c t i o n of woman as C h r i s t was the p e r f e c t i o n of man; 

i n s t e a d , i t became accepted as a predominantly female 

q u a l i t y . 

Medieval s c h o l a s t i c theology, quite apart from i t s 

preoccupation with the V i r g i n myth, continued to preach 

female subservience through the f i g u r e of Eve. Theological 

t r a c t s debated the nature of Eve's s i n f u l n e s s and the 

question of whether she or Adam might be more to blame fo r 

the F a l l . T h e i r conclusions were inf l u e n c e d by an increased 

knowledge and understanding of pagan t e x t s on physiology 

and the nature of female sexual d i f f e r e n c e . Aquinas's 

formation of a theology of the sexes was informed not only 

by h i s Augustinian h e r i t a g e but a l s o by A r i s t o t e l i a n 

n a t u r a l i s m . His c o n v i c t i o n , echoing t h a t of many P a t r i s t i c 

t h i n k e r s , t h a t woman only mirrored God ' i n a secondary 

sense' during her e a r t h l y e x i s t e n c e , was supported by the 

A r i s t o t e l i a n notion t h a t a l l women were ' n a t u r a l l y 

s u b j e c t ' , s i n c e the b i r t h of females was a d e f e c t i v e a c t i o n 

of nature: 

For the a c t i v e power i n the seed of the 
male tends to produce something l i k e i t s e l f , 
p e r f e c t i n m a s c u l i n i t y ; but the procreation of a 
female i s the r e s u l t e i t h e r of the d e b i l i t y of the 
a c t i v e power, of some u n s u i t a b i l i t y of the 
m a t e r i a l , or of some change e f f e c t e d by e x t e r n a l 
circumstances, l i k e the south wind, fo r example, 
which i s damp.-^^ 
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I n a d d i t i o n , medieval exegetes learned, A r i s t o t l e believed 

the female sex to be an incomplete form of the male, 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d by c o l d , wet humours while the more noble 

dry, warm humours n a t u r a l l y inhabited the male form. For 

the reason t h a t she was seen only as a botched male, woman 

e x i s t e d i n a s t a t e of perpetual longing fo r completion, an 

a c t which was a r r i v e d a t through sexual union. As a 

c o r o l l a r y of t h i s , A r i s t o t l e saw the female as a c r e a t u r e 

a v i d f o r c o i t u s , i n s a t i a b l y desirous of sexual a c t i v i t y , a 

wholly negative view exacerbated by h i s a s s e r t i o n that the 

female played no a c t i v e p a r t i n reproduction: her body 

merely acted as a v e s s e l f o r the generative male semen, so 

t h a t her e n e r g e t i c sexual appetite could be s a i d to have no 

b e n e f i c i a l or p o s i t i v e function of i t s e l f . - ^ ^ Medieval 

t h i n k e r s a l s o documented a widespread f e e l i n g of r e v u l s i o n 

toward menstruation, which they found supported i n ancient 

t e x t s : 'The m a l i g n i t y of menses i s c h r o n i c l e d [...] i n 

A r i s t o t l e , Columella, P l i n y and P l u t a r c h ' . 

These medical ' f a c t s ' played a s i g n i f i c a n t part i n 

d i s c u s s i o n s concerned with the place of sex within 

marriage, which, d e s p i t e an on-going preference f o r 

v i r g i n i t y , continued to be s c r u t i n i z e d during the medieval 

period. The female propensity f o r l u s t suggested both by 

the Eve myth and by ancient p h y s i o l o g i c a l findings 

generated m i s t r u s t of women's fundamental moral character; 

a wife a v i d f o r c o i t u s might never f i n d s a t i s f a c t i o n 

through the m a r i t a l union, and thus be driven to seek 

p l e a s u r e away from her husband, s i n k i n g h e r s e l f f u r t h e r 
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i n t o moral de p r a v i t y as she did so. What then, t h i n k e r s and 

m o r a l i s t s asked, were good grounds f o r the p u r s u i t of 

c o i t u s w i t h i n marriage? Was copulation only permissible i f 

a partner wanted c h i l d r e n , or should i t a l s o be allowed i f 

a partner burned, i n order to prevent the s i n of lust?-^-^ 

There was c e r t a i n l y some b e l i e f i n the union's p o t e n t i a l to 

i n s t i l c h a s t i t y by f u l f i l l i n g l e g i t i m a t e l y the sexual 

needs of both p a r t n e r s . T h i s , however, can be l i n k e d to a 

b i b l i c a l precedent i n the Pauline a n a l y s i s of m a r i t a l sex 

i n 1 C o r i n t h i a n s 7. 3-4, where Paul s t r e s s e s the o b l i g a t i o n 

of each marriage partner to s a t i s f y the other's d e s i r e , i n 

order to stem the temptations of l u s t . The notion of mutual 

consent cannot t h e r e f o r e be seen as an innovative, nor 

a m e l i o r a t i v e a t t i t u d e to the problem of female p h y s i c a l i t y . 

As f a r as the s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l aspects of marriage were 

concerned, moreover, women of the medieval period continued 

to be c a s t i g a t e d as i n f e r i o r and subjugated, while the 

Marian c u l t paraded confusing and, often, c o n f l i c t i n g 

paradigms of v i r g i n i t y , s e x u a l i t y , beauty and motherhood 

before them i n ever more perplexing formulae. 

THE NATURE OF FEMININITY IN RENAISSANCE THEOLOGY 

Though the i d e a l i z a t i o n of v i r g i n i t y continued int o the 

Renaissance period, the v i r t u e ' s p e c u l i a r redemptive 

f e a t u r e s were a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t l y challenged a t t h i s time by 

e v a n g e l i c a l and r e f o r m i s t exegetes who found l i t t l e 

evidence to support the c u l t of c e l i b a c y i n S c r i p t u r e . The 

most r a d i c a l of these theologians dismissed the Mary-based 
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d o c t r i n e s of c h a s t i t y which had developed from t r a d i t i o n 

r a t h e r than b i b l i c a l f a c t , and r e i n s t a t e d Eve, redeemed by 

obedient marriage, as the r o l e model for women and for 

society.-^^ Thus the s i x t e e n t h century witnessed an 

o s c i l l a t i o n between t r a d i t i o n a l C a t h o l i c doctrine, which 

p e r s i s t e d i n endorsing v i r g i n i t y , e v a n g e l i c a l theology, 

h e a v i l y i n f l u e n c e d by I t a l i a n humanism, which sought to 

c l a r i f y the value of marriage according to b i b l i c a l 

precepts, and Pr o t e s t a n t theology, according to which 

marriage was the d i v i n e l y i n s t a t e d pattern for s o c i a l 

order. 

Jean Bouchet was a popular and s u c c e s s f u l m o r a l i s t 

whose works continued to be published i n the recent decades 

a f t e r 1 5 4 0 . H e was without doubt a C a t h o l i c 

t r a d i t i o n a l i s t , whose w r i t i n g echoed the influence of 

e a r l i e r s c h o l a s t i c approaches r a t h e r than the humanist 

tendencies of a contemporary such as Erasmus. Les triumphes 

de la noble et amoureuse dame, w r i t t e n i n 1530 and 

republished up to 1563, p r a i s e s v i r g i n i t y as the s t a t e most 

abundantly rewarded by God, who r e j o i c e s i n the p h y s i c a l 

p u r i t y of h i s b r i d e s on ear t h , and p r e f e r s these souls to 

those who have been blemished by the marriage union: 

I I y a double v i r g i n i t e , d i s t 
Temperance, I'une e s t gardee a Dieu seulement e t 
c e s t e e s t l a plus b e l l e e t agreable a Dieu. 
L'autre e s t l a v i r g i n i t e qu'on garde a son espoux 
temporel pour 1'amour de Dieu a ce que I'homme l a 
treuve e n t i e r e en 1'entree du mariage ordonne pour 
l e s e r v i c e de Dieu, e t que e l l e ne s o i t maculee 
d'aucune impudicite. Le seconde [ s i c ] v i r g i n i t e 
n'est s i p l a i s a n t e a Dieu que l a premiere, e t ne 
meritent I ' a u r e o l l e que ont l e s vi e r g e s en 
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pa r a d i s , l e s jeunes f i l z ou f i l l e s non corrompuz 
qui ont v o u l o i r d'entrer en mariage, mais ceulx e t 
c e l l e s qui gardent l e u r p e r p e t u e l l e v i r g i n i t e a 
Dieu.^6 

Marriage f o r Bouchet i s c l e a r l y a laudable e s t a t e , and he 

c a s t i g a t e s 'd'aulcuns aucteurs l a f o l l i e e t desordre 

Lesquelz n'ont c r a i n t mal d i r e e t d e t r a c t e r | De mariage', 

which i s a ' s a i n c t e t s a c r e ' o r d o n n a n c e . H o w e v e r , he 

remains convinced of the a d d i t i o n a l b e n e f i t s of consummate 

p h y s i c a l p u r i t y f o r the reason t h a t the l u s t f u l tendencies 

of o r i g i n a l s i n simply r e l i e v e d by marriage are eradicated 

a l t o g e t h e r by the v i r g i n . 

Juan L u i s V i v e s ' De institutio foeminae Christianas, 

t r a n s l a t e d i n t o French as the Institution de la femme 

chrestienne i n 1542, shows s i m i l a r tendencies.-^^ Though 

Vive s was a humanist who corresponded with More, Erasmus 

and Bude, and was himself a married man, t h i s work a l s o 

ranks marriage second to v i r g i n i t y because of i t s l i n k s 

with concupiscence and, indeed, with c h i l d b i r t h . Vives 

b e l i e v e s the l a t t e r to be a p a i n f u l i l l r a t h e r than an 

improving and d e s i r a b l e c o n d i t i o n : one which t i e s woman 

to the p h y s i c a l world more than i s i d e a l l y good for her: 

Ne soys c u r i e u s e de remplir l a maison de 
Dieu: i l y mettra bien ordre sans toy, deust i l 
e x c i t e r enfans de p i e r r e s . Saches que l a 
malediction ancienne de l a s t e r i l l i t e e s t passee. 
Maintenant t u as autre loy, en l a q u e l l e v i r g i n i t e 
e s t p r e f e r ee a mariage. Pour ce I'Evangile 
b e a t i f i e l a s t e r i l i t e e t l e s mammelles qui n'ont 
a l a i c t e . 3 9 

Such ideas continued to be a r t i c u l a t e d f i r m l y i n much 

l a t e r t e x t s , i n s p i t e of the s o c i a l and s p i r i t u a l 
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r a m i f i c a t i o n s of the e v a n g e l i c a l and reform movements. The 

canons of the Council of Trent, which sought to c l a r i f y the 

C a t h o l i c Church's d o c t r i n a l p o s i t i o n with respect to 

marriage, s t a t e c l e a r l y t h a t d e s p i t e the sacramental nature 

of the union, ' s i quelqu'un d i t que I ' e s t a t matrimonial 

d o i t e s t r e prepose a I ' e s t a t de v i r g i n i t e ou de continence, 

e t q u ' i l n'est m e i l l e u r ne plus s a l u t a i r e de demeurer en 

v i r g i n i t e ou continence e t c e l i b a t , que de se marier: q u ' i l 

s o i t retranche.''^^ Rene Benoist, i n the f i r s t of three 

Petis traictez on the s u b j e c t of c h a s t i t y , r e a f f i r m s 

' p a i l l a r d i s e ' as the symptom of o r i g i n a l s i n which C h r i s t 

came to e r a d i c a t e ; he pla c e s emphasis upon C h r i s t ' s 

redemption of humankind's s p i r i t u a l nature, and s h i e s away 

from accepting a corresponding redemption of the body and 

of sexual d e s i r e i n t h i s l i f e : 

I I e s t bien a noter e t pour tousjours 
r e t e n i r [...] que Jesus C h r i s t n'est pas mort pour 
nous a c q u e r i r une l i b e r t e c h a r n e l l e e t puissance 
de v i v r e sans reprehension e t punition en l a 
poursuite de noz concupiscences c h a r n e l l e s e t 
a f f e c t i o n s desordonnees: a i n s pour nous mettre en 
l i b e r t e s p i r i t u e l l e . 

Any sexual a c t i v i t y i s flawed, t h e r e f o r e , because the f l e s h 

i t s e l f can never be wholly s a n c t i f i e d . T h i s i s not to say 

t h a t those who are married cannot be redeemed, Benoist 

e x p l a i n s , but simply t h a t t h e i r redemption i s l e s s 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d and l e s s p e r f e c t than t h a t of the v i r g i n : 

L'homme done qui s u i t seulement l a 
promesse par luy f a i t e au Baptesme peut e s t r e 
sauve, mais non point t a n t facilement, ny a u s s i 
t a n t parfaitement ordinairement, comme ceux qui 
suyvans l e c o n s e i l de Jes u s C h r i s t se separent e t 
p r i v e n t volontairement e t entierement des choses 
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l e s q u e l l e s r e t i r e n t du plus pur e t e n t i e r s e r v i c e 
de Dieu, qui sont l e s honneurs e t grandeurs du 
monde, [...] e t l e s voluptez e t p l a i s i r s de l a 
c h a i r , t a n t honnestement s o y e n t - i l s poursuyvis au 
s a l u t a i r e e t honneste e s t a t de mariage. 

A t r e a t i s e by L u i s of Grenada, t r a n s l a t e d into French 

as La Grande guide des pescheurs and published i n 1609, 

d e c l a r e s t h a t the d a i l y b a t t l e a g a i n s t s i n i s i n f a c t a 

b a t t l e of 'chastete', and t h a t those who succeed i n 

transcending the p h y s i c a l glimpse paradise even during 

t h e i r e a r t h l y e x i s t e n c e : 'car l e s v i e r g e s en c e s t e v i e 

commencent a v i v r e une v i e angelique [ . . . ] . Car v i v r e en l a 

c h a i r , sans oeuvre de l a c h a i r , c ' e s t une vertu plus 

angelique qu'humaine.'^-^ 

For e v a n g e l i c a l and r e f o r m i s t exegetes, an 

understanding of the s e l f ' s j u s t i f i c a t i o n through f a i t h i n 

the r e s u r r e c t i o n of C h r i s t could alone endow i t with the 

c a p a c i t y to l i v e a l i f e f i x e d on heaven w h i l s t on earth. 

The t r a d i t i o n of the priesthood of a l l b e l i e v e r s 

e s t a b l i s h e d by these theologians rendered the i n t e r v e n t i o n 

of the s a i n t s or Mary on humankind's behalf unnecessary, 

and abolished the need f o r a v i r g i n a l e l i t e r estored to 

p e r f e c t i o n merely by means of sexual abstinence. Jean 

C a l v i n berates the C a t h o l i c Church's e f f o r t s to enforce 

' v i r g i n i t y p e r p e t u e l l e ' w i t h i n orders as unacceptable 

because i t i s open to abuse ( i t was common knowledge, and a 

frequent source of scorn during the f i r s t h a l f of the 

s i x t e e n t h century t h a t l a r g e numbers of monks f a i l e d to 

keep t h e i r vows of c h a s t i t y ) , and because i t separated men 
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and women u n n a t u r a l l y from the world i n which they could 

have s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l e f f e c t as God's chosen people.'^'^ 

The e l e c t , indeed, were encouraged to pursue t h e i r 

i n d i v i d u a l paths to righteousness according to t h e i r 

e a r t h l y s t a t i o n , r e l e a s e d from the deadly e f f e c t s of s i n 

through the new Adam. I n many ways, the sense of freedom 

generated by t h i s new-found and more personal r e l a t i o n s h i p 

with God was akin to t h a t experienced by the E a r l y Church 

recorded i n Paul's e p i s t l e s . C a l v i n s t r e s s e s i n h i s 

I n s t i t u t i o n de l a Religion Chrestienne t h a t f a i t h i n C h r i s t 

removes the need f o r the b e l i e v e r to be made accountable to 

other people i n matters unrelated to f a i t h : 

Or p u i s q u ' i l e s t a i n s i que l e s consciences 
des f i d e l e s , par l e p r i v i l e g e de l e u r l i b e r t e 
q u ' e l l e s ont de Jesus C h r i s t , sont d e l i v r e e s des 
l i e n s e t n e c e s s a i r e s observations des choses 
l e s q u e l l e s l e Seigneur l e u r a voulu e s t r e 
i n d i f f e r e n t e s , nous concluons q u ' e l l e s sont 
franches e t exemptees de l a puissance de tous 
hommes. 

The exuberance experienced by the E a r l y Church a t being 

f r e e d from the weight of the Law i s r e l i v e d i n the minds of 

C a l v i n and other reformers who r e j o i c e i n t h e i r 

emancipation from extraneous r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e s and who 

pledge themselves i n s t e a d to the law of C h r i s t : 

L'autre p a r t i e de l a l i b e r t y Chrestienne, 
[ . . . ] , e s t t e l l e : c ' e s t q u ' e l l e f a i t que l e s 
consciences ne servent point a l a Loy comme 
c o n t r a i n t e s par l a n e c e s s i t e de l a Loy, mais 
qu'estans d e l i v r e e s de l a Loy, e l l e s o b^issent 
l i b e r a l e m e n t k l a volonte de Dieu.^^ 
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C a l v i n i s i n s p i r e d i n h i s contemplation of C h r i s t i a n 

l i b e r t y by Paul's l e t t e r to the G a l a t i a n s , i n which Paul 

c o n s i d e r s the r e l a t i o n s h i p of f a i t h i n C h r i s t to the Law, 

and concludes: 

The law was our d i s c i p l i n a r i a n u n t i l C h r i s t 
came, so t h a t we might be j u s t i f i e d by f a i t h . But 
now t h a t f a i t h has come, we are no longer s u b j e c t 
to a d i s c i p l i n a r i a n , f o r i n C h r i s t Jesus you are 
a l l c h i l d r e n of God through f a i t h . As many of you 
as were baptized i n t o C h r i s t have clothed 
y o u r s e l v e s with C h r i s t . There i s no longer Jew or 
Greek, there i s no longer s l a v e or f r e e , there i s 
no longer male or female; f o r a l l of you are one 
i n C h r i s t J e s u s . 

The G a l a t i a n s t e x t i s both daring and revolutionary i n i t s 

t o t a l d i s r e g a r d f o r the Jewish law, and i n i t s p i c t u r e of a 

s o c i e t y founded upon e q u a l i t y . Women i n such a Utopia can 

c o - e x i s t alongside men through the process of 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n , and the s t a i n s of Eve's s i n appear to be 

wholly removed. I n a sermon on I Cor 11. 4-10 C a l v i n 

a s s e r t s i n s i m i l a r l y e b u l l i e n t terms the s p i r i t u a l and 

s o c i a l p o t e n t i a l of those j u s t i f i e d i n C h r i s t to r e f l e c t 

the image of God: 

Dieu nous a envoye J e s u s - C h r i s t , l e q u e l nous 
a tenement r e c u e i l l i s sous l u i que 1'image de 
Dieu qui a v a i t ete e f f a c e e par l e peche d'Adam e s t 
reparee. De c e t t e image i l e s t c e r t a i n q u ' e l l e 
compte a toutes femelles a u s s i bien qu'aux males. 
[...] Bref, nous ne pouvons pas e t r e n i membres de 
J e s u s - C h r i s t , n i enfants de Dieu, sinon a t e l l e 
c o n d i t i o n , q u ' i l n'y a i t plus n i male n i femelle, 
q u ' i l n'y a i t plus un degr6 de I'un par-dessus 
1'autre. 

However, he makes c l e a r here and elsewhere that t h i s 

e g a l i t a r i a n harmony i s not to become a feature of the 

s o c i a l order, but r e l a t e s uniquely to the s p i r i t u a l realm 
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which a l l may experience inwardly. I n imposing t h i s caveat, 

C a l v i n i s simply r a t i o n a l i z i n g the tenor of the e p i s t l e , 

which suggests t h a t Adam alone was created i n God's image: 

Nous voyons que C h r i s t e s t 1'image 
t r e s p a r f a i t e de Dieu, a l a q u e l l e estans f a i t s 
conformes, nous sommes tellement r e s t a u r e z , que 
nous ressemblons a Dieu en vray p i e t e , j u s t i c e , 
purete e t i n t e l l i g e n c e . [ . . . ] . Quant a ce que l e 
masle s e u l e s t nomme par s a i n c t Paul 1'image de 
Dieu, e t que l a femme e s t exclue d'un t e l honneur 
( I Cor 11.7) i l appert par l e f i l du texte que 
c e l a se r e s t r a i n d a l a p o l i c e t e r r i e n n e . Or quant 
a ce que nous t r a i t o n s maintenant de 1'image de 
Dieu, j e pense d e s j a a v o i r assez prouve f i u ' i l a 
son regard a l a v i e s p i r i t u e l l e e t c e l e s t e . 

I n t h e i r v i s i o n of an e g a l i t a r i a n heaven, and i n t h e i r 

departure from the C a t h o l i c tendency to view Eve as 

n a t u r a l l y d e f e c t i v e , P r o t e s t a n t theologians found i t 

p o s s i b l e to p i c t u r e renewed b e n e f i t s f o r humankind i n the 

paradigm of the marriage i n Eden. C a l v i n , f o r example, 

placed unusual emphasis upon the mutual companionship of 

Adam and Eve, going as f a r as to proclaim t h a t the true end 

of c r e a t i o n , man, was only formed once Eve had been made 

and t h a t the couple could u n i t e i n an androgynous bond. 

T h i s conclusion, reached through h i s c o n f l a t i o n of the two 

Genesis c r e a t i o n n a r r a t i v e s , and hinging strongly upon the 

f i r s t of these (which t r a d i t i o n a l C a t h o l i c exegesis had 

l a r g e l y ignored), i s exposited i n an a n a l y s i s of Malachi 

2.15: 

L'homme ensemble avec l a femme sont nommes 
un s e l o n que Moise p a r l e : Dieu c r e a I'homme, i l 
l e s c r e a male e t femelle. Apres, q u ' i l a d i t que 
Dieu c r e a I'homme, i l ajoute pour exposition de 
d i r e q u ' i l s f u r e n t c r e e s male e t femelle: c ' e s t 
pourquoi en p a r l a n t de I'homme, l e male e s t comme 
une moitie, e t l a femme f a i t 1'autre portion 
[ . . . ] . Quand i l e s t f a i t mention d'un chacun d'eux 



34 

en p a r t i c u l i e r , I'homme n'est que demi-homme, et 
l a femme semblablement comme l a moitie de I'homme 
[ . .. ] parce que l e s hommes ont ete crees af i n 
qu'un chacun eut sa femme, selon c e t t e r a i s o n j e 
d i s que I'homme e t l a femme font I'homme tout 
entier.5° 

As f a r as C a l v i n i s concerned, then, the union of the 

m a r i t a l p a i r i n Eden give s credence to the notion t h a t 

marriage i s God's chosen means of enforcing and 

perpetuating the s o c i a l order. I n the Institution he i s 

adamant t h a t the g i f t of continence i s given to few (and 

f a r fewer than the C a t h o l i c Church would presume), and th a t 

the m a j o r i t y should bow to ' l a n e c e s s i t e de se marier'.^^ 

He s t r o n g l y r e f u t e s the p a p i s t suggestion t h a t marriage i s 

'une chose profane e t p o l l u e ' , ^ ^ w h i l s t continuing to l i n k 

s e x ual s i n with o r i g i n a l s i n outside of the chaste marriage 

union. Adultery i s condemned as 'maudite devant luy [ l e 

Sei g n e u r ] ' , p a r t i c u l a r l y as ' l a compagnie de mariage nous 

e s t donnee pour remede de nostre n e c e s s i t e , a f i n que nous 

ne l a s c h i o n s l a bride a nostre concupiscence.'^-^ 

Following Paul's lead, however, C a l v i n s t r e s s e s t h a t 

the mutual v o l i t i o n to s a t i s f y d e s i r e must be a condition 

of the union ( I Cor. 7. 3-4); i n t h i s instance a husband 

cannot have dominion over h i s wife, s i n c e ' i l n'est pas 

maitre de son corps.'^^ Thus ' l e mari [...] et l a femme 

sont o b l i g e s a mutuelle benevolence [ . . . ] . En c e t endroit 

l a c o n d i t i o n de tous deux e s t egale, a s a v o i r que tous deux 

doivent garder f o i e t loy a u t ^ de mariage I'un a 1'autre.'^^ 

Such an a t t i t u d e seems to denote a c e r t a i n r e l u c t a n c e to 

admit d e s i r e i n t o the framework of s a n c t i f i e d human 
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r e l a t i o n s : b odily c r a v i n g s are not s u b j e c t to the reason or 

w i l l , C a l v i n suggests, and the r e f o r e must be s a t i a t e d , but 

with as much s e l f - c o n t r o l as p o s s i b l e . 

The f a c t t h a t C a l v i n sees marriage as a necessary union 

of two incomplete halves ('que s ' i l s sont separes, i l s 

seront comme membres i m p a r f a i t s d'un corps d e c h i r e ' ) , 

d i v i n e l y ordained f o r the purpose of 'aide e t amitie 

mutuelle', and i n order to avoid concupiscence, suggests 

t h a t he has a t the very l e a s t recognized a fundamental need 

f o r s e x u a l f u l f i l m e n t f o r the majority.^'' There i s no 

t a n g i b l e l i n k made between 'eros and esteem', and c e r t a i n l y 

such r e f e r e n c e s to sexual e q u a l i t y as e x i s t are tempered by 

repeated a s s e r t i o n s of woman's s u b j e c t i o n i n a l l other 

a r e a s , but C a l v i n and other Reformers must c e r t a i n l y be 

c r e d i t e d with n u r t u r i n g the value of s o c i a l and sexual 

coupledom.^^ However, C a l v i n ' s repeated i n s i s t e n c e , again 

t y p i c a l of the ma j o r i t y of r e f o r m i s t t h i n k e r s , that 

s a l v a t i o n i n the image of God was a s p i r i t u a l s t a t e which 

d i d not r e f l e c t or a l t e r the s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s advocated 

f o r women by the Genesis myth and by St. Paul considerably 

less e n e d the impact of the m a r i t a l paradigm of Eden. He 

endorses Augustine's and Aquinas' b e l i e f i n the 

p r e l a p s a r i a n subordination of Eve, despite h i s r e j e c t i o n of 

the notion t h a t she was n a t u r a l l y and p h y s i o l o g i c a l l y 

weaker than Adam: 

S i I'homme e t l a femme fussent demeurez en 
l e u r i n t e g r i t e p r e m i e r e , [ — ] I'homme eust eu 
c e s t e preeminence jusques en l a f i n , asgavoir que 
l e s femmes eussent e s t e s u j e t t e s aux hommes: non 
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point d'une s e r v i t u d e c o n t r a i n t e n i forcee, mais 
e l l e s eussent e s t e e s t a b l i e s en so r t e que le u r 
e s t a t eust e s t e un p l e i n contentement e t repos. 
Mais maintenant i l f a u t q u ' e l l e s soyent comme en 
s e r v i t u d e . 

Moreover, though C a l v i n i s a t l e a s t w i l l i n g to accept 

Adam's c u l p a b i l i t y i n the F a l l , he repeatedly names Eve as 

the more g u i l t y party, and women as the i n h e r i t o r s of her 

gr e a t e r s i n : 

E l l e s sont cause en l a personne d'Eve, de l a 
ru i n e que nous voyons s i miserable sur tout l e 
genre humain [ . . . ] . Nous sommes maudits de Dieu, 
nous sorames enfants d ' i r e , l e d i a b l e domine sur 
nous, nous sommes en se r v i t u d e de mort e t e r n e l l e , 
i l n'y a que corruption en nostre nature [ . . . ] . E t 
qui e s t en cause? Les femmes.^^ 

Women who marry and have c h i l d r e n reduce t h i s burden by 

adhering to the conditions imposed upon Eve i n Genesis: 

p a i n f u l c h i l d b i r t h and permanent e a r t h l y s u b j e c t i o n . I n 

expressing these precepts as a d i v i n e requirement for 

almost a l l women (a s i d e from the very few c a l l e d to be 

c e l i b a t e ) , C a l v i n i s again t y p i c a l of Protestant exegetes 

i n pronouncing t h a t women cannot be f u l l y atoned, save that 

they accept them obediently: 

S i l e s femmes se soumettent de l e u r bon gre 
et en toute patience a ce que Dieu l e u r commande, 
et que porte l e u r e s t a t , c ' e s t un s a c r i f i c e qui 
e s t agreable a Dieu, e t que l a malediction qui 
a v o i t e s t e mise sur toutes femmes en l a personne 
d'Eve, e s t comme aneantie, c a r Dieu l e s r e g o i t en 
sa grace e t en son amour. 

As a c o r o l l a r y of t h i s , C a l v i n supports a l l of the 

su b s e r v i e n t r o l e s f o r women ou t l i n e d i n the Pauline 

E p i s t l e s , such as her i n f e r i o r i t y i n the marriage 

p a r t n e r s h i p ( I C o r i n t h i a n s 11.3 and Ephesians 5.22) and the 
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n e c e s s i t y of covering her head i n church ( I Corinthians 

11.5-16) and of keeping s i l e n t i n church ( I Corinthians 

14.34). Though C a l v i n i n t e r p r e t s Paul's d i r e c t i v e s as 

' i n d i f f e r e n t ' , or t h e o r e t i c a l l y unnecessary f o r s a l v a t i o n , 

he r e f u s e s any r a d i c a l move away from them on the grounds 

of p o l i t y , by which he i n s i s t s t h a t i t i s i n the Church's 

i n t e r e s t to maintain these customs f o r the sake of 

decorum. 

While C a l v i n ' s s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s allowed women the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of sexual s a t i s f a c t i o n and companionship, they 

a l s o mitigated a g a i n s t i n d i v i d u a l freedom and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y by o b l i g i n g the majority to take up 

obediently the yoke of s e r v i t u d e i n marriage. To t h i s 

extent, C a l v i n i s t marriage compares unfavourably with 

C a t h o l i c c e l i b a c y , where women might a t l e a s t transcend the 

e a r t h l y burdens of t h e i r sex, a prospect which C a l v i n 

s t r o n g l y rebukes as ungodly: 

Toute l a ch a s t e t e que e l l e s [ l e s Nonnains] 
pretendent, n'est r i e n envers Dieu, au p r i x de ce 
q u ' i l a ordonne, c ' e s t asgavoir que combien que ce 
soyent choses contemptibles, e t qui semblent e s t r e 
de n u l l e v a l e u r , qu'une femme a i t peine d'adresser 
son mesnage, de nettoyer l e s ordures de ses 
enfans.^2 

Broadly speaking, then, the s o l u t i o n s to the problems of 

Eve's s i n as Renaissance theology saw them were e i t h e r 

c h a ste transcendence, which many C a t h o l i c s continued to 

endorse as the most f u l f i l l i n g s t a t e , or chaste marriage, 

which brought with i t the n e c e s s i t y of male headship, but 

a t l e a s t allowed d e s i r e to be s a t i a t e d . Neither view 
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allowed f o r the p o s s i b i l i t y of a f f i r m i n g woman the equal of 

man i n s o c i a l terms and thus, despite r e i t e r a t i n g the 

s p i r i t u a l p a r i t y of the sexes, the Church's v a l o r i z a t i o n of 

women i n the p u b l i c domain remained ambivalent. Generally 

speaking, i t was not theology which questioned the s o c i a l 

e f f e c t s of woman's secondary s t a t u s , but s e c u l a r l i t e r a t u r e 

and, by the s i x t e e n t h century, humanist debate and the 

p o l i t i c a l credence given to c e r t a i n female r o y a l f i g u r e s . 

THE NOBLEWOMAN AS PARADIGM? WOMAN IN THE SOCIAL AND 

POLITICAL CLIMATE OF THE FRENCH RENAISSANCE 

The above t h e o l o g i c a l understandings of femaleness 

c l a r i f i e d by Renaissance exegetes have t h e i r influence 

upon, and are challenged by an emerging consciousness of 

n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y and s e c u l a r p o l i t i c a l s t a t u s on the part 

of the C a t h o l i c French court, which had begun to a s s e r t a 

measure of independence from Rome and to parade the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of i t s own noble lineage under the 

j u r i s d i c t i o n of the Very C h r i s t i a n King. T h i s court, shaped 

by the e c l e c t i c humanist and a r t i s t i c t a s t e s of Francois I , 

was to e s t a b l i s h i t s own p h i l o s o p h i c a l credo informed by 

the emerging Neoplatonic d o c t r i n e s of the I t a l i a n 

academies, which o p t i m i s t i c a l l y affirmed the s t a t u s and 

p o t e n t i a l of the i n d i v i d u a l governed by reason. Moulded 

i n t o a s o c i a l form, these philosophies offered a new r o l e 

and s i g n i f i c a n c e to high-ranking women who, by v i r t u e of 

blood and s t a t u s , were enabled to a r t i c u l a t e an independent 
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v o i c e w i t h i n t h i s court. T h e i r unique p o s i t i o n was, as 

chapter three w i l l c l a r i f y , e x p l o i t e d and defined by a move 

to give the popular Neoplatonic ethos of the time a s o c i a l 

context, an aim achieved by a s s o c i a t i n g i t s s o c i a l p r a c t i c e 

with the game of love.^'^ I n turn, the worth of the female 

sex as a s o c i a l being was the cause of much hypothetical 

s p e c u l a t i o n , both w i t h i n the court and amongst the l i t e r a t e 

bourgeoisie who observed i t s movements, speculation 

provoked, amongst other t h i n g s , by the p o l i t i c a l power 

wielded by c e r t a i n noblewomen and by the s p e c i a l function 

accorded to them by the new love d i s c o u r s e . 

Numerous authors e x p l o i t e d the present popularity of 

t h i s debate, c a l l e d the Querelie des Femmes, which had 

commenced i n the l a t e r medieval period and which spanned 

the Renaissance. I n the s i x t e e n t h century, the debate 

expanded to dispute the c o n t r i b u t i o n of women to s o c i e t y i n 

the wake of the new t h e o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s and the 

aforementioned l i t e r a r y / p h i l o s o p h i c a l developments which 

queried accepted medieval presumptions and p r a c t i c e s 

towards them, though i t d i d not dispense with t r a d i t i o n a l 

pro- and anti-female r h e t o r i c i n the p r o c e s s . E a r l i e r 

t e x t s , notably the Roman de la Rose by Guillaume de L o r r i s 

and Jean de Meung, had presented p i c t u r e s of women i n 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c terms of unattainable p e r f e c t i o n or base 

s e n s u a l i t y . The argument f o r a proper v a l o r i z a t i o n of the 

female sex which surfaced i n sixteenth-century France can 

a l s o be t r a c e d back to C h r i s t i n e de Pisan's l u c i d defence 

of women, the C i t e des Dames, w r i t t e n i n the e a r l y 



40 

f i f t e e n t h century, i n which the author r e t a l i a t e s strongly 

a g a i n s t the suggestion t h a t the female sex i s by nature 

i n f e r i o r , and d e c l a r e s t h a t any l a c k i n the moral or 

i n t e l l e c t u a l c a p a c i t i e s of women i s due to a disadvantage 

of education alone. C h r i s t i n e sought to undermine the 

p a t r i a r c h a l d i s c o u r s e which p o s i t e d women as weak and e v i l , 

but could not perceive a means of f r e e i n g women from the 

s o c i a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of male p o l i t i c a l domination. She 

concludes t h a t women must f i n d strength i n t h e i r s u f f e r i n g 

and be always v i r t u o u s , accepting a subservient p o s i t i o n i n 

the marriage c o n t r a c t and ensuring t h a t t h e i r c h a s t i t y i s 

preserved outside of marriage i n order not to provide the 

male sex with food f o r slander. Her c i t e may be a 

' p s y c h o l o g i c a l defense' a g a i n s t the i n j u s t i c e s meted out to 

her sex, but i t cannot be an e a r t h l y Utopia. 

Few of the t e x t s which contributed to the Quereile i n 

the Renaissance emanated from the inner sanctum of the 

court, although many derived t h e i r content from the 

s u c c i n c t p r e s e n t a t i o n of the theme i n C a s t i g l i o n e ' s 

C o u r t i e r . Here general observations p e r t a i n i n g to the 

s t a t u s and worth of women are i n t e r s p e r s e d with p a r t i c u l a r 

r e f e r e n c e s to the r o l e of the noMewoman, and the work i s 

often more s p e c i f i c to the rank of n o b i l i t y than French 

Quereile w r i t e r s sought to be. The tenor of many of the 

g e n e r i c remarks about women to be found i n t h i s t e x t , both 

p o s i t i v e and negative, i s echoed by the Quereile w r i t e r s , 

however, and the thematic strands a i r e d i n C a s t i g l i o n e ' s 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































