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Аннотация
In the Middle Ages much like today, the vagina conjured fear and repulsion, yet it held an undeniable allure. In The Medieval Vagina, the authors explore this paradox while unearthing medieval myths, attitudes and contradictions surrounding this uniquely feminine and deeply mysterious organ. What euphemisms did medieval people have for the vagina? Did medieval women use birth control? How was rape viewed in the Middle Ages? How was the vagina incorporated into literature, poetry, music, and art? How did medieval women cope with menstruation? 
The Medieval Vagina delves into these topics, and others, while introducing the reader to a collection of fascinating medieval women�� Pope Joan, Lady Frances Howard, Margery Kempe, Sister Benedetta Carlini, and Chaucer�s Wife of Bath�� who all shaped our view of the medieval vagina. The Medieval Vagina takes a quick-paced, humorous peek into the medieval world; a time when religious authority combined with newly-emerging science and medicine, classic literature, and folklore to form a deeply patriarchal society. It may have been a man�s world, but the vagina triumphed over oppression and misogyny.


Karen Harris and Lori Caskey-Sigety
THE MEDIEVAL VAGINA
A HYSTERICAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE OF ALL THINGS VAGINAL DURING THE MIDDLE AGES


About the Cover Photograph

I snapped the photograph that appears on the cover of this book while visiting Scotland and England in June 2013. The photograph is the entrance to Bothwell, a 15th century castle near Glasgow, Scotland. Interestingly, I was a castle virgin before visiting Europe for the first time, so this photograph is particularly fitting for this book.
~ Lori Caskey-Sigety


Welcome to the MV!

The Medieval Vagina, or the MV as we have come to call it, is intended to offer readers a glimpse of the most feminine of body parts during one particular moment in time. This book is for the feminist. It is for the historian. It is for the medievalist. It is for the humorist. It is for the curious male. It is for the lover of the unusual, the weird, the quirky, and the slightly vulgar. It is for anyone who appreciates the uniquely female organ that plays a key role in progeny, pleasure, punishment and peccadillo.
Any student of the medieval era worth his/her salt will no doubt be familiar with Geoffrey Chaucer�s Canterbury Tales, arguably one of the most important literary works of the Middle Ages. In this work, the proto-feminist Wife of Bath mentions a well-known fable of the time in which a man and a lion ponder a painting depicting a man killing a lion. The lion observes that, had a member of his own species painted the picture, the outcome would be different; it would have shown a lion defeating a man. Just as the artist naturally paints himself in the dominant role as the victor, the documentarians of history favor their own kind. We know that the recorders of medieval history had one key commonality�� all were sans vagina. The Middle Ages, as with most of human history, was a time of great inequality between the genders. The balance of power favored those with a penis. Men, as the bookkeepers of history, overlooked and/or minimized the role of women, choosing instead to highlight their own masculine accomplishments. This book is an attempt to, like the lion in the fable, reconstitute the bits of evidence that remains about women, gender roles, sexuality, power, equality, and the vagina to textually paint a picture that is quite different from the one painted by medieval men as they recorded histories. In a warped sense, one could say that The Medieval Vagina offers a view of an historical time period through the vaginal lens, with a comical twist.
While the authors immersed themselves in researching the Middle Ages, it was their goal to present the volume of academic information in a format that is not only accessible, but fun, light and entertaining. With that objective in mind, Karen Harris and Lori Caskey-Sigety wrote The Medieval Vagina with a fast-paced blend of academic research and biting sarcasm while examining the medieval attitudes, misconceptions, and myths surrounding the vagina. The authors hope to produce a chuckle, snort, or snicker from the readers, as well as a plethora of other emotions�� disgust, indignation, injustice, helplessness, along with fascination, wonder, pride, and appreciation. Readers of this book come away with new-found information about the two key words in the title: the medieval time period and the vagina.
Each chapter of The Medieval Vagina is a stand-alone study of its topic, ranging from vaginal torture devices, vaginal references in medieval music to prostitution, rape, and childbirth in the Middle Ages, however, taken as a whole, this book shows the triumph of the vagina� how medieval women embraced their feminine organ amid a sea of men who were either repulsed by or attracted to it.
The authors, Karen Harris and Lori Caskey-Sigety, met as graduate students at Indiana University South Bend and shared a similar writing style, one that sprinkles a pinch of levity on top of the typically dry and humorless academic research writing. The idea for The Medieval Vagina emerged from Harris�s master�s thesis project and a series of Facebook messages between her and Sigety. Drawing on Sigety�s experience in publishing and with encouragement from their husbands, instructors and fellow graduate students, Harris and Sigety embarked on a journey of discovery and research to simultaneously unearth all things medieval and all things vaginal. The culmination of their research is The Medieval Vagina, a collection of evidence showing that, although the Middle Ages was a male-dominated era, there was no escaping the mysterious allure and frightening repulsion of this unique, multi-functional, feminine organ�� and that is the paradox of the vagina.

THE VIRGINITY


Chapter Overview

Virginity was more complicated in the medieval times, because not only was the vagina attached to the woman, but it was enmeshed with a variety of moral and societal issues. Medieval virginity caused the polarization and unequal separation of men and women; the church, controlled by men, was also heavily invested and involved in the protection and preservation of a woman�s precious maidenhood. Medieval virginity testing was used by the church and families in order to control and ensure that women were moral and pure. (Never mind the fact that there isn�t much�if any�information on penile virginity testing for men.) Finally, since the main focus was on hymen preservation come hell-or-high water, women had to go to great lengths to either maintain or restore the coveted medieval cherry.
The following chapters discuss polarization of men and women in the medieval times; feature examples of intrusive medieval virginity testing; and provide the lengths that women went through to give the illusion of being the medieval virgin.

Polarizing Virginity

She nevere cessed, as I writen fynde,
Of hir preyere and God to love and drede,
Bisekynge hym to kepe hir maydenhede.

~ Geoffrey Chaucer, The Second Nun�s Tale, The Canterbury Tales


The concept of medieval virginity was both complex and contradictory. All involved parties�� the church, the crown, men�� agreed that virginity was a good and desirable thing for women to hold on to, guarding it against both internal worldly desire and external horny boys until� It is when we get to the �until� part that opinions begin to differ. The religious authority viewed virginity as a way to eternal salvation while the secular authority saw virginity as the ideal state of being for an unmarried maiden who will then relinquish her virginity to her husband upon marriage. Herein lays the dichotomy of virginity; should women aspire to be like the Virgin Mary, forever chaste, or like a whore, albeit a married, monogamous one, engaging in immoral sex. The virgin-whore paradox.
To understand the polarized view of virginity, it is first necessary to understand the polarized view of sex in the Middle Ages. Sexual intercourse was not seen as entirely sinful because, it was thought, God would not create such a necessary act, then make it sinful. Only through sex could humans go forth and multiply, as per God�s command. Sex, however, was an awful lot of fun. It was the pleasure derived from a roll in the sheets that was immoral, and this sets up the contrasting idea that sex is both good and bad. Likewise, virginity was viewed as both good and bad. So many paradoxes.
First, the good. Virginity was a necessary trait of a bride and the only way that a bridegroom could be certain that any child born was his, ensuring that inheritance was passed on to a true heir and not some bastard child from his wife�s adulterous fling. The importance of virginity in the Middle Ages was so high that a monetary value was assigned to it. Prospective grooms sought out virgin brides, who often came to the marriage with larger dowries than non-virgins. The combination meant that the maiden�s virginity was turned into a commodity, a commodity which was offered to the highest bidder, or at least to the honorable gentleman, who could most benefit the girl�s family, be it through land, alliance, power, or coin. So in this regard, virginity was good (and a type of goods) until it was parlayed into an ideal marriage.
The church, however, felt that maidens should hold on to that virginity even longer�like forever! The church explained to young girls that donating their dowries to the church coffers and taking the vows to become a nun, thus committing to lifelong virginity, was the ideal way to guarantee passage into Heaven. In this scenario, the father of the new nun has paid the same amount to the church as he would have to a husband, but he does not get an alliance, land, or power in exchange. And he doesn�t even get grandchildren. As much as the clergy tried to spin this scenario as the best option for young girls, many families disagreed.
This debate boiled down to one question: is virginity a consumable commodity that is meant to be spent or a treasure meant to be kept safe and unharmed both on earth and into the heavenly afterlife?
This same either/or pigeon-holing concerning virginity extended to medieval women in general. A woman was viewed as either a virgin or a whore, with little or no gray area in-between. The extreme polarized view, of course, was not representational of the average medieval woman who was a faithful wife and mother�� clearly not a whore, but also not a virgin. We should note that this same sort of dichotomy did not exist for medieval men, who were not nearly as interested in the sexual escapades of other men as they were with women. Indeed, women personified the very polarization that was so problematic in the Middle Ages. Women were at the opposite end of the spectrum from men, and that end was lower, weaker, and misogynistic. Women are not men, which means they are considered as inferior and, somehow, unnatural. Yet men need women, for without them, the human race dies out. So, does the power to give life elevate women to the same status as men? To answer yes would have shook the very foundation of medieval life! That would totally rock their world! With a few notable exceptions, women in medieval literature were stereotyped by the virgin-whore poles, as either saintly nuns who could resist sexual temptation, or as whores who would seduce men into joining them in immoral lust. These literary role models only served to reinforce the misogynistic stereotypes.
Now, let us add to the debate the side-effect of having sex: children. People of the Middle Ages witnessed the depletion of cities and villages due to the Great Plagues that rolled through Europe, killing nearly a third of the population. Human extinction was on the thoughts of the survivors and the best way to repopulate a land is to start popping out babies. Ah, but here is the catch: should we continue to tell people that sex is immoral while at the same time encouraging more sex for procreation? That is a dilemma�
We also see this tendency to polarize impacting the medieval view of the vagina itself. On one hand, it is an object of depraved carnal yearning and desire. But on the other hand, the vagina is the beautiful, magical, life-giving organ. Polarizing virginity, polarizing sex, polarizing women, polarizing vagina. Clearly, we need to peer more closely at the tiny sliver of gray area between the poles.

Medieval Virginity Testing: Don�t Bother to Study

This Dame was inspected but Fraud interjected
A maid of more perfection
Whom the midwives did handles whilest the knight held the candle
O there was a clear inspection.

~ Courtly ditty sung about Lady Frances Howard


A unique feature of the vagina is that it comes hermetically sealed. For centuries, that seal�the hymen�has been the traditional marker of virginity. An intact hymen, or virgo intacta, makes it quite convenient for the dominant male factions of society (the clergy, the courts, the crown, dads, and future husbands), who are the ones who have assigned a high moral and monetary value to virginity, to determine its presence. Comparatively, male virginity has a low market value, perhaps because there is no tangible entanglement that could arise from a promiscuous penis. Or perhaps it is because the penis bears no physical signs of its philandering. Not so the vagina. A broken hymen betrays the vagina, proving to the world (or whoever looks) that the magical seal has been forever broken; that its contents have been tampered with and soiled.
Before we look at the various types of medieval virginity tests�� and ways in which crafty women cheated on these tests�� it is important to re-emphasize the reasons why virginity testing was necessary in the Middle Ages. While we would love to explain that medieval men were only concerned with the virtues and purities of their ladies for morality�s sake, it paints a distorted picture in which the men are noble and protective when, in fact, their motivation for administering virginity tests was, for the most part, purely selfish. Simply put, they wanted to know that their babies were legit. Remember, no paternity testing equals no way to find out who the baby daddy is.
Truly, the best solution was for a man to marry a virgin so he knows without a doubt that he has boldly gone where no man has gone before. And since women are pretty darn good actresses in bed, a bridegroom couldn�t count on blushing awkwardness as proof of virginity, therefore more concrete means of establishing virginity grew out of necessity.
The obvious way to check a woman�s virginity status was to inspect the hymen. While this was commonplace, it was not foolproof. Some women are born without hymens. Others rupture theirs prematurely doing a strenuous activity, like riding a horse or doing manual labor, daily doings for the majority of medieval maidens. Other times, like the damsel in the ditty that we used to open this chapter, women had to fake their hymen inspections to feign virginity. Hers is a rather crazy, yet true, story. (Seriously, we can�t make this stuff up.)
Lady Frances Howard was her name. When she was just 14, her parents married her off to a 13-year old boy, Robert Devereux, third earl of Essex, who, shortly after the wedding, was sent on an extended tour of the continent. It was customary for upper class families to force their youngsters into arranged marriages as a way to unite the families for political and economic gain. And to show that the parents were not total perverts, they kept the newlyweds away from each other until they were deemed �old enough� to have sex. The problem Lady Frances had was, by the time her pre-pubescent husband returned from his trip in 1609, she had fallen in love with someone else.
Lady Frances didn�t just pine from afar; she acted on her feelings and carried on a secret sexual affair with Robert Carr, the first earl of Somerset. So when the first husband inconveniently returned, Lady Frances was cold, badgering, and mean towards him. She most likely thought that he would ignore her and take his own lover, leaving her free to carry on her carrying on.
Apparently, he didn�t take the hint, because soon Lady Frances appealed to the courts for an annulment, claiming that the marriage was never consummated. The good, scandal-loving people of the court closely followed the details of this case and sensationalized the key players, chiefly Lady Frances. At one point during the annulment proceedings, Lady Frances lamented that, despite all her attempts to be compliant to her husband, she was, alas, still a virgin. She tried, she claimed, to satisfy her husband and fulfill her wifely duty, but, she also claimed, the Earl of Essex simply couldn�t get the job done. A virginity test was ordered to see if Lady Frances�s first claim was true.
Declaring modesty (after all, she was still a virgin� wink wink), Lady Frances asked to wear a veil during her examination, giving fodder to the conspiracy theories that were to come. Rumors circulated through court that a more virtuous maiden, reportedly the daughter of Sir Thomas Monson, was the substitute vagina for the testing, which was administered by ten courtly matrons and two midwives, under the discreet supervision of representatives of the court. Lo and behold� Lady Frances (or should we say �Lady Frances� with exaggerated air-quotes) was declared an intact virgin to the cheers of the awaiting crowds.
Now all the courtly busy-bodies started pointing their fingers at the Earl of Essex, whispering about his erectile dysfunction. To put the rumor to rest and to disprove Lady Frances�s second claim, the Earl strolled up to a group of his male buddies gathered in the courtyard one morning. The Earl lifted his night-shirt, displaying his little soldier, standing at attention for all to see, thus proving that his plumbing worked well enough to deflower Lady Frances, had he wanted to. He declared he avoided his wife because of her snarly disposition, stating �she reviled him, and miscalled him, terming him a cow, and coward, and beast.�
More accusations were flung, including hints of witchcraft and Satanism and even a murder plot, but the annulment of the marriage of Lady Frances and the Earl of Essex was granted on September 25, 1613. The annulment was based primarily on the results of her fraudulent virginity test, leaving Frances free to marry her lover, the Earl of Somerset on December 26, 1613.
A pelvic exam wasn�t the only means of testing a maiden�s virgin status. Often the best proof of virginity was the loss of it. The blood-stained sheets from the honeymoon romp were proof positive that the new bride was pure.
This concept is centuries old and can even be found in the Bible, in Deuteronomy 22:17, �And, lo, he hath given occasions of speech against her, saying, I found not thy daughter a maid; and yet these are the tokens of my daughter�s virginity. And they shall spread the cloth before the elders of the city.�
One common legend was that Katherine of Aragon held onto her wedding night sheets for three decades and was able to present them during the annulment case brought against her by Henry�VIII. Yes, the bloody bedding could be on public display for all to see. And this wasn�t humiliating at all. Blushing brides were proud to be able to verify their purity with what Robert Burton coined the �first night�s bloody napkin� in his 1621 book, Anatomy of Melancholy. Yet even bloody napkins could be faked, and often they were.
Blood was easy to acquire in the Middle Ages. The agrarian lifestyle with freshly butchered dinners ensured that an experienced bride could find a bit of blood, most likely chicken blood, to simulate her loss of virginity. Vials of animal blood could be hidden in a medieval negligee or piece of jewelry and dribbled onto the sheets when the groom was distracted. Or if the groom was really distracted, a cunning, tarnished bride could even slip a whole different person in his bed without his knowledge. It was unusually dark (no electricity) in a castle bedchamber, and we assume the groom was so eager to boink his new bride that he was like a horse (probably, a stallion) with blinders on� blocking out the face for the more tantalizing parts, making it easy for a surrogate virgin to step up to the plate.
Inconceivable, you say! Who would sacrifice her own virginity so that another woman could save face with her new husband? We aren�t certain this ever happened in real life, but it was the plot of The Changeling, the acclaimed 1622 play by Thomas Middleton and William Rowley.
For a medieval play, The Changeling was dripping with sexual innuendos and adult themes and situations (definitely R-rated stuff). For our purposes, we are going to skip ahead to Act IV, Scene 1 in which the main character, Beatrice, has already slept with her lover, De Flores, but she just married Alsemero, so she was stressing that her groom will discover her past infidelity when there is no blood on the wedding night sheets.
Snooping in Alsemero�s closet, Beatrice finds a cache of medicine, including a pregnancy test and a virginity test. In walks her loyal maid, Diaphanta, and both girls take both tests. Neither is pregnant. Diaphanta is a virgin, but Beatrice is not. Beatrice offers her maid 1000 ducats to take her place in Alsermero�s wedding night bed. Diaphanta, who needs the cash, agrees and the switch is made. We won�t detail the outcome of this but (spoiler alert) it doesn�t end well for either Beatrice or Diaphanta.
So here we have references to virginity testing, �first night�s bloody napkin�, and a sneaky-sneak way of getting around it. We are not sure what this virginity test kit in The Changeling included but it appears to have been accurate. Other means of testing virginity status were not grounded in medical or scientific fact but in magic and folklore, which meant the results were unreliable and open to interpretation.
Virgins, according to legends and myths, could do all kinds of hocus-pocus that was chalked up to their virgo intacta. A virgin could hold running water in her hands, calm angry bees, fit into clothing unpure women couldn�t wear, tame wild beasts, and hold her pee. Really! We know that childbirth can ruin a lady�s bladder but medieval folks thought regular ol� sex did, too. And this idea found its way into medical books from the Middle Ages.
Basically, the dame in question was given copious amounts of a diuretic cocktail to drink. If she pissed afterwards, she was not a virgin. Historians and scholars believe that most of the recipes for this kind of virginity test all derive from Pliny the Elder�s potion in his History of the World, written some four hundred-plus years before the start of the Middle Ages. The key ingredient seems to be black lignite, or powdered jet.
Pliny the Elder wrote, �if a woman drink it fasting presently it provoketh urine, if she be not a pure virgin.� St. Albertus Magnus, also known by the modest moniker Albert the Great, wrote in his 13th century Book of Secrets that mere contact with the lignite stone could solve a virginity question. �If the stone be broken and washed, or given to a woman to be washed, if she be not a virgin, she will piss soon, if she be a virgin, she will not piss,� he wrote.
Examining the urine could also establish virginity status. A virgin�s pee sample was said to be clear and sparkling whereas an experienced �maiden� passed cloudy pee. We chuckle to imagine what conclusion would be drawn from a woman who recently ate asparagus! Virginity testing played a pivotal role in medieval dramas and literature but there is something rather unromantic about pee, therefore some authors opted to romanticize the process. In James Shirley�s Hyde Park, written in 1632, the play�s hero declares, �I�ll know�t by a kiss, better than any doctor by her urine.�
This connection between peeing and virginity is closely connected to one of the other folkloric legends� virgins holding running water in their hands. Virgins were tested by drinking from a horn or cup. If she was a sullied maiden, she would spill or dribble the drink. If a virgin crossed a stream, the water would remain clear, yet if an impure dame traversed the stream, the water would become cloudy and muddy.
One common way to test a maiden�s virginity status was to hand her a sieve and see if, in her pure and virginal hands, it would hold water. A leaky sieve, like a leaky bladder, was bad news. The metaphor of the water-tight sieve was so prevalent in the Middle Ages that this symbol can be seen in art and literature of the time. Cesare Ripa�s 1611 woodcut illustration depicts the personification of Chastity, fighting off Cupid with one hand while holding a sieve in the other. The famous 1579 painting of Queen Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, shows her holding a sieve.
Medieval lore also offers tips for women to �cheat� the sieve test. One needed only to coat the inside of the sieve with lanoline to make it watertight. If the ability to hold her fluid was a hallmark of a good little virgin, the passing of water in general�� urine, tears, water�� all seemed to point to a wicked woman.
The metaphor extended, as metaphors are wont to do, to include not only actual fluid, but verbal fluid as well. A talkative, gossipy woman became synonymous with loose morals; after all, if she easily opened one orifice, she would open them all. Again, we are reminded of Chaucer�s Wife of Bath, who rambles on and on in her lengthy Prologue before she even gets around to telling her tale.
This chapter touches on several different ways in which virginity status was verified, as well as ways clever maidens cheated the test. There is one other means by which the virginity test could be defrauded and this concerns the test�s administrator instead of the testee. In the overwhelming number of cases, midwives or matrons were called upon to authenticate virginity status. Sympathetic proctors, in an empowering show of medieval sisterhood, doctored the results to protect their fellow woman. Talk about girl-power!
It seems fitting to us that medieval women would band together to protect one another from the paternal wrath of the dominant gender, especially when reminded why these virginity tests were administered. It would have made sense for women to support each other, but in medieval times, society dictated that fathers and husbands knew best and exercised this power over their daughters, sisters, and wives. Clearly, ascertaining virginity was more about control and ownership, than with equality and ideals.

Born-Again Virgins

�I was to ask my confessor to let me wear my white clothes again, for he had made me give them up.�
~ The Book of Margery Kempe, completed in 1438

Virginity in the Middle Ages was a valuable commodity, but alas, it was not a renewable resource. Once it�s gone, it�s gone. St. Jerome remarked on this in his famous Letter to Eustochium: �Although God is able to do anything, he cannot raise a virgin after she has been defiled.� His mere words, however, did not dissuade women, either those conscious of the economic value of virginity or ones attempting to erase a bad decision or two, from trying to resurrect this commodity.
Much like virginity testing, virginity restoration had one stiletto in the medical world and the other in the realm of mysticism and spirituality. Actual potions and remedies for restoring virginity were detailed in ancient and medieval texts, such as the Hebrew Book of Women�s Love. One recipe called for one to �take myrtle leaves and boil them well with water until only a third part remains; then, take nettles without prickles and boil them in this water until a third remains. She must wash her secret parts with this water in the morning and at bedtime, up to nine days� to reinstate virginity status. The Book of Women�s Love includes another quickie virginity-restoring concoction, in case one needed immediate results. The passage from this book read, �take nutmeg and grind it to a powder; put it in that place and virginity will be restored immediately�. Nutmeg. Who knew?
Several literary references exist claiming that alum, or alum water, could shrink the vaginal opening, giving the illusion of regained virginity. Alum, for you non-chemistry majors, is a chemical compound of hydrated potassium aluminum sulfate, which probably means absolutely nothing to you unless you were said chemistry major. For us layfolks, alum is used in the pickling process, to tan leathers, and to help set the dye in woolen textiles. Medically, alum was also used as an astringent because it could shrink skin, specifically vaginal skin, leading to its use as a vagi-tightener.
In the 1684 play, Sodom, or the Quintessence of Debauchery, which has been attributed to John Wilmot, the Second Earl of Rochester, it is written that a �cunt wash�t with alum makes a whore a maid.� John Baptista Porta, known as the �professor of secrets�, wrote in his most famous work, the 1558 Natural Magick, about alum, �a woman deflowered made a virgin again.� Ovid, in 1684, commented that �water impregnated with alum, or other astringents used by old experienced traders, to counterfeit virginity� and Samuel Pepys, in 1620, noted alum as �a water that can restore a Maydenhead that�s vanish�t�. No more eloquent reference to alum water as a virginity restoration than that of the medieval satirist Thomas Brown who wrote in his Letters From the Dead to the Living, published in 1702, about a young girl who �too prodigally distributed les derniers faveurs� had so strangely dilated the gates du citadel d�amour, that one might have marched a regiment of dragoons through them� with half a dozen drops of my Aqua Styptica Hymenealis, I so contracted all the avenues of the aforesaid citadel that the Yorkshire knight that married her spent above a hundred small-short against the walls, and bombarded the fortress full forenight before he could enter it.�
All this fancy talk and references to a �fortress of love� simply means that there was once a young woman with a loose vagina. So loose was her vagina, in fact, that an army could march through. But after using an alum water restorative, this same young lady had such a tight vagina that it took her knightly husband two weeks to penetrate her. (Sounds like this poor girl over-dosed on the alum water.)
Virginity could also be reclaimed by fumigation. This method was particularly unpleasant, as the fumigator contained heated steam (Ouch!) and the unpleasant substance used in the smelling pots caused patients to gag and vomit. All and all, it made for an awkward afternoon. But women left feeling virginal, albeit with second-degree burns and a queasy stomach.
Even more awkward was the use of perfumed resin, suppositories, and rings that were inserted into the vagina of medieval women. These devices acted like a surrogate hymen, giving resistance during sexual penetration and thus, tricking the partner into thinking he was screwing a virgo intacta. We don�t know about you, but we see a big potential for embarrassment with this idea. Can you say awkward?
Other virginity restoration techniques concerned the spiritual realm rather than the physical. In the Penitential of Finnian, written in the early years of the Middle Ages (525-550), a penance is offered as a way to reclaim absent virginity. This is also a lengthy process, for �She must live for six years on bread and water and in the seventh year, she shall be joined to the alter; and them we say her crown can be restored and she may don a white robe and be pronounced a virgin.� Gives new meaning to the phrase �seven year itch�.
The color white, long a symbol of cleanliness and purity, was reserved for virgins only during the Middle Ages, and served as an outward representation of their chastity and virgo intacta. A married woman with children who desires to wear the virginal white was considered a heretic.
Such was the case with Margery Kempe, who lived somewhere between 1373 and 1440, and penned what is thought to be the first female autobiographical work, now coined The Book of Margery Kempe. Margery was a bit of a religious zealot and nut case who, although she was married and birthed fourteen kids, mourned incessantly for her lost virginity, believing the propaganda of the day that God preferred virgins and that chastity led to the kingdom of Heaven.
Her husband, John, expected her to perform her wifely duty and give him some booty, but Margery whined and complained so much that the two finally struck a deal. John would stop the sexual advances and allow Margery to live the remainder of her life chaste and free of fleshly desires. What a guy! Oh, there was one other little caveat to their bargain. Margery, a milliner who managed to save a few shillings, would pay off John�s debts. We find this somewhat empowering� reverse prostitution, if you will. If a man is able to pay a woman for the use of her vagina, then Margery could pay a man to keep her vagina to herself. Still, in a perfect world, the pocketbook should stay out of the bedroom.
But back to Margery� After the deal with her husband, Margery tried to live like any good virgin would. She moved out of her husband�s house. She prayed a lot. She went on pilgrimages. And she wore white. In the medieval virgin-whore binary, there was no place for divorcees or born-again virgins. Margery contended that she was akin to a real virgin in that Christ has declared her �a maiden in her soul.� She also claimed that Christ had given her permission to wear virginal white clothing, a move that confused and angered the townspeople and the Church and gave rise to the quote from The Book of Margery Kempe that we used at the opening of this chapter.
In keeping with her name, the Virgin Mary made appearances in numerous medieval texts as a virginity doctor. Stories abound about helpless maidens whose virginity was taken by rape, but the Virgin Mary would appear and assure the victim that her virginity would be restored, even if a child was born.
Sometimes, the maiden didn�t need to be the victim of a rape for the Virgin Mary to make her a born-again virgin. The maiden just needed to feel really, really guilty about her fornication. The great Albert the Great included an anecdote about one particular young virgin who gave in to temptation. Afterwards, she was so overwhelmed with guilt that she tried three times to take her own life. During the third attempt, the girl cut herself open to surgically remove the lust that was polluting her body. It was then that the Virgin Mary appeared and pronounced the girl to be a virgin anew.
Reclaiming what was once lost is tough endeavor. The sexual experience status of a medieval woman was very much a public matter, because her virginity, so they thought in the Middle Ages, was not hers. Rather, a woman�s intact hymen, and ultimately her entire vagina, was �owned� by a man, either her father or her husband. Coupling this thought with the economic and spiritual value of virginity, and it is no wonder that experienced ladies sought to get back their most valued asset. Praying, alum water, and nutmeg aside, we all know that you can�t fool Mother Nature.
To sum up, the maiden vagina was a source of commodity, currency, dowry, and negotiation�although possessed by women, it was in a sense owned by society. Medieval women went to measures extreme and small�� pun intended�� to maintain counterfeit, preserved, and renewed chastity. Fumigation and other extreme methods to preserve the sacred hymen proved how important virginity was in the medieval times.

The Vagina Under Lock and Key: Chastity Belts

�A chastity belt! That�s going to chafe my willy!�
~ line spoken by Sheriff of Rottingham in the 1993 movie Robin Hood: Men in Tights

When most people think about medieval virginity and sexuality, images of the chastity belt pop into their heads (go ahead, admit it!). We have long equated the chastity belt�� a metal contraption worn by a woman to metaphorically lower the portcullis on her vagina�� with the medieval era. There are plenty of tales about heroic knights who, before riding off to fight in the Crusades (with a key in his armor pocket), slap chastity belts on their ladies to ensure that she remains faithful during his absence. But these stories are unsubstantiated and most likely they were invented later and incorporated into the romantic legends about lusty medieval knights and their hot, horny ladies. In reality, chastity belts were more of a Renaissance era fad, but because so many people mentally link the chastity belt with the Middle Ages, we decided to include some information about them.
As the name implies, the chastity belt was designed to preserve a woman�s chastity because she obviously couldn�t be trusted to do it herself. Like the crusading knights, distrustful husbands could lock up wives� vaginas to make sure she doesn�t give in to temptation. The belt was also used to thwart rape and to discourage masturbation. Most scholars agree that the belt was used, but only occasionally, in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries. It gained popularity during the nineteenth century as an anti-masturbation device, often prescribed by doctors.
We may think of the chastity belt as the tangible manifestation of misogyny but the invention of the chastity belt is credited to a woman�� a rather intriguing woman whose reputation has gone through more ups and downs than a middle school girl�s popularity. By most accounts Semiramis was an Assyrian queen who we would now diagnose as a nymphomaniac. For example, she built pleasure gardens where she could lure young soldiers into her sexual embrace. After Semiramis had had her way with the hapless soldiers, she ordered them to be killed. (Yikes!) She also carried on an incestuous relationship with her own young son. (Apparently she also changed marriage laws to permit child marriages.)
Semiramis also had a terrific jealous streak. So afraid was she that the women in her household would seduce her son that she ordered all the women to wear a locked chastity belt of her own design. So the invention of the chastity belt had less to do about a man locking up �his� vagina to protect it for himself and more to do with a woman protecting �her� penis from other vaginas. Hmm.
Konrad Kyeser von Eichstatt included a sketch of a chastity belt in his 1405 book Bellifortis, which roughly translates to �strong fortress�. Although this is a book about medieval military strategies and techniques, it is easy to see how the chastity belt could fit, metaphorically, into this category with the vagina becoming the fortress in need of protection. Von Eichstatt�s drawing depicts a heavy and awkward-looking chastity belt that would not have been comfortable to wear (not that any of them were).
Later, chastity belts from the Renaissance period included padded velvet linings to prevent metal-on-skin abrasions and infections. Several belts from this era remain and can be seen on display at various European museums. In fact, a Paris museum has two chastity belts in its collection that once protected the vaginas of Catherine de Medici and Anna of Austria
Long linked with the medieval era, chastity belts were actually invented in antiquity (and by a woman!) and popularized in the centuries after the end of the Middle Ages. We certainly don�t want to perpetuate the myth that knights employed chastity belts to force faithfulness on their wives but instead call attention to the very concepts behind the device: the value and ownership of the vagina. We tend to lock up items of value. This means the vagina has value and is worthy of protecting. Yet the ownership of the vagina must also be considered for it is men who lock up the vagina (except in the case of Semiramis)�� either because they don�t trust the women or they don�t trust the men around her. What we infer from this is that, in the male dominated culture, men took ownership of the valuable vagina.

THE MENSTRUATION


Chapter Overview

Not much has changed in 600-plus years. As women continue to bleed from their vaginas once a month and men continue to be freaked out by it, history repeats itself. Ladies on their periods are still a mystery to men, who fear mood swings, irrational behavior, and they certainly fear the blood itself. That wonderful place where men used to go for frolic and fornication turns into a raging, foul mess for a few days or longer each month. The vagina, once their friend, is now a repulsive foe.
Women will agree that menstruating is gross, painful, and inconvenient, but it is also comforting and familiar and downright feminine. Menstruation is a reminder of our femininity and fertility. Menstruation is a monthly ordeal that strengthens the bonds of sisterhood. The shared female experience is foreign to men. Even today, as much as they may be able to sympathize, men cannot empathize. The unknown is prime breeding ground for misinformation, as was the case in the Middle Ages, therefore spawning wild speculation and pseudo-scientific half-truths that dominated the long-standing patriarchal view of women and menstruation.
The following sections offer insight into the medieval mindset about menstruation, which includes a mixture of mysticism and medicine, while providing us with terrific examples of just how fearsome a bleeding woman was to the male-dominated medieval society.

Menstrual Myths and Misconceptions: The Mystique of Aunt Flo and Other Oddities

�Hypatia, rebuffing an importunate lover by spreading a great bundle of her menstruous rags� before him; saying, you men that do so admire at the Elegant shape, and Nitourous Complexion of Women�s upper parts, behold now� the constitution of their lower, the object of all you Lascivious Loves; what a filthy, nasty, detestable sight is here.�
~ Morbus Anglicus by Gideon Harvey, circa mid-1600s

Women are odd, odd creatures. Women bleed without being cut, and women do it regularly. Blood, which the warrior/hunter man associates with injury and death, takes on a paradoxical quality in women. Menstrual blood means life, though this was a concept not widely known in medieval times. Menstrual blood was also thought to have an evil, magical quality. Let us not forget where the blood comes from�the vagina, already a place of both intrigue and repulsion. It is no wonder that the men of antiquity were fearful of menstrual blood and, as with many other aspects of life, their fear combined with suspicion and ignorance.
As a result, menstrual blood became the subject of myths and legends which, of course, did nothing to clarify the issue and advance scientific and medical inquiry. The resulting folklore, stories and legends, in fact, served only to perpetuate the idea that womanly blood was contaminated and laden with evil properties, thus reinforcing the wide held belief that all females should be handled with suspicion and kept in a subservient role.
Certainly much of the patriarchal attitude lingering throughout the Middle Ages can be traced back to the writings of Pliny the Elder in the first century. For a man who never married nor fathered children (in other words, he probably never actually saw a vagina), he claimed to have a deep understanding of the inner workings of women. His studies and findings, as crazy as they seem today, were viewed as scientific fact for hundreds of years. This includes his belief that menstrual blood was an extremely powerful substance. Pliny wrote:
�Contact with [menstrual blood] turns new wine sour, crops touched by it become barren, grafts die, seed in gardens are dried up, the fruit of trees fall off, the edge of steel and the gleam of ivory are dulled, hives of bees die, even bronze and iron are at once seized by rust, and a horrible smell fills the air; to taste it drives dogs mad and infects their bites with an incurable poison.�

The resourceful Pliny even proposed harnessing the poisonous power of Aunt Flo for good. He suggested that menstruating women stroll around the farmers� field stark naked, using their evil, bloody vibes to kill off worms, beetles, mice, and moths. What a concept! Menses as an all-natural pesticide! Pliny claimed to have studied ancient writings in which plagues of insects were banished by hordes of bleeding women, an army of Aunt Flos, who did nothing more than walk through the streets with their skirts hiked up to their waists, freeing the magical and deadly menstrual vapors to do their bidding. Yet no source has been found to substantiate Pliny�s ideas.
A menstruating woman was blamed for cases of medieval Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS). It was thought that a menstruating woman could poison a sleeping infant with just her mere proximity, the evil vapors exuding from her very being. Menstrual blood was thought to be corrosive in nature; therefore menses would eat through a man�s penis if he were tempted to engage in some hanky-panky at an inappropriate time of the month. His lust would have to run pretty rampant to risk losing �manhood� by bedding a bleeder. If that wasn�t enough of a reason for monthly abstinence, a man could remind himself of other potential consequences. A popularly held belief was that if a couple had sex while the woman was on her period, the resulting child would be �puny and red-headed�. A ginger child? (Oh, the horror!)
For the Christian world, which included Medieval England, a woman�s monthly flow was viewed as a form of punishment for feminine wickedness. The biblical account of Eve�s disobedience of God�s command in the Garden of Eden includes the consequence of monthly bleeding for all of Eve�s sisters. Ladies should not seek to stop their monthly flow or relieve any uncomfortable cramps as it was God�s will that women suffer for Eve�s fall from grace (no Pamperin or Midol for her!). In other words, women should just man up. As menstruation was linked to penance for evil and naughtiness during this time period, it was not understood to be a necessity for fertility. (This, they figured out later.)
It is natural, then, that the Church has some tips for dealing with the monthly visitor, yet none of these tips were aimed at providing comfort for the menstruating woman. These rules were, in fact, androcentric and misogynistic. For example, unclean menstruating women could not receive Holy Communion during that time of the month. Specific rules can be found in Leviticus 15:19-30 in which a bleeding damsel is dubbed unclean for seven days. Anyone or anything that she touches will also be unclean during this period�including her husband�who is discouraged from performing his husbandly duties until she is ceremonially cleansed.
After her flow has stopped, the woman is to bring the priest two pigeons or doves which will be sacrificed in her name, cleansing her from her discharge and from the sins of Eve. Two birds were good enough to last about a month, until the whole ordeal started all over again. Random thought: Throughout her childbearing years, the average woman was responsible for the untimely deaths of hundreds of innocent birds. (Seems cruel and unnecessary to us.)
Medieval medical lore concerned itself not only with the existence and quality of menstrual discharge but the quantity of it as well. Too much or too little monthly flow was to blame for a range of problems. An overabundance of blood, for example, could drown a man�s seed and lead to stillborn babies and malformed fetuses. Too light or missed periods could cause a woman to become too masculine and manly. We are not sure if this is a medieval euphemism for a transgendered or lesbian person but unfortunately, in the past, it was seen as quite a pressing problem.
Numerous medical texts of the Middle Ages devoted pages to remedies that could bring on menstrual bleeding, but then again, these could also be viewed as euphemisms for drug-induced abortions. Anyhow, women were encouraged to drink a variety of concoctions such as rue, savin and hyssop, figs, garlic seeds, St. John�s wort, myrrh, Shepard�s purse, or Bishop�s weed. If that didn�t work, these same ingredients could be made into a pessary and inserted into the vagina. Pessaries could also be made using saffron and hazelnuts. With all of these, very specific directions were carefully outlined to ensure success. Rue, for example, could be safely consumed in the evening but could be deadly if drank in the morning. (So much for the �it�s five o�clock somewhere� philosophy.)
Perhaps the strangest, most bizarre myth about menstruation is theory of the wandering womb. Medieval physicians understood that monthly uterine bleeding could cause some discomfort, such as cramps and nausea, to the woman. So the theory developed that other pains were also a result of the uterus, or womb, whether it was in the abdomen or not. Aches and agonies throughout the body must be the result of the womb �travelling� to that area and wrecking its havoc. Seriously! If a woman had an earache or headache, it must be because the womb had migrated to the head. Sore throat? Pesky womb must be in the neck area. Falling arches? Yep, the womb must have gone south. Heart palpitations? You got it! Blame the womb.
Debates raged during this period of history as to whether the womb was a stationary organ or a well-travelled troublemaker. If a woman miscarried, it could be because the womb was in the wrong place when the birthing time came �round. If she had trouble conceiving, perhaps the womb was dodging the seed. All that moving around within the body could cause some strain on the womb which could lead to hysteria, a common female complaint that translates to the �madness of the womb�.
Doctors, even the ones who denounced the theory of the wandering womb, mostly agreed that hysteria occurred when the womb became too full of secretions that were not being released, thus poisoning the body. The prescribed treatment? More sex! The more the better, in fact. Being sexually compliant and submissive to one�s husband, they believed, was the best way to maintain feminine health. Besides, pregnancy would temporarily cure menstrual ailments.
And if that didn�t work, then veins were cut open on the woman�s feet or legs to release the �excess� blood that was somehow trapped in the uterus. In the pre-antiseptic Middle Ages, bloodletting as a �cure� was fraught with risks.
Yes, medieval men have been rather skittish when it comes to womanly bleeding. Menstruation was eyed with fear and disgust, attitudes which were transferred into myths and misconceptions. And in keeping with the prevailing beliefs of the time, these misconceptions contained more than a hint of misogyny. Menstruation, rather than being viewed as a requirement for procreation, was seen as a byproduct of the sinister, evil, wicked ways of Eve, and therefore, the rest of womankind.

Proto-Stayfree, Midol and Tampax: Medieval Feminine Hygiene Products

�Whose names stink worser than your menstr�ous Rags!�
~ Whipping Tom Brought to Light and Exposed to View, author anonymous, 1681[1]

Long before manufacturers started marketing disposable tampons and pads for the cleanliness and convenience of their menstruating female patrons, there was a need for products to lessen the mess associated with the monthly visit from Aunt Flo. Of course, a medieval maiden couldn�t just run down to the local pharmacy for a box of tampons when she started her period. They had to be a bit more ingenious than that. That usually meant using whatever resources were available to craft a medieval version of the common feminine hygiene product we find on drug store shelves today�� pads and tampons.
While there was a need for tampons and pads in medieval times, it may not have been as pressing a need as we would think. Scholars believe that women menstruated less in the Middle Ages. Poor nutrition and hard, laborious work meant less body fat on a medieval maiden and less body fat means fewer periods.
Additionally, women often endured long periods of fasting, either to demonstrate religious devotion or as penitence for some misdeed. The near starvation that resulted from the fasting also impeded regular periods. Also, many women were either perpetually pregnant or nursing infant children. In many cases, breast-feeding lessens the frequency and flow of menstrual discharge.
Lastly, while medieval maidens reached puberty at around 12 to 14 years of age, menopause came earlier with many women experiencing the trademark hot flashes in their mid- to late-thirties. All of these factors were in play during the Middle Ages, and culminated in fewer monthly visitors and a lighter flow.
Because the prevailing biblical view of the time held that women suffered from their monthly visitor as a direct result of Eve�s sinful disobedience and apple snacking in the Garden of Eden, women in the Middle Ages didn�t seek to stop the flow of Aunt Flo. They did, however, look for ways to minimize the stains to their clothing and bedding. Much like today, medieval maidens had two options to choose from regarding feminine hygiene; 1) they could find something to absorb the blood before it leaves the vagina (proto-tampons), or 2) they could use something to catch the flow after the blood exits the body (proto-pads).
Early tampons were not much different than those we use today. Cotton or some other absorbent material was rolled up or wound around a small twig and inserted into the vagina. One popular medieval instructions for make-your-own tampons read:
Take half a drachma of treacle diatesseron, the same amounts of cockle flour and myrrh, and grind them together with bull�s gall in which savin or rue has been rotted. Then cover the mixture with cotton and thereof make a suppository as large as your little finger and put it in your privy member, but first annoint it with clean honey and oil together, sprinkle powder of scammony on it, and put it in the privy member; one can do the same with lupin root, and that is much better.

Occasionally, these homemade tampons got lost in the depths of a woman�s nether-region, therefore a string was tied around the tampon and around the menstruating woman�s thigh. This way, the woman could retrieve the cotton wad and she could still go about her normal activities without having a string hanging out of her vagina.
We don�t call pads �rags� for nothing! In ancient times through the Middle Ages, women used rags and scrap fabric to soak up her menstrual messes. Cotton was preferred due to its ability to absorb fluid, unlike wool which repels liquid (and is really itchy). But cotton, indeed all fabric, was hard to come by for medieval peasants; therefore women sought more readily available materials. Some varieties of moss, particularly sphagnum cymbifolium, were used as a filling for makeshift sanitary pads (though I doubt they were very sanitary!). Commonly called bog moss, this plant grew throughout England and was used as both for toilet paper and to stop bleeding battle wounds during wartime skirmishes.
Historians, focusing their attention on the bog moss�s noble and manly function as a battlefield Band-Aid, credit the plant�s other popular nickname, blood moss, to this use, but it is equally likely that the blood moss earned its moniker by sopping up menstrual blood. Not as glamorous an etymology but much less misogynist than the first.
No matter the material, bloody rags needed to be cleaned. Washing menstrual waste from improvised feminine napkins was just one more unpleasant task assigned to medieval females. The other problem with rags is that they don�t stay in place, especially in the commando-era Middle Ages. Without some sort of panty, belt, or girdle, the rag would drop to the ground� damn, gravity!
It is possible that women fashioned some sort of undergarment that would hold a menstrual rag in place though they did not write about it in the few female diaries that survived today and men didn�t include such female problems in their writing.
No matter which solution�� medieval tampon or medieval pad�� it is sure that there were leaks and accidents, soiled clothing and bedding. The solution? If you can�t prevent the stains, then try camouflaging them! Red petticoats became fashionable as the reason to mask the menses messes.
The only other option for medieval ladies was to try folk remedies to lessen a heavy flow. Medical tomes of the time included such recipes, including one that advised mixing blackberry, nettles and comfrey together and administering it while chanting magical phrases. Another tome mentioned biding the hair of an animal�s head to a green sapling or even to burning a toad and wearing the ashes in a pouch.
Medieval girls and women did not enjoy the postmodern conveniences of drugstores and pharmacies, but they had to make do with whatever they had when the medieval Aunt Flo paid her monthly visit. Twigs, cotton, moss and other readily available items were employed as proto-tampons or proto-pads.
While natural concoctions and folk remedies may have lessened the amount of flow, women embraced the color red in an attempt to camouflage menstruation messes.

THE HEALTH


Chapter Overview

We tend to think of the medieval time as a filthy, barbaric cesspool of an era, teeming with unwashed hands, full-on sneezes, and freely shared bodily fluids. True, the Middle Ages were categorically not the epoch of health care achievements.
However, medieval physicians were surprisingly familiar with the workings of the human body. Let us correct that: they were quite familiar with the workings of the male body. The female body was viewed as an inferior, under-developed version of the male body, therefore more attention and focus was placed on male health issues as it was vitally important to keep the men-folk alive and healthy. The health of women, although secondary to men, was not completely ignored; medieval physicians and surgeons and barbers (yes, barbers!) were tasked with unraveling the mysteries of the female body.
As one would imagine, the most complex and cryptic aspect of feminine health care centered on the reproductive system. Let us not forget that the only door into this dark and forbidding place was the vagina. Gynecology, as a medical specialty, did not exist in the Middle Ages. Yet male doctors did their best (mindful of the Hippocratic Oath and all) to treat female afflictions and ailments, crafting unique instruments of the trade or developing their own treatments and remedies (to varying degrees of effectiveness), as we will see in the following sections.

Gyno Gizmos: The Speculum, the Forceps and the Medieval Maiden

�Violence is the result of struggling feebleness, not of conscious power�
~ Dr. Robert Barnes, 1817-1907, pioneer of gynecology who helped to improve upon Peter Chamberlen�s forceps

Let�s face it. The vagina is a dark and mysterious place but sometimes it is necessary to take a peek inside. Fortunately, doctors and midwives in the Middle Ages inherited a device designed from the ancient world just for this purpose (drum roll, please): the speculum. And, as any woman who has enjoyed her �annual� can attest, that marvelous invention is still being used today.
No one really knows when the very first curious explorer used penetrating and poking apparatus to peer into the unknown. However, two speculums were found during the excavation of Pompeii, dating back to 79 AD. Hippocrates, in his treatise on women�s health, mentioned a speculum made of pine planks that were, thankfully, well lubed before thrust into the vagina.
In the Middle Ages, physicians and midwives used a bronze speculum made of three blunted blades that expand outward at the turn of a screw. Medieval medical journals mentioned the use of speculum matricis for both diagnosing and treating a prolapsed uterus or to aid in delivering a stubborn separated placenta. It is also as a means for opening the vaginal canal to allow the physicians to apply ointments or herbal remedies to treat afflictions, such as cancer or ulcers, or to hasten childbirth.
As the Middle Ages drew to a close and the speculum became more widely used, this gyno gizmo stirred up some controversy. Religious figures, still clinging to the belief that any sexual contact that caused the female to experience pleasure was sinful, thought that women would orgasm if a speculum was used to examine her. Perhaps there was a grain of truth in it. Stories abounded about women climaxing on the examining table. Apparently a non-sterile, cold, hard, lube-free, metallic probe was preferred to the live show. Then again, these stories may have been purely fiction, fabricated by one opponent of the speculum in order to make his point known to others. In actuality, the speculum probably did more good than harm, either physically or morally.
The speculum was not the only medical instrument poking around in the vagina in medieval times. But while the speculum enjoyed a long and well-known history dating back to antiquity, the forceps was a true medieval innovation and one that was kept secret for generations.
The Chamberlen family, perhaps the family patriarch Peter the Elder, is credited with crafting the first forceps which was developed to assist with difficult births. Ironically, Peter the Elder, and his brother, Peter the younger, and his son, Peter, were not doctors: they were barbers. In the Middle Ages, barbers didn�t just trim hair; they performed a few minor medical procedures, including some surgeries.
The family of Peters also did some midwifery work. In fact, one of the Peters got into some trouble with the College of Physicians because he, number one, delivered babies which was considered woman�s work, and, number two, he advocated the formation of a midwives� guild to educate practitioners and to elevate their status from dirty, backwoods healers to true para-medicals. Campaigning for the rights of women was not a way to win friends and influence people in the Middle Ages.
But back to the forceps. After the instrument was invented, tweaked and tested, it became a Chamberlen family secret. And they took great strides to keep the secret from getting out. One story says that a Chamberlen (want to bet his name was Peter!) arrived bearing a large ornately-carved wooden box at the home of a laboring woman. Two Chamberlens would struggle to carry the big box into the house, huffing and puffing under the false strain, thus perpetuating the ruse. The Peter would banish all others from the room, blindfold the mother-to-be, and to keep the mystery going, would ring bells, clang metal, and make other mechanical-sounding noises so that the family members, with ears pressed to the door no doubt, assumed some large, complicated modern machine was extracting the infant from its mother.
Why the secrecy? Were the Chamberlens afraid of persecution if their unique vaginal invention was discovered? Did they think they would be ostracized by the barber/surgeon community? Did they fear copycats? We can only speculate. Whatever the reason, vaginal forceps were known only to the family members and, indeed, would have been lost with the death of the heirless Hugh Chamberlen (We guess by this time the name �Peter� had Peter-ed out) had he not leaked the secret to several medical buddies, including a guy named Smellie (Seriously!). Then, in 1813, the original forceps designed by Peter the Elder were found under the floorboards in the attic of his former home. These were in remarkable condition and remarkably similar to the forceps still being used today.
Childbirth in the Middle Ages was a dangerous endeavor, often leading to the deaths of both mother and baby. The Chamberlens� invention saved innumerable lives, yet the family so feared the repercussions of meddling in women�s work (midwifery) and meddling in God�s will (saving a soul doomed to death) that they hid their beneficial gyno gizmo from the critical eyes of the world until attitudes about medical interference in childbirth improved. Interestingly, despite the fact that the vagina was supposed to be a precious and protected asset, there was quite a bit of probing, speculation, and tweaking through the use of medieval forceps and other gyno gizmos. Reflecting on past practices makes a post-modern trip to the gynecologist seem much less traumatizing. Ironic, isn�t it, that a bunch of Peters would find their place in history� in a vagina?

The Medieval Douchebag

�Without permitting anyone else to lay a hand on him, the lady herself washed Salabaetto all over with soap scented with musk and cloves. She then had herself washed and rubbed down by the slaves. This done, the slaves brought two fine and very white sheets, so scented with roses that they seemed like roses; the slaves wrapped Salabaetto in one and the lady in the other and then carried them both on their shoulders to the bed� They then took from the basket silver vases of great beauty, some of which were filled with rose water, some with orange water, some with jasmine water, and some with lemon water, which they sprinkled upon them.�
~ Giovanni Boccaccio�s Decameron, 14th century

Keeping the lady parts clean and fresh was not a priority to medieval women. Heck, they weren�t even that concerned about keeping any part of their bodies clean. While regular bathing was en vogue in Roman times, people in the Middle Ages shunned showering. Of course, there are certain bodily odors, aside from everyday B. O., permeating from the unwashed female body. But this didn�t seem to be a turn-off. Au contraire! A really strong, female scent was akin to oysters to a medieval man� a sexy smell that stirred sensual desires. Or, perhaps the constant barrage of body odors dulled their sense of smell.
The passage from Giovanni Boccaccio�s Decameron that appears at the beginning of this chapter details how young lovers go to great lengths to appease each other with pleasurable scents before their roll in the sheets, but they seem to be the exception to the medieval anti-bathing rule. They seem to actually seek out cleanliness and lovely odors as a means of heightening their sexual experience. Too bad their eroticism didn�t catch on. At least, it didn�t in most of medieval Europe, particularly in England. Despite the lack of routine bathing and personal hygiene in the personal area, some medieval women did choose to douche. We know that cleansing the vagina has been done for centuries, via various methods and for various reasons, but, as we will see, consideration for their lovers certainly wasn�t one.
Archeologists unearthed an ancient Egyptian papyrus scroll on which a 1500 B. C. douching recipe was written. The writer suggested women rinse their southernmost cavity with a mixture of garlic and wine as a means of curing vaginal infections. We are doubtful if that would really cure an infection, and garlic certainly wouldn�t solve the odor issue. Other reasons for douching included washing away menstrual blood, washing away semen to prevent pregnancy, and washing away pus from their STD-ridden sexual partners.
As for the douching agent itself, garlic wasn�t the only choice. Water and vinegar, naturally, were top contenders. But French prostitutes in the Middle Ages believed any acidic liquid to be most effective, thus hookers praised the wine-filled douchebag. Proto-gynecologists recommended squirting acacia, olive oil, pomegranate pulp, tobacco juice, honey, and ginger up the vagina. Luckily, these were common ingredients found in the medieval kitchen. It makes us wonder if most women douched in the kitchen or hauled the ingredients to the bedroom or outhouse.
Steam douches were also used. Technically, they were called vaginal fumigators. Several gallons of water were heated in a special vessel, and herbal medicines were boiled until a nice rolling steam was produced. The steam�s only means of escape was through a tube that was inserted into the vagina. It was thought that the medicinal steam would aid in healing women�s health issues. We guess it never occurred to them that boiling hot water vapors may aid in causing other women�s health issues.
We should remember, though, that the vast majority of these medieval physicians were men and, therefore, they were only slightly more knowledgeable about female genitalia than the rest of their gender. When prescribing these curious remedies, they were really just using known penis salves and ointments on their non-penis-bearing counterparts with a what�s-good-for-the-goose-is-good-for-the-gander philosophy. One reason for this, aside from pure ignorance, could be the belief that the vagina was anatomically similar to the penis. Actually, it was thought that the vagina was simply an inverted penis�� like a pouch pocket. Instead of hanging out in the open, it was flipped inside out and tucked up inside the garment, only accessible through a slit in the fabric. Viewing medieval vaginal health this way, it is understandable that doctors would treat vaginal infections the same way they would treat male genitalia troubles.
So to recap, medieval ladies, if they douched at all, didn�t do it because they wanted to feel fresh. And they certainly didn�t talk about it with their mothers during long walks on the beach. They didn�t douche to improve the smell of their vaginas either. Enhancing the sensual experience of their lovers was not much of a concern. Rather, douching was an erroneous means to prevent pregnancy or rid the vaginal orifice of disease. Among the great unwashed of the Middle Ages, personal hygiene for personal pleasure was non-existent.

Deadly Cells: Cancer Goes Medieval

�Hote and moist, beninge, sanguine I hight.�
~ Middle English lyric from �Thirty Dayes Hath November�

Medieval women were not immune to the negative effects of cancer. Gynecological health care practices being what they were (meaning, non-existent) left ladies in the Middle Ages vulnerable to untimely deaths at the hands of the same gang of cancers that still plague us today�� cervical cancer, ovarian cancer, uterine cancer, and, even though it deviates from our focus on the vagina, breast cancer. But their prognoses were much bleaker than those of modern women who benefit from early detection marketing campaigns, oncology specialists, and tailored treatment options. In medieval times, when medical advancements occurred at a snail�s pace, cancer was often undiagnosed until it was at a very late stage, if it was even diagnosed at all.
Records on causes of death were kept intermittently throughout the Middle Ages, and many of these documents exist today, giving us a glimpse into the everyday ailments of people living�� and dying �in the medieval era. Yet these records are fraught with errors, inconsistencies, and ambiguity. If the cause of death was not obvious, it was often chalked up to some kind of catch-all phrase, like �malady� or �malaise�. This was most likely the case with medieval women suffering from an undiagnosed form of gynecological cancer.
To understand the medieval mindset on gynecological cancers, we first need a basic understanding of the Humoral theory. The Humoral theory was developed by Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, around 400 BC. Hippocrates stated that health depends on a delicate balance of four bodily fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. If the balance got out of whack, disease resulted, so the theory went. Cancer, Hippocrates thought, was the result of too much black bile in the body. Hippocrates� theory was viewed as scientific fact all the way through the Middle Ages, until the Renaissance era, when medical science in general advanced and practitioners felt safer to contest conventional beliefs than their predecessors did.
There are a few reasons why this theory remained unchallenged for so long. First, the strict religious doctrine of the time made autopsies and the study of cadavers a criminal offense. This didn�t stop every scientifically (or morbidly) curious individual as one could always purchase a freshly-exhumed corpse from its newly-dug grave, but the religious laws served as a deterrent. Second, the Great Plagues swept through much of Europe during the Middle Ages, raising awareness in people that disease can be spread from one human body to the next with deadly consequences. Fear of contracting cancer, the plague, or any kind of disease, from a patient, dead or alive, was enough to stop physicians and would-be coroners from examining their patients too closely.
Yet cancer was well-known. There are references to cancer, or at least tumors, in Egyptian writings dating as far back to the Ebers papyrus of 1550 BC. Hippocrates wrote about cervical cancer and recommended a trachelectomy, better known as a cervicectomy, to surgically remove the cancerous cervix and attach the vagina right to the uterus. This procedure was a dismal failure and Hippocrates declared that nothing could stop the cancer�s spread. Interestingly, doctors resurrected the trachelectomy in the 1940s, but it was no more successful than it was centuries before. Our research was unclear whether Hipoocrates� trachelectomy was performed through an abdominal incision or via the vagina, but in the era in which germs and bacteria were unknown and infections festered freely, neither route seemed safe.
Determining the cause of cervical cancer vexed physicians for hundreds of years. But that doesn�t mean they didn�t put forth theories, strange as they may seem to us today. Cancers, and diseases in general they thought, that weren�t the result of the natural aging process, were the result of God�s punishment for immoral living, so said the predominant theory of the Middle Ages. It was God�s will, therefore, it should be accepted and endured, not cured. In fact, it was suggested that a tangible link between a decadent lifestyle and cervical cancer existed. An Italian doctor in Florence noticed in 1842 that cervical cancer was more prevalent in married women and prostitutes, while nuns had a very low cervical cancer rate. Conversely, nuns had higher incidences of breast cancer. The genius of a doctor concluded that wearing tight corsets, as nuns did 24/7, was the cause of breast cancer and occasionally going sans corset, like wanton prostitutes and wives, caused cervical cancer. So, we assume, if one did not get either form of cancer, she was wearing her corset an appropriate amount of time.
The doctor was right in one regard; sexually active females were more susceptible to cervical cancer, yet scientists, even twentieth-century doctors couldn�t exactly figure out why.
As late as the 1950s, the cause of cervical cancer was blamed on smegma, the creamy, cheesy white gunk that gathers under the foreskin of men and in the folds of the vaginal opening in women. It wasn�t until late into the twentieth century when researchers determined the disease was caused by contact with the human papillomavirus that steps could be taken to eradicate this form of cancer via vaccinations.
It is clear that cancer was a killer, in antiquity as much as it is today, but advances in causal understanding and medical treatment options in the modern era lessen the chance that cancer will claim its victim. And when viewing the treatments procedures of the Middle Ages, one can�t help but wonder if the cures were worse than the disease.

Syphilis, Gonorrhea, and Herpes, Oh My!

�Let�s kiss again,� suggests one lover, and the mistress responds, �Do, do!� An onlooker mutters, �Do the devil and the grand pox will do you!�
~ a passage from Women Pleas�d by Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, 1619-1623

If medieval folks needed any proof that sex was evil, they certainly had the evidence in the form of blisters, pus, and scabs. Venereal disease was rampant in the Middle Ages, in both men and women, and the connection between sex and disease was already well-known. Messing around with a vagina or a penis was a sure path to the big three venereal diseases�� herpes, gonorrhea and syphilis (HIV/AIDS is a postmodern malady). While virus and bacteria and penicillin were unfamiliar, the people of the medieval era were well-versed in the symptoms of venereal diseases and have even developed treatment plans, as ineffective (and barbaric) as they seem today.
First, let�s define the term venereal. It derives, originally, from the word Venus, the goddess of love, which means that both women and hanky-panky were blamed for the introduction and spread of disease. That�s right, it was all the woman�s fault. During the Middle Ages, venereal diseases were not generally called venereal diseases. Rather, they went by several other monikers�� the pox, the French pox, the clap, the gleet, piss-hot, the blister plague, and gentlemen�s disease. Enchanting, are they not?
Herpes was a scourge since Greek times as we have various written references to confirm this. The Greeks are even the one who first put a name to the oozy, spreading genital sores, calling them �herpes�, which means �to creep.� Or maybe it was so named because one contracted herpes from a creep who did not openly discuss his VD status with his sexual partner. Creep!
There was a treatment for herpes that continued on through medieval times. The blisters caused by the herpes outbreak were cauterized with a hot iron, which we think sounds like a perfect example of the cure being worse than the disease.
Medieval physicians believed that syphilis and gonorrhea were the same sickness, just in different states of progression. Symptoms were similar, after all. To prove once and for all that the two diseases were the same, John Hunter, a British doctor in the mid-1700s, sacrificed his own penis in the name of science. He took some pus from a gonorrhea patient and injected it into his own member, and he developed symptoms of syphilis, leading him to conclude that the two diseases were actually one. There was one problem with Hunter�s experiment (I know� you are thinking, just one problem?). The patient Hunter selected was, in fact, suffering from both gonorrhea and syphilis, which was rather common among folks at that time. So, Hunter doomed himself to the pain and suffering of gonorrhea and syphilis without the joy of catching it the fun way� and it was all for naught.
The most popular treatment for syphilis during medieval times was mercury. In fact, there was a pop culture phrase about it: �A night in the arms of Venus leads to a lifetime on Mercury.� Again with the Venus references! The mercury could be given orally, administered topically, in a salve that was applied to the lesions, or it could be seeped into the body via fumigation. This option was no fun. Afflicted people were locked in a box full of mercury with only their heads sticking out. A fire was built under the box and heated up until the mercury vaporized� like a sauna, only hotter and more claustrophobic. Or, the mercury was injected straight into the urethra of the VD patient, often using syringes that were shared among the masses. The ironic thing is, mercury didn�t work. It didn�t work at all. However, because syphilis sores often went away after time, mercury was credited with the cure.
Because VD had reached near epidemic proportions in the Middle Ages, desperate ignorates were easy prey for crooks and quacks with snake oil remedies to peddle. Entrepreneurs looking to make a quick buck will always fill a needed niche. Such was the case with venereal disease cures in the Middle Ages. Among them was Dr. Thomas Saffold, who developed Saffold�s Pills, one of many �pocky pills�, in the late 1600s. In Edward Ward�s 1709 The Secret History of Clubs, we find a reference to Saffold�s Pills. A gonorrhea sufferer bragged about having �as many bastards as ever Solomon had concubines, notwithstanding he had taken as many of Saffold�s Pills as would have furnished the entire fleet.�
As the treatments for sexually transmitted diseases were rather unpleasant, most medieval folk sought out preventative measures. As odd as it sounds to us now, the most popular prophylactic was, as quoted in numerous medieval texts, pissing hard. (Please note that we are not being crass. The word piss was a socially and medically accepted term in the Middle Ages. It was only later that we assigned a vulgar, somewhat offensive connotation to it). Pissing hard, or urinating with force, was thought to rid the genitals of the grand pox, and as an added bonus, it could serve as a birth control method.
This is evident in a passage from John Garfield�s series The Wandering Whore, circa 1660. A prostitute noted, �I settled on the Chamber-pot as soon as ever he was off, till I made it whurra, and roar like the Tyde at London Bridge, to the endangering the breaking of my very Twatling-strings with straining backwards; for I know no better way or remedy more safe than pissing presently to prevent the French pox, gonorrhea, the perilous infirmity of Burning, or getting with Childe.� A laughable solution!
We leave you with two interesting points to ponder regarding medieval venereal diseases. First, although sexually transmitted diseases were widespread throughout the Middle Ages, there seemed to be less of a stigma attached to them. Perhaps it was because so many people had them, even respectable people like members of the clergy and the courts. Second, the bulk of the �cures� were aimed at men. It seemed much more important to rid a penis of pox than it was to de-pox-ify a vagina, and that�s just another way that the penis was given preferential treatment over the vagina.

THE CHILDBIRTH


Chapter Overview

Giving birth during the pre-antiseptic Middle Ages was a risky endeavor. Accurate statistics were not compiled during this time period, but scholars estimate that between twenty and thirty-five percent of women died during childbirth or due to complications after giving birth. While women today view pregnancy and childbirth as a magical time full of hope and joy, medieval mothers-to-be were probably fraught with worry, wondering if the day they welcome a new life into the world would also be the day they exited the world. That, coupled with the high infant mortality rates, meant motherhood in the Middle Ages was a drastically different experience than it is today.
In the next few sections, we explore the realm of medieval mothering, from pregnancy through childbirth. We will also discuss medieval methods and attitudes surrounding contraception, a fascinating subject that mixes a pinch of female agency with one part male dominance and two parts religious doctrine.

The Pill: Medieval Style

��she contrived by her foresight and craft, to let her lover enjoy the first fruits of her virginity, to the great delight of both of them, and many a time they took their pleasure together without being ever blown upon by the blasts of evil fortune. And because the accidents and caprices of adverse fate are so great and so horrible�� as those wretched ones who from the highest bliss have been cast down into the abyss of misery can bear witness�� it happened� that the ill-starred Eugenia found herself with child��
~ Masuccio Salernitano, Il Novellino, Vol. 2

Sure, children were a commodity of sorts in the medieval era, as someone had to tend the crops and/or inherit the castle. And, infant mortality rates being what they were, the best way for a medieval mama to ensure she had at least one child make it to adulthood (and to care for her in her golden years) was to play the numbers game�� have as many babies as possible to increase the odds of at least one surviving. But sometimes, children could be a liability. For peasants in extreme poverty, another child was, quite literally, another mouth to feed. And for promiscuous maidens, preventing pregnancy was necessary to preserve honor and reputation. A curious young girl couldn�t let her parents, her priest, and her neighbors know that she couldn�t keep her vagina to herself. Although she couldn�t run to her nearest Planned Parenthood clinic for The Pill, there were medieval contraception practices and techniques she could try.
Preventing the birth of unwanted babies was a widespread and poorly kept secret during the Middle Ages. For centuries prior, it was a women-only secret, passed down from wise, older women to the next generation. But by the middle of the medieval period, someone blabbed. Suddenly men were in on the secret. We know this because hints, innuendos, and clues about birth control methods and usages are found in medical texts of the time, as well as in the predominantly male-authored literature. Both Chaucer and Dante, for example, suggest a working knowledge of contraceptive practices in their writings, as we will see later.
Dante, Chaucer and their contemporaries were writing at an interesting time in regards to female reproductive freedom, a concept that took 600-plus more years before it really took hold. At the onset of the Middle Ages, the crown and the church both turned a blind eye to birth control practices, including contraceptives, abortion and infanticide, probably because they were using birth control themselves. But the church�s stance on all types of sexual practices and the like grew much stricter as the Middle Ages progressed. There�s nothing like a population-decimating plague to make people question current behavior and God�s wrath. Spearheading this movement was Thomas of Aquinas, a man who was clearly not getting any. His beliefs, which were fully accepted by the throne, the clergy and the masses by the thirteenth century, could be summed up in one sentence: there should be no human interference in procreation; no coitus interruptus.
Let us explain. His view, which went viral, was that sexual intercourse was for the sole purpose of procreation and that anything else�� sex for pleasure, masturbation, oral sex, anal sex, homosexual acts, and ANY means of preventing pregnancy�� were in direct violation of both God�s will and nature. He went so far as to rank sexual positions from the ones God would rather see to the truly kinky ones (By the way, Thomas gave the missionary style two thumbs up.) Knowing this, Chaucer, Dante and others writers masked references to contraception in their works in ambiguous wording.
Take Chaucer, for example. In the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer describes Alisoun, the Wife of Bath, a self-proclaimed slut who was married five times but never bore children, as a woman knowledgeable in �remedies of love�. Other medieval works were more overt. Pre-dating Chaucer is Giovanni Boccaccio�s Decameron. In one Decameron tale, a clever and horny man pretends to be deaf and dumb to secure work as a gardener at a convent, where he happily obliges the sexually repressed, eager-beaver nuns. One nun frets to another that pregnancy is a looming threat, to which the other replies, �When that happens, we will begin to think about it. There are a thousand ways of keeping it a secret if we ourselves do not speak of it.� In Brantome�s Les Dames Galantes, a sixteenth century French piece, one character is a maiden who is banging an apothecary. The druggist gives the girl �antidotes to guard from becoming pregnant� since it is what girls are most afraid of�. Also in Brantome we find a reference to the �pulling out� method, which dull medical people called �coitus interruptus�. In this story, the fine gentile lady tells her servant lover to �Move around as much as you want� but on your life, have care not to spill anything in there��
Hints of medieval contraception are not only found in the literature of the Middle Ages, but in reference texts, such as botany and medical books. Michael Scot�s The Secrets of Nature, published in 1730, contains specific recipes which, he advises, women SHOULD NOT prepare and eat because it will render them infertile (wink wink). If they are already pregnant, Scot states women should STRICTLY AVOID consuming certain explicit things, which he lists in great detail, even quantities and preparation instructions, as they could cause miscarriage.
Likewise, Raymond Lull, who dabbled in natural science, as well as more sinister subjects like the occult and math, named a series of plants, among them juniper and thyme, that could �purge the blood�, a euphemism for bringing on menstruation, even in pregnant ladies.
Later in the Middle Ages, herbal books, intended for young male medical students rather than trampy, troubled ladies, insinuated that certain plants were known to contain contraceptives or abortive properties, but journals disguised birth control or abortive recipes as remedies for other vague and mysterious ailments like �stomach aches� or �intestinal distress�.
While contraceptives and medicinal abortives are noted in medieval literature, one other form of birth control, a sad and horrific one, is identified by scholars as the most common means of controlling family size during the Middle Ages. That is concealment of pregnancy and infanticide.
John M. Riddle, in his book Eve�s Herbs, explains, �Infanticide is the explanation for population limitations before 1750 that commands the greatest attention among scholars. Ancient law protected neither the fetus nor the newborn infant until there was acceptance by the parents�. The most common modus operandi was �exposure�, which was simply abandoning the newborn in the woods where it would become part of the circle of life.
Chaucer appears familiar with the concept of exposure as it is implied in The Clerks� Tale in Canterbury Tales. When she learns that her cruel husband has not accepted her newborn baby and has ordered the child to be removed, Griselde deplores the servant to ��bury this little body someplace where neither beasts nor birds will tear it apart.� Infanticide�s increasing popularity explains the explosion of laws and statutes regarding concealment of pregnancy and secret births in the mid to late Middle Ages.
A quick perusal of medieval laws reveals curious word choices. In addition to medicine and herbs that can be used to stop conception or to terminate a pregnancy, these laws strictly prohibit the use of maleficia and incantations to interfere with natural procreation, tying contraception with black magic, sorcery, and witchcraft. In fact, it was assumed that the spells and chants were just as effective, or more so, than the medicinal herbs. And, often, it was this association with witchcraft that labeled the act of birth control usage as wrong, not the idea that a fetus was a living human being in need of protection.
Proceedings from several medieval court cases have survived the ages to show us how the law dealt with instances of abortion but the majority of these focus on miscarriage as a result of domestic violence or assault. Although the end-result is the same�� the loss of a child�� the method and intention is not the same as a mother-to-be who drinks a concoction of her own making to rid her body of an unwanted pregnancy.
To sum up this chapter, lusty medieval �maidens� had their own ways of keeping the proverbial stork at bay, even if the effectiveness was questionable. When it comes to the subject of birth control in the Middle Ages, we see a case study in changing ideals heavily influenced by religious doctrines. It was also a study of how one zealot scholar, who was desperate to get laid, manipulated contemporary beliefs and attempted to turn fun-loving medieval folk into a bunch of boring, frigid prudes.

A Medieval Bun in the Oven: Pregnancy in the Middle Ages

��hindered by the devil.�
~ How Margery describes her first pregnancy in The Book of Margery Kempe, circa 1400

In the above quote, we see how a medieval woman, writer Margery Kempe whose book is widely considered to be the first female autobiography, views pregnancy. We realize that Margery was exceptional; most of her contemporaries were not as pious as her and the majority didn�t suffer from mental illness brought on by frenzied pregnancy hormones. Indeed, during her first pregnancy, Margery was kept chained to a room in her house because she displayed erratic and manic episodes related to food. Today, we would call those �cravings�. But in the Middle Ages, her actions were considered so unusual that she was confined for the bulk of her pregnancy. It was only through childbirth (and the return of normal hormonal activity) and salvation from God (oh, yes, Jesus regularly visited her whilst she was chained to the wall) that she regained her sanity. Pregnancy seems to have been the event that kick-started a lifetime of psychotic/spiritual episodes throughout Margery�s life.
The link between pregnancy and religion was a reoccurring one in the Middle Ages, with literature, art and music replete with Virgin Mary and immaculate conception imagery. To the medieval church, Mary represented the perfect woman. She was able to stay chaste throughout her life, yet she bore a child. She set the bar pretty high for women to come. Bombarding medieval maidens with Mary�s story helped to reinforce the mindset of the day that the vagina should be like a one-way door� no one going in, only out.
Pregnancy was physically taxing to medieval women. Medical texts of the day offered dietary guidelines for expectant mothers and recommended daily exercise and fresh air. All this sounds ideal, but let�s look at the reality of life in the Middle Ages. Peasant woman often hovered on the edge of malnutrition and, even in times of plenty, her nutritional needs came secondary to her husband, sons, and other male family members. Most of these women need not seek out additional exercise opportunities; the demands of everyday life provided many strenuous activities, many of which could be detrimental to the health of expectant mothers.
As for fresh air, let us remember that both rural and urban life during the Middle Ages proved to be a daily olfactory assault, no doubt accompanied by a plethora of germs and bacteria. Just imagine crowds of people who haven�t bathed in months, raw sewage in the gutters, and animal odors aplenty and you will have a fairly good idea of what medieval �fresh air� was like.
Least we think that the advice offered in these medical tomes was intended to create a safer birthing experience for the woman, let us remind ourselves about the high value placed on offspring, particularly sons, during this time. But even daughters could be used as a bargain chip to align the family with another family or to marry-up to power and prestige. More importance was placed on the health and well-being of the unborn heir than on the mother who carried him. Here we see hints at a common view of women as simply the vessel holding a precious cargo.
Pressure was put on wives to pop out as many children as possible. Margery Kempe, whose story opened this chapter, gave birth fourteen times, even though, for her, pregnancy was a debilitating experience. And imagine the abuse her poor vagina suffered. But it was better than the unfortunate damsels who could not conceive. Being barren was viewed as a disability in medieval times and a childless woman was scorned as inferior and defective.

Tests, Tests, Tests

�Take two new earthen pots, each by itself; and let the woman make water in the one, and the man in the other; and put in each of them a quantity of wheat-bran, and not too much, that it be not thick, but be liquid or running; and mark well the pots for identification, and let them stand ten days and ten nights, and thou shalt see in the water that is in default small live worms; and if there appear no worms in either water, then they be likely to have children in process of time when God will.�
~ Common medieval fertility test, often attributed to the female physician, Trota

So important was a legitimate heir in the Middle Ages that much emphasis was placed on the ability to conceive a child and maintain a pregnancy. As the above passage shows us, folks living in the Middle Ages were aware that infertility could stem from either the man or the woman. Knowing which partner was at fault, particularly if it was the female, was the impetus for divorce, spousal abandonment, or worse. Likewise, keeping the child in the womb the full nine months was the responsibility of the woman who would also incur the displeasure of her husband if she suffered multiple miscarriages. With the focus on conceiving a legitimate heir so high, the need for both fertility tests and pregnancy tests arose in the Middle Ages.
It is possible, we will concede, that medieval fertility testing was not done strictly to assign blame, but as a way to try to make sense of the mysterious process of pregnancy and conception. While medical knowledge was not entirely rudimentary, many aspects of the human body�� especially the female body�� remained wrapped in an enigmatic cloak. If the woman couldn�t get pregnant, or couldn�t keep from miscarrying, most people chalked it up to that good �ol medieval catch-phrase: �it was God�s will�. In fact, prayer and penitence were thought to be more powerful cures for fertility issues than medical treatments.
Urine was the most accurate way for medieval doctors and midwives to determine if a woman was, indeed, pregnant. But it wasn�t the only way. Most obvious was observing a lack of menstrual periods. No Aunt Flo equals baby time! A folk remedy instructed a woman to drink mead before bedtime. If she awoke with a stomachache in the morning, then she was pregnant. This could very well have had less to do with the mead and more to do with the morning, as any pregnant lady suffering from morning sickness will contest. No matter what one eats the night before, the morning is puke-alicious.
Once pregnancy was established, the next most pressing question, of course, was the sex of the infant. Because no one, even in medieval times, liked to wait nine whole months to be surprised in the delivery room, cockamamie tests were devised to predict the child�s gender. We have record of many of these medieval gender tests in the pages of the Distaff Gospel, a 15th century French work that is comprised of old wives� tales and folklore. In it, a bunch of women sit around spinning (and we don�t mean the exercise craze) and swapping tales and advice about all kinds of womanly issues, from managing a household to raising children to keeping a wandering husband from wandering. Predicting the sex of unborn offspring was a hot-button topic among these spinners.
As stated in the Distaff Gospels, a stealthy person should tip-toe into the bedroom of a sleeping pregnant woman and sprinkle salt on her hair. When she wakes in the morning, one should listen closely to the mom-to-be. If the very first name she utters in the morning it is a boy�s name, she will deliver a boy. If it�s a girl�s name, she is carrying a girl. We wonder how this test would work in the modern era with so many popular androgynous names, like Jordan, Dylan, and Devin.
Apparently, people during the Middle Ages thought that expectant mothers subconsciously knew the gender of their buns in the oven. Several tests were designed to �trick� the mother into revealing this secret. One simple test was to ask the mother-to-be for her hand. If she offered up her right hand, her baby would be a boy. If she presented her left hand, a daughter would be born. We are willing to bet the roots of this test have something to do with the long-held prejudice against left-handed people.
The Distaff Gospels suggests a more straight-forward approach. Simply tell the woman that you think she is carrying a boy. If she does not blush, then she must be pregnant with a daughter.
Yet another way to determine the sex of an unborn child was to squeeze a drop of the mother�s breast milk into a cup of pure, clear spring water. If the milk sank to the bottom of the cup, she would bear a boy, but if the milk floated, she would deliver a girl.
Of course, we now know that these tests are pure rubbish, but in the pre-ultrasound days of the Middle Ages, mothers-to-be were desperate to satisfy their curiosity over the sex of their babies. Perhaps it was a way for them to feel a sense of control over a situation that is out of their control. It may also have been a way to stop nine months of worry. A higher value was placed on birthing a son who would be a legitimate heir and a wife who could not produce a male heir found herself in a precarious position within her marriage. If she was unable to gift her husband with a boy baby, then he may have to find someone who could. (Yes, we read The Other Boleyn Girl!) It is no wonder that expectant moms in the Middle Ages sought out ways to put their minds at ease during their pregnancies.

Medieval Childbirth: A Death Defying Act

�If a pregnant woman is beset by pain but is unable to give birth, rub sard around both of her thighs and say �Just as you, stone, by the order of God, shone on the first angel, so you, child, come forth a shining person, who dwells with God.� Immediately, hold the stone at the exit for the child, that is, the female member, and say, �Open you roads and door, in that epiphany by which Christ appeared both human and God, and opened the gates of Hell. Just so, child, may you also come out of this door without dying, and without the death of your mother.� Then tie the same stone to a belt and cinch it around her, and she will be cured.�
~ Hildegard�Von Bingham, 12th century

Mothers-to-be in Medieval England were incredibly brave. They faced hours upon hours of painful labor with nary an epidural or spinal block. They didn�t just have the thought of imminent pain to look forward to, but the real threat of death. In fact, the church advised pregnant ladies to confess their sins in case they didn�t survive the childbirth. But, as contraception was forbidden, not readily available, and unreliable, pregnancy was a crap-shoot side-effect of sexual activity. Yet, then as in now, birth is viewed as a magical experience. It is during this task that the vagina is in its glory, stretching and squeezing itself to do what it was designed best to do�� provide a gateway for new life entering the world.
Scholars disagree on the exact amount but large numbers of women died or were severely injured during the birthing process. Childbirth was a great equalizer; the process was made no easier or less dangerous by wealth or social class. Indeed, royal births were probably made even more awkward and embarrassing because they were witnessed by many more attendants than a peasant�s delivery, with only a few female relatives and a midwife offering assistance.
The appropriate androcentric thing to do in the medieval era would be to view midwives with suspicion. Midwifery was akin to witchcraft. A good midwife brought with her to the delivery chamber an assortment of concoctions and chants and herbs and talismans all designed to lessen the suffering of the mother-to-be and to ensure a smooth delivery. The church struck a deal with midwives. Bishops would license the midwives and give them the power to perform emergency baptisms�� in case the need arose to baptize a dead or dying baby�� so long as the midwife promised to not use magic on a birthing woman.
If magical incantations were off-limits, devote prayer was not. In fact, praying super hard to St. Margaret, the patron saint of childbirth, was the best advice given to expectant mothers. If labor was painful, it must be because she didn�t pray hard enough. There were a few other things an attending midwife could try if prayer didn�t work. Heated poultices, made with herbs, ivory, or eagle guano, could be applied to the skin. Or the vagina and external genitalia could be massaged with scented oils. Drinking vinegar and sugar may also help, it was thought. Certain stones were thought to have curative properties and laboring ladies were told to wear coral or sard stone or hold a magnet. All of these were to relieve the pains of labor. (No LaMaze breathing techniques here.)
We may imagine a medieval mother lying in a bed with a midwife at her side, but the horizontal position is not the most conducive position for birthing a baby, gravity being what it is and all. Besides, giving birth is a messy affair which would most likely ruin a perfectly good straw tick bed. Birthing chairs or stools were utilized during the Middle Ages. These chairs kept the woman in a more upright position and featured an open seat for baby, umbilical fluid, and after-birth.
Immediately after the birth, the umbilical cord was ritualistically burned in the family fireplace as a way to protect the newborn child from evil and erase the sinful fornication that resulted in the child�s conception.
Occasionally something would go wrong during labor and delivery. For instance, the baby could be breech, or simply too large for the woman to expel. Or there could be twins. To reposition the infant, a midwife may shake the bed or turn the child either by pushing on the mother�s belly or by inserting a helping hand up the vagina to manually maneuver the baby into place. A baby who died in the womb was dismembered and brought through the vagina piece by piece, as was the placenta if it refused to slide out on its own. It was a horrifying experience, to be sure.
All in all, giving birth in the Middle Ages was a barbaric ordeal and the medieval vagina took the brunt of the force, either from natural causes or from the intervention of a midwife. Like women, however, the vagina is a remarkably resilient organ. It couldn�t be kept down. Again and again, women endured the perils of childbirth.

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT


Chapter Overview

The Middle Ages were not immune to crime and wrong-doing and the vagina was often on the receiving end of criminal activity. The concept of rape was quite different then as it is compared to now. It also gives us a concrete example of how the society was so completely male-centric; a crime that is delivered onto a woman was somehow twisted around to become a crime against another man. The role of the victim, because she was female, was minimized.
But occasionally women were the perpetrators and not simply the victims. Punishment for crimes committed during the Middle Ages was gender-specific and the female serving of justice was often delivered to the vagina, as we will discuss in this section.

Rape: Assault on the Medieval Vagina

�By verray force he rafte hir maydenhed.�
~Geoffrey Chaucer, The Wife of Bath�s Tale (line 894)

Just as this infamous passage from Canterbury Tales shows us, the down side of owning a vagina is that it can be the target of violence. The crime of rape is not a modern invention. Indeed, medieval literature is replete with anecdotal evidence of vaginal violence. What has changed since the Middle Ages is the attitude about the causes and punishment of rape.
Criminal psychologists today recognize rape as more of a crime of power or dominance than a crime of passion. Not so in the Middle Ages. Rape was viewed as a manifestation of uncontrollable lust. Oh, those poor horny boys! How difficult it must be to resist those natural urges! So whose fault was it? In typical rape-culture fashion, the victim was often to blame. Women were viewed as the weaker sex, not just in the brute strength department but in will-power, too. Translation: women could more easily give into the sinful temptations of the flesh and would drag a pure-minded lad down with her. If the rape victim was not guilty of out-right seduction, then she was at least guilty of looking too pretty. Driven to lustful madness by her beauty, the perpetrator was merely acting on his natural hormonal, animal instincts. Who could blame him? (Sadly, victim blaming still exists today.)
Citing scripture equating women with Eve and the demise of paradise on Earth, medieval clergymen were quick to fault women as the responsible party in their own rapes. Yet author John Marshall Carter, in his book Rape in Medieval England: An Historical and Sociological Study, explained that �Clerics, or those claiming to be clerics, formed the largest percentage of rapists� in medieval England.
Medieval women, as the inferior, non-power-holding gender, lacked activists who championed their causes and sought solutions to their problems, such as rape. The rights of victims in rape cases went utterly ignored. Consider the rape scene in the Wife of Bath�s Tale, as an example. After the Knight commits his insult on the maiden, she is never to be mentioned again, for her role in the affair is merely to supply the vagina. Instead of writing, �And happed that, allone as he was born, He saugh a mayde walkinge him biforn� (line 885-886), Chaucer could have written, �The Knight, all alone, happened upon a vagina in front of him.� Throughout the remainder of the Tale, Chaucer shows no concern for the maiden and the effects the rape has had on her. She is forgotten as the focus of the Tale deals with the Knight-perpetrator and how the rape has impacted him.
A rape accusation is often a case of �he said-she said,� and in the medieval courts, no one cared what she said. Lacking absolute proof, rape cases were often dismissed, sentenced mildly, or settled out of court. Such was the case with good ol� Geoffrey Chaucer who was himself accused of rape by Cecelia Chaumpagne in 1380.
A dutiful and trusted employee of the court, Chaucer was able to settle his rape case out of court and no record of the details of this settlement have surfaced. Most likely, he paid for her silence. But soon afterwards, he wrote Canterbury Tales and included the crime and punishment of rape within the Wife of Bath�s Tale. In this case, which Chaucer tells us takes place long ago, the Knight is condemned to death for his deed but is spared by the Queen.
As a woman and owner of a vagina herself, we would assume the Queen would be sympathetic to the victim. Yet the Tale centers on the Knight and what he has learned from his deplorable actions. Perhaps this was Chaucer�s way of letting the world know that he learned to keep his manhood to himself, following his own rape allegation. Or is he telling us, as many scholars contend, that the crime of rape is insignificant and unimportant. After all, the tale ends with the rapist Knight married to a beautiful, faithful, and lusty wife. Is the message here that the rapist always wins? Is there no justice for the victim?
Rape was sometimes the prelude to matrimony as the crime was viewed more as an instance of premarital sex than a violent, unwanted attack. If it was viewed as an attack at all, it was seen as an attack on a maiden�s good name and reputation. Victims were married off to their rapists for, most likely, a lifetime of abuse.
Rape was not only an assault on a lady�s reputation; it was also viewed as an attack on her father or her husband, whichever man was in �possession� of her and her vagina. After all, the woman was the property of a man; therefore the rape was seen as damaging the man�s property.
There were cases, though, in which medieval rape was given its just punishment, but these cases all had extenuating circumstances. For instance, if a child was raped, a pregnant woman was raped, or if the act of rape caused a woman to miscarry, the rapist met with harsher penalties. If the rape was violent enough that the victim was rendered barren and thus unable to provide her husband with heirs and a free labor force, the perp was severely punished.
Of course, this chapter contained only a brief overview of the numerous documented and undocumented crimes of rapes during the Middle Ages. The attitudes and punishments resulting from assaults varied from region to region and decade to decade. However, the general supposition we want to leave with you is this: a medieval maiden may own a vagina, but she did not own herself�a man did. And who were the rapists? Men.

Going Medieval on that Vagina

�Wild animals never kill for sport. Man is the only one to whom the torture and death of his fellow creatures is amusing in itself.�
~ James Anthony Froude

There were plenty of sociopaths in the Middle Ages who exercised incredible ingenuity to inflict pain onto others. The fairer sex was not immune to this affliction. Capital punishment was often gender-specific. For example, convicted men could face the gallows while convicted women were sentenced to the drowning pit. For medieval women accused of serious crimes, such as adultery, heresy, or witchcraft, the punishment was often torture. The focus of assault for women was often the breasts and genitalia as sadistic male torturers took particular pleasure in mutilating feminine body parts. In this time period, torture was not only legal and sanctioned; it was public entertainment. Bored townspeople turned out in droves to gawk at hapless torture victims. Special mocking and ridiculing awaited female criminals.
The Pear of Anguish was one of the most heinous of all female torture devices (although this implement was sometimes used on men accused of engaging in homosexual acts). The Pear of Anguish was a pear-shaped metal bulb that was fashioned out of four sections joined at the top by a hinge. Picture a fresh pear cut into symmetrical lengthwise quarters and you�ll get a pretty good idea of what this object looked like. The bottom end of the Pear of the Anguish had a crank that, when turned, expanded the four quarter sections outward. Imagine a shoe stretcher, but in four pieces instead of two.
The Pear of Anguish was inserted into the female convict�s vagina and the crank was turned� s-l-o-w-l-y. Not only was this terribly painful, which of course, was the point, but it could cause massive internal damage, such as ruptures and tears in the vaginal wall. The closest modern equivalent to the Pear of Anguish is the speculum that gynecologists use to sneak a peek inside the nether-region for the always-thrilling pap smear. Now imagine the speculum ramped up on steroids. With a large bulb at the end. Roughly inserted by a sadist. And with no pleasantly warm KY jelly. And in public. While naked. And lasting for days. And days. Now you have a pretty good idea of the joy that is the Pear of Anguish.
Another medieval torture device targeting the medieval vagina was the Judas Cradle. This was a pyramid-shaped metal block mounted on a post. The woman�s va-jay-jay was positioned over the Judas Cradle and she was lowered on top of it by ropes until she, herself, mounted the block. The weight of the woman bearing down on the pyramid caused her vagina to stretch more and more over days and days. Sometimes, the torturer would speed up the process by hanging weights on the woman�s ankles. Of course, the accused was naked during her impalement, which could be conducted in a public venue, so she faced humiliating taunts and embarrassing jeers in addition to the extreme physical pain. She was probably so centered on the excruciating injury to her most tender locale that she was oblivious to the emotional bullying.
The vagina is a remarkably elastic organ; it has to be to expel something as large as a newborn baby. Medieval torturers were no doubt aware of this essential and life-giving feature. It is peculiar then that they would think to take a natural function of the vagina�� stretching to accommodate the passage of an infant or a particularly well-endowed male friend�� and amplify it; to take a naturally painful experience�� childbirth�� and duplicate as a means of torture.
The worst part is, neither the Pear of Anguish nor the Judas Cradle were a guaranteed death sentence. Death was a side-effect. These torture devices were almost never cleaned and sterilized between uses so the wounds they inflicted could quickly become infected. Raging, oozing vaginal infections, in the pre-antibiotic Middle Ages, was the true cause of death.
As this is a discussion on the medieval vagina, we won�t get into breast mutilation devices. Suffice to say, the aptly-named breast ripper was a triumph of medieval torture ingenuity. Owww!
The takeaway from this chapter is that grotesque torture methods were commonly used by men to control, punish, and shame women for their crimes. Women usually died from infections and injuries sustained by the torture methods. The Pear of Anguish and the Judas Cradle were two sadistic torture methods used on women during the Medieval Era.

THE SEX


Chapter Overview

Sex, like women, virginity, and the vagina, was a paradox in the medieval world. Christian doctrine, that was so deeply ingrained in the culture of England in the Middle Ages, said that sex was sinfully wrong, something to be avoided at all cost. Yet sex is necessary for procreation. And it�s fun. To compromise, the church conceded, stating that sex would be allowed under certain circumstances�� if the couple was married, had sex in the church-approved position, avoided sex on holy days, and if they didn�t enjoy it.
This section doesn�t just focus on heterosexual sex within the confines of marriage, though. Rather, it touches on other aspects of sex and the vagina, including medieval lesbianism, female masturbation, and prostitution.

Medieval Whores, Hookers, and Harlots: Take Your Vagina to Work Day

�That for these hundred francs he should all night
Have her in his armes bolt upright.�

~ Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales, The Shipman�s Tale


Ah, prostitution� the oldest profession. We give props to ladies in antiquity for understanding the basics of supply and demand. They knew the economic value of a high-demand commodity�� the vagina�� and found ways to use their �gift� for monetary gain. Prostitution existed well before the Middle Ages and continues, of course, to this day, but a look at how this controversial career choice was viewed in medieval days also provides us with an important overall view of women and sex during this slice of time.
Whores provided a necessary service, so the medieval attitude goes. Statistically, medieval men married at around age 24, but those crazy hormones and immoral thoughts kicked in at about age 14. Most men had to fight off their wicked urges for nearly a decade before they got some church-approved post-marital action. That�s a long time of keeping something in their pants that really wanted to be elsewhere� like in a vagina.
Willpower being as fickle then as it is now, many men gave in to their penises and sought the special pleasures of a lady long before they uttered the words �I do�. If not for the available vagina of the prostitute, an impatient chap may defile an innocent maiden. Or two. Or three. He may become so consumed by his lust and carnal desire, medieval townsmen worried, that he would run willy-nilly through the village with his willy all a-nilly, plucking every cherry he sees. Whew!
Thank goodness for those prostitutes. By willingly sacrificing their vaginas to the whims of every penis with a shilling, harlots and hookers were, in fact, saving the good and pure women of the town so that each may remain chaste until her wedding night, when she trades her virginity for the sanctity of marriage� when she sells her vagina to her husband in exchange for food, shelter and protections. Saved from one form of prostitution and forced into another. Hmmm. In fact, this is the premise of The Shipman�s Tale in Chaucer�s Canterbury Tales, from which the quote at the beginning of this chapter can be found.
Much like Las Vegas today, prostitution in the Middle Ages was legal, as long as it could be regulated by the church and the crown. Regulated = taxed. City and village leaders in Medieval England sanctioned (and, we are sure, frequented) brothels that were strategically build just a hop, skip and a va-jay-jay away from the heart of the town, so visitors to the ye olde faire village wouldn�t see this den of fornication and sin, but not so far away that lustful, out-of-town johns couldn�t find it.
The government leaders didn�t just dictate where the whorehouse could be; they also specified who could work there. Licensing, laws and regulations that survive from the Middle Ages shows us that lawfully permitted hookers were either single women of disgraced and impoverished backgrounds, or despondent, desolate and desperate widows. In many locations, prostitutes were required to hail from a different town so that a prior acquaintance with a john wouldn�t inhibit them from providing excellent customer service. Town regulations also declared that whores be attractive. If the idea of legalized, sanctioned prostitution was to give gentlemen a controlled outlet for their yearning and to safe guard the fine daughters and wives of the community, then the harlots should be an attractive option. And besides, who wants to bang an ugly whore?
There was another reason why pretty prostitutes were preferred. According to the church, the more beautiful a woman was, the less sinful it was to screw her. Seriously, this was church doctrine! It was the woman�s fault, of course, that a man got all hot and bothered when he saw her. Popping a boner was beyond his control and the degree of male responsibility was in direct proportion to female prettiness. The resulting sinful act could be forgiven because, after all, the man wouldn�t have been acting in a wicked manner had he not been tempted by the comely maiden. So if a medieval man has sex with an attractive hooker, he wasn�t really sinning. (Gotta love the rationale of the medieval clergy.) Sounds to us like an excuse to cover their own visits to the best little whorehouses in medieval England.
Hookers helped divert men away from sin in another way, too. Pent up sexual energy could cause a frustrated young man to resort to even more lurid and sinful actions to relieve his tension�� like sodomy or masturbation. Any homosexual goings-on, such as sodomy, were a medieval no-no because it was a sin against nature. Sex was for one purpose only and that is baby-making. Doing the nasty in such a way that pregnancy was impossible was flat-out wrong. Obviously, man-on-man action isn�t going to create a baby so medieval moralists deemed it to be an unnaturally evil deed. Likewise, masturbation.
Medieval theologians believed masturbation was a scourge on society that could, if left unchecked, deplete the entire population. Sounds like a bunch of extremists but they took this matter seriously. Mere parish priests lacked the power to absolve a masturbatory sinner; it took the special skills of a bishop. The only time jacking off was seen as tolerable was nighttime emissions. Wet dreams were considered a result of the body needing to rid itself of excess semen in a natural attempt to maintain balance and equilibrium. That couldn�t be helped. But any other form of handiwork was enormously wrong. Cue the whores. Sure was good of those prostitutes to offer such a necessary service: otherwise sex-crazed medieval lads would have to go sinfully solo.
As for the whores themselves, the crown and the clergy, in general, accepted them and the work they did. Perhaps they were reminded of the precedent set by the forgiveness of Mary Magdalene in Bible. Or perhaps it is because, according to some scholarly research, the clergy members accounted for about twenty percent of all whorehouse visitors. And they weren�t there for Bible study! As frequent flyers, it is no wonder the men of the cloth found creative ways to make themselves feel good about their own immoral bush-whacking. But we digress. Hookers regularly gave offerings in the collection plate at church and confessed their sins to the local priest; some prostitutes were even buried in church cemeteries.
It was believed that a whore was a whore because of her desperate situation; therefore she could be forgiven from her sins and delivered to salvation. A prostitute who entered the profession because she enjoyed sex with a multitude of strangers, well, that was another situation entirely. Heaven had no place for nymphomaniacs. Fortunately, nymphos were a rare breed. Most hookers sought and received some sort of repentance. Some could even hope to find a husband. Pope Innocent III encouraged medieval men to take a former hooker as a wife in an ultimate act of Christian charity. Indeed, that would be one way for a poor man to earn brownie points into heaven.
Brothel owners could, and often did, acquired fresh blood through dubious means. Fine, upstanding young ladies were sometimes targeted to become hookers, despite their respectable upbringing and highly regarded family names. Procurement gangs, fully understanding the value of a good reputation, would select a pretty young lady from a decent, upwardly mobile village family and viciously and publically rape her. The ensuing humiliation and tainting of her good name would totally destroy her marriageability. It was not uncommon for her embarrassed family to cast her out, choosing to sever familial ties rather than further tarnish the family�s social standing. The poor victim had nowhere to go and no means of supporting herself. In swept the procurement gang, offering the broke and desperate girl the only option available to a girl in her situation, work as a �common woman,� or prostitute.
Still, other medieval women worked as freelance hookers. In most cases, those women were not your ordinary whore-next-door. Instead, they were married ladies who worked alongside their husbands as shopkeepers, craftsmen and merchants. When business was slow, these resourceful businesswomen turned a few tricks in the backroom to supplement the family income. And with a steady stream of customers to her legitimate business, an enterprising medieval whore was sure to find a john when she needed one. Government officials frowned on this type of prostitution because it couldn�t be regulated and taxed. Indeed, merchants were careful to keep this income off the books.
As the opening quote suggests, stories of prostitution were plentiful in medieval literature. Chaucer also gave numerous examples of philandering clergy members, in The Shipman�s Tale, The Friar�s Tale, and The Nun�s Priest�s Tale, for example, and contemporary readers were not shocked to read about priests and monks tapping a whore. Despite the vows of chastity, this was seen as a far lesser evil than the alternatives: rape, seducing innocent congregation members, jerking their own chains, or playing for the other side. Even shacking up with a kept-woman was seen as far worse than stopping by the local whorehouse for a quickie.
The need for sex caused men of the cloth and men of the crown to distort moral attitudes and rethink religious beliefs. Most scholars today chose to examine how the world�s oldest profession conformed to fit into the prevailing medieval views about sex, but we feel it makes for a much more entertaining lesson to look at how the church changed its stance on sex to rationalize their own sexual deviance and shattered vows of celibacy. In this way, we can argue that the vagina altered religious and moral beliefs. You go, vagina!

Girl on Girl: Lesbianism, Medieval Style

��as the turtle-dove, having lost its mate, perches forever on its little dried up branch, so I lament endlessly� you are the only woman I have chosen according to my heart.�
~ 12th Century letter from one woman to another

The biggest obstacle to researching medieval lesbianism is that little was written�� or little remains�� about the topic. And the reason for that: it wasn�t penis-centric. Seriously� since lesbianism didn�t pertain to the penis, it wasn�t important to the male-dominated world of the Middle Ages. In the penis-vagina binary, the penis was king. The vagina was the ugly step-child of the sex organs. But that is not to say female same-sex relationships were non-existent in this time period. Indeed, they flourished. And enough information remains for us to paint a quasi-realistic view of medieval lesbianism.
First, we should define lesbianism, a task that we know is darn near impossible. Modern society is still grappling with the various aspects of sexual identity and, centuries ago, terms like homosexual, lesbian, transgendered, and bisexual hadn�t yet been coined. To clarify, these words were non-existent, not the people, for there were certainly plenty of medieval individuals we could now classify into one of these areas.
Take the Pardoner, in Chaucer�s Canterbury Tales, for example. This male character was described as having feminine features, such as a beardless chin and a high singing voice. In the description of this character, Chaucer writes, �I thought he were a gelding or a mare.� Was the Pardoner a gay man? A natural eunuch? A hermaphrodite? A transgender? It is clear that even someone as well-travelled and well-read as good old Geoffrey could not definitively label the Pardoner�s gender. But he was curious enough about the idea of human sexuality and gender, especially when the line between a man and a woman was blurred, that he included the Pardoner in his most famous literary work. For our purposes though, and keeping the title of this book in mind, we will focus this chapter on medieval lesbianism primarily on girl-on-girl sexual relationship and only touch briefly on other lesbian-like, non-normative behaviors, like same-sex communal living (such as nuns living in convents) and cross-dressing (for example, Joan of Arc). In doing so, we will see a glimpse of how sexual practices, even taboo ones, were still viewed through the male perspective.
An important distinction to keep in mind is that, in the Middle Ages, a person was not labeled based on their sexual practices or preferences. A man was categorized by status and profession, such as tailor, monk, squire or earl, and a woman was ranked according to her connection to a man, for example, daughter, wife, mother, maiden or widow. The Pardoner was still identified as a pardoner�� a granter of religious pardons�� even as his sexuality was questioned.
Conversely, another of Chaucer�s characters, the Wife of Bath, is identified by her marital status�� wife�� even though she also has a career, that of a weaver. Rather than identifying as a homosexual or a lesbian, the focus was on the individual sexual act itself. Sodomy, in particular. So a person could be considered, for example, a squire who committed sodomy.
We bring up these two Chaucerian characters because both have ambiguous sexuality. As we stated earlier, scholars debate labeling the Pardoner as effeminate, gay, and transgendered based on textual clues Chaucer gives us. As for the Wife of Bath, well she clearly exhibits man-like behavior. She is single, but not under the control of a father or brother. She is a working-woman and business owner. She is independent (after all, she is on a pilgrimage). And she is a sexual aggressor, actively pursuing and seducing her lovers. These actions are not typical of the common medieval lady.
As mentioned earlier, the medieval world is rather quiet about actual lesbian activity and we jokingly blamed the penis-centric society of the time. There is more to this idea. According to contemporary thought, sex was for the purpose of procreation. Husband + wife = legitimate heirs. Period. It is a simple equation. But humans often gave into lust and got their jollies from a third party. That became a problem if it changed the outcome of the equation; that is, if a bastard baby was conceived. Inheritance laws being what they were and DNA paternity testing still centuries away, medieval men sought to keep other men�s penises away from their wives� vaginas to ensure that the nursery cradle wouldn�t end up rocking an illegitimate infant. No one wanted this equation: wife - husband + random male lover = bastard. The common denominator in both of these equations is semen. Seed-laden cum, after all, is a compulsory part of the baby-making recipe. Without semen, the equation could look like this: wife + female lover = a fun time had by all.
Lesbian activity ensures no resulting bastard child and no cause for concern on the part of the husband. �It doesn�t affect me,� so thought many medieval men. As long as the vagina was available when he needed it and it wasn�t an escape route for another man�s baby, girl-on-girl action was viewed as significantly less important than male homosexual activity, therefore accounts of these instances were not important enough to record for posterity.
Although it was deemed a lesser offense than man-on-man sex, lesbian sex was still frowned upon in the Middle Ages. It was that whole �sex for babies only� thing, coupled with that whole �sin against nature� thing. Two women could not conceive a child together; therefore their sexual play was for pleasure only, and it was the pleasure that made it sinful. And women could be punished for their lady-loving ways.
Take, for example, the love affair between Jehanne and Laurence in 1405 France. We have record that Laurence appealed her guilty verdict on the charge of lesbianism because, she claimed, Jehanne was the aggressor who lured her into a meadow then she laid upon her and, in a manly way, made love to her. So seduced by the experience, the bewildered and somewhat gullible Laurance agreed to meet Jehanne� again and again until the love affair grew cold� and violent. Jehanne physically attacked Laurance when the latter tried to end the romance and it was this assault that drew the attention of the authorities. The lesbian affair was secondary. Jehanne was ultimately arrested, tried and executed for her criminal behavior, but it seems that it was the physical assault that got her in trouble, not the girl-on-girl action.
Many scholars view all-girl living arrangements as akin to lesbianism because it was outside the accepted norms of the medieval society. This included, to some extent, nuns housed in convents. Living in close proximity to other females�� plus that whole vow of chastity/swearing off penises clause�� led many nuns to explore sexual interaction with each other.
One infamous example was the story of a 17th century nun named Benedetta Carlini. Benedetta claimed that a heavenly, angelic entity would periodically take over her body and use it as a vehicle for lesbian sex with another nun, Sister Bartolemea. The sisters were certain it was an angel of heaven that instigated the encounters because the two would be consumed by an �indescribably euphoria� during their sex act. Strangers to the Big O, Benedetta and Bartolemea credited their pleasure not to each other, but to God who apparently wanted them to experience this special kind of immoral carnal lust. Benedetta argued her point, so much so that she angered the church higher-ups with her cockiness. That arrogant and outspoken attitude, not the lesbianism, caused her to be stripped of her title of abbess and placed under convent-arrest until her death in 1661.
Lesbianism freaked out medieval men because it fed their fears that women could somehow, someway become equal to men. Egad! Obviously, men on top want to stay on top and squelch the secret fear that they will one day find themselves the oppressed, not the oppressor. It was this fear of a power-hungry, masculine gal that impacted the next two points we have to make�� dick mimicking and females masquerading as men.
Medieval men, and perhaps women, had a narrower definition of sex than we do today. Sex, to them, involved penetration. Girl-on-girl action sans penetration was less sinful, on the sin spectrum. Penitentials, books that outlined various vices and the punishment that should accompany them, noted the distinction. For a medieval female who rolls in the hay with a gal pal, according to the Penitential of Theodore, the sentence was a three-year penance. But the Penitential of Bede added that, if a woman employs an instrument to sexually penetrate another woman, the punishment increased to a seven year penance. Men, even men of the cloth, abhorred the idea of a substitute dick.
Consider the case of Katherina Hetzeldorfer of Nuremberg, Germany, who was executed in 1477. Although the court records are silent on her exact offense, we do have a glimpse of her life and arrest. Katherina relocated from her hometown to another German city with a woman she claimed to be her sister. After a few years, Katherina let it slip to a townsperson that the true nature of their relationship was �that of a husband and wife�. Hetzeldorfer, as the �husband� in the relationship, was arrested and, after admitting to sexually penetrating her lover, detailed how she used an instrument (a proto-dildo or early strap-on). Her sex toy was fashioned out of red leather, stuffed with cotton with a stick thrust up it. Katherina would tie her creation around her waist during her sexual encounters.
While the girl-on-girl sex is what initially got Katherina in trouble with the courts, it was the admission of the penetrating sex toy that may have earned her the death penalty. She was drowned in the river for her innovative penis-replacing tool. It was her audacity to usurp the penis that most angered the all-male, all-penis-bearing officials.
It wasn�t just impersonating a penis that royally pissed off the menfolk of the Middle Ages. Impersonating a man could get a woman in trouble, too. Cross-dressing girls posed a big threat to men� it was just another way in which women could climb the ranks to stand as a man�s equal. Especially if the costume was so deceiving that the rank-climbing went undetected and the woman actually achieved a position of power. Such was the case with Pope Joan.
Scholars debate the validity of the Pope Joan story. Perhaps she really existed. Or perhaps she was a cautionary tale warning about uppity women. Or perhaps it was an anti-papal, anti-Catholic statement. Either way, the legend of history�s only female pope demonstrated the fear medieval men had of women and the vagina.
Accounts vary, but most claim Pope Joan reigned between the 9th and 11th centuries, maybe between Leo�IV and Benedict�III. According to legend, Joan was an intelligent, educated woman who, at the insistence of her lover, dressed as a man to continue her studies. She dazzled the church muckety-mucks with her vast knowledge and intellect, thus she rose quickly through the pecking order until ultimately elected Pope.
Apparently that lover of hers was still in the picture because (oops!) Joan got pregnant. Weirdly (and seemingly without painful contractions serving as a warning of the impending birth) Pope Joan gave birth while mounting a horse, thus exposing her gender for all to see. Ultimate blasphemy! The crowd who witnessed the birth was so outraged that, according to most accounts, they tied Joan to her own horse and dragged her to her death through town. Talk about a rough day! Pope Joan�s name was erased from the papal files and you won�t find her on the official list of popes. Sadly, the vagina was Pope Joan�s undoing. But she left an odd and lasting legacy.
A common version of the Pope Joan story states that all subsequent popes have to be ritualistically examined to verify their manhood. The pope-elects must sit on a dung chair, a toilet of sorts with a hole in the seat, where a lucky cardinal reaches up to grope the pontiff�s testicles. Upon fondling the papal stones, the cardinal exclaims, �Duos habet et bene pendent�, or �He has two and they dangle nicely�. Although Pope Joan clearly ignored the vow of celibacy that all Catholic priests must take, her act ensures that every new pope gets a little hand action.
One of the Middle Ages� most famous female heroines also displayed non-normative sexual behavior. Was Joan of Arc a sinner or a saintly visionary? She did exhibit lesbian-like tendencies when she donned men�s clothing and took up the sword. Her claim, of course, was that God instructed her to act in a manly way which, if we recall, was the same excuse used by Sister Benedetta Carlini.
Either God was purposely blurring gender roles and stereotypes for his own amusement, or pulling the �vision from heaven� card was a clever ploy on the part of guilty girls. For Joan of Arc, however, the outcome was disastrous. Sure, she changed the tide of the Hundred Year War and was instrumental in the crowning of Charles�VII of France, but she was captured and placed on trial by the English for heresy and heterodoxy, a fancy word meaning her actions and beliefs ran counter to the established societal and religious conventions. Cross-dressing and fighting like a man certainly fit the bill. She may not have been an active lesbian, but her gender bending ways troubled the men in power and she found herself lashed to the stake, smelling smoke.
The tales of medieval lesbians, however scarce, offer us an intriguing look at how people of the Middle Ages grappled with sexual identity and gender stereotypes. Women who deviated from the societal norms represented a threat to medieval men who already held a cautious fear and deep-rooted distrust for women in general. Legends of women, such as Pope Joan and Katherina Hetzeldorfer, Joan of Arc and the Wife of Bath, fueled this fear and increased concern that medieval women, if not kept under a pressing thumb, could become man-like in their thinking, appearance, and ambition until they, one day, stand shoulder to shoulder as equals to men. How terrifying this must have been, for the medieval man.

To Touch or Not to Touch: The Paradox of Medieval Masturbation

��she knew no virtues or goodness; she desired all wickedness.�
~ The Book of Margery Kempe, circa 1450s

Self-pleasuring was considered a terrible affliction in the medieval era, but here again, we see the weird paradox that permeates through our study of the vagina. The church frowned upon masturbation, which it viewed as sinful as fornication. And medieval medical tomes stated that jacking off was a quick path to overall weakness and depletion of the entire nervous system, a condition for which there was no cure. But here�s the thing� all this gloom and doom was primarily directed at men who yanked. Authorities were more concerned about those going solo with a penis and spilling seeds that would be better placed in a womb, than a lady tickling her own fancy. Although Christian beliefs forbade both genders from self-pleasuring, the prevailing medical belief during the Middle Ages, in an about-face from scriptural teachings, advocated female masturbation as a cure for hysteria.
First, we need to understand the dreaded, terrible affliction known throughout the ages as female hysteria. During the entire medieval period and, indeed, into the 19th century, female hysteria was thought to be a real medical condition. Symptoms of female hysteria were quite numerous and included everything from faintness, insomnia, irritability, and nervousness, to an increase in sexual appetite, food cravings, and water retention. Centuries earlier Plato described the uterus as a wandering organ with a mind of its own that would travel throughout the body causing all kinds of mischievous ailments and complaints that were all chalked up to hysteria.
By the Middle Ages, another cause of hysteria was cited. Physicians believed that women stored female semen in their uterus. During sexual intercourse, this semen was released and merged with male semen. But this semen could build up inside the womb and turn toxic if it wasn�t released through either intercourse or orgasm, causing female hysteria. Nuns, widows, and young unmarried maidens were more susceptible to hysteria because they were not sexually active. The solution, however paradoxical, was masturbation.
And now, a brief look at the taboo of masturbation from Christian perspective. Masturbation, it was alleged, would destroy the health of women, causing masculine traits and habits in a female which would, in turn, lead to cross-dressing and lesbianism. Younger girls who self-indulged could damage their glandular development and one medical text of the time noted that �such persons are apt to be flat-breasted�. If a lady found sexual satisfaction going solo, it was feared, she would not desire marriage to a man, instead choosing a life of independence and, clearly, a society teeming with autonomous, liberated females is one doomed to horrific failure. (Note the sarcasm!)
Now let us see how the medieval medical community was able to merge these two seemingly opposing views into the widely-accepted concept of medically-prescribed masturbation and manual stimulation. Female hysteria, with its broad and eclectic mix of symptoms, was reaching epidemic status in the Middle Ages and the standard treatment�� telling the patient to get married and have a lot of sex�� wasn�t the cure-all it was thought to be. The symptoms kept popping up in even the lustiest of wives. Obviously, something more needed to be done to curb this chronic affliction.
According to medical journals from the Middle Ages, unmarried female hysteria patients were encouraged to ride a galloping horse or sit in a rocking chair until an orgasm could be induced. Married women were told to have vigorous sex. But if a woman wasn�t cured by sexual climax with her husband, then she should take matters into her own hands� literally! Doctor-prescribed masturbation!
Sometimes�� many times, actually�� doctor-induced orgasms were deemed medically necessary to alleviate the symptoms of hysteria. We kid you not! A medieval lady suffering from the ravishes of female hysteria would visit the local doctor who would massage her vulva and clitoris�� even penetrate her vagina, if needed�� in an effort to arouse her to orgasm, which would then, so the belief goes, release the pent up female semen and reduce the hysteria symptoms.
And, not surprisingly, the doctors saw a lot of repeat customers. Female hysteria was a chronic condition but not a fatal one; therefore women who couldn�t �relieve� themselves of the trapped female semen needed continuous, on-going medical treatment. By some accounts, hysteria patients comprised between twenty and forty percent of all doctor visits during the latter part of the Middle Ages. While this provided a steady flow of income for medieval physicians, it appears that most doctors viewed this form of treatment as a necessary chore. Guess it wasn�t nearly as fun for them as it was for their patients!
Massaging the female sex organs and pleasuring the patient�� especially when there was no �return on investment��� was boring and tedious and could sometimes take up to an hour before the desired results were achieved. Dr. Nathanial Highmore, a physician who was a big supporter of assisted masturbation as a remedy for female hysteria, wrote in 1660 that there is a learning curve for properly arousing a patient that the it �is not unlike that game of boys in which they try to rub their stomachs with one hand and pat their heads with the other�. This makes us wonder what the good doctor was doing with his other hand!
Textual evidence of the time tells us that doctors sought out other means, besides getting their own hands dirty, to produce an orgasm. Some enlisted the help of a midwife to perform this duty. Others invented tools and instruments to take over this task. From these early tools of the trade evolved the dildo� but that is a story for another time period, the Victorian Era.
It is obvious that a paradox surrounds many aspects of the female existence in the Middle Age, from the notion of virginity to sex to masturbation. But in researching this chapter, we have uncovered an interesting comparison, that of the pleasure giver. Stick with us here� male doctors charged money to arouse sexual pleasure in their female patients, while getting no pleasure in return. They were performing a necessary task. Female prostitutes charged money to arouse sexual pleasure in their male clients, while getting no pleasure in return. They were performing a necessary task. Doctors were esteemed and respected. Hookers were not. While it would be easy to blame gender inequality for this dichotomy, we believe there is another factor to consider: the penis. Because male doctors refrained from using their sex organs in the treatment of their clients, unlike the prostitutes who used their vaginas, their acts of pleasure giving were condoned.

Age of Consent: Menarche, Marriage, and the Mature Vagina

�Now, by my maidenhead at twelve year old.�
~ Romeo and Juliet, William Shakespeare

Shakespeare�s famous star-crossed lovers, Romeo and Juliet, exemplify the medieval mindset of early marriage. Most likely, Juliet was barely a teen when she fell for the dreamy Romeo. Likewise, Juliet�s mom, Lady Montague, was a young bride and mother herself as she tells her daughter, �By my count, I was your mother much upon these years that you are now a maid�. That puts Lady Montague as the parent of a teenager at the tender age of 26. Chaucer�s Wife of Bath was also a child bride, as she tells us �Experience, though it would be no authority in this world, would be quite sufficient for me, to speak of the woe that is in marriage; for, gentle people, since I was twelve years old.� If we think this is shocking, we should consider the daughters of royalty and the elite class who were often married as young as seven, or three, or even as an infant!
Least we think the Middle Ages was populated by a bunch of pedophiles, let�s consider the purposes of medieval marriage. First, of course, was procreation. Legitimate heir to carry on the family name was the fruit of a legal marriage and, indeed, that was the biggest reason why men chose a bride. We find an example of this, again, in Chaucer�s The Canterbury Tales. January, an elderly knight in the Merchant�s Tale, knows his days on earth are numbers so only then does he seek a bride to bear him an heir. He wants a bride who is young enough to be fruitful, but not too young. The connection between marriage and childbearing was an important one during the Middle Ages. The focus of this distinction was places on menarche, a girl�s first menstrual period.
Nobility was fond of using their children as bargain chips. Baby daughters were betrothed to sons of friends and rivals as a way to unite families and build alliances. Although they were married, the daughters were raised with their parents and reunited with their husbands later, once they reached the acceptable age of consent. Even then, the marriage was not legally binding until it had been consummated. Prepubescent girls were not typically (although plenty of exceptions were made) tossed into bed with a stranger/husband. She was saved until she reached maturity, which was usually between the ages of 12 and 14 years old. What else typically happened between the ages of 12 and 14? Oh, yes, she started menstruating.
In the twelfth century, a monk named Gratian composed a set of rules that became the canon law throughout Europe. His writings set the age of consent for girls at age twelve and for boys, age fourteen, and marriages between youngsters would be sealed and binding so long as neither one asked for an annulment before the union was consummated, at the onset of puberty.
If a groom had raped his bride prior to her menarche, it was still considered a binding, consummated marriage, leaving many young girls forever tied to their rapists. What is important about Gratian�s laws is that it was the first time an age, although still very young, was attached to a marriage contract, thus saving children from pre-mature marriage arrangements. These age guidelines remained in place until the late 1800s.
For an eligible young lady in medieval times, much focus was placed on her vagina. When would it start to bleed? For that means she ready (perhaps physically, but probably not psychologically and emotionally) to begin using her vagina�� to pleasure her husband and to birth children.

THE ARTS


Chapter Overview

We like to think that people in the Middle Ages were a bunch of prudes who didn�t talk about such taboo subjects as the vagina, but that couldn�t be further from the truth. Writers, poets, musicians, painters, and sculptures frequently worked the vagina into their art. References to the feminine organ, either subtle or overt, are plentiful. In the next few chapters, we take a look at some of these references, pondering the message they can give us about medieval attitudes and beliefs about the vagina.

The Cunt Chapter

�And trewely, as myn housbond tolde me, I hadde �e beste queynte.�
~ Geoffrey Chaucer, The Wife of Bath

Queynte. That�s a strange and unfamiliar word. Spelled out, it looks a bit like queen or quaint. But, pronounced aloud, it sounds a lot like cunt.
Cunt, queynte and a slew of other similar terms for vagina are abundant in medieval literature. Geoffrey Chaucer certainly wasn�t bashful about using them in his work. But was Chaucer a perverted old man? Was he writing literary smut? Doubt it. Cunt was not considered an X-rated word in medieval times. That vulgar connotation came later.
So when Chaucer�s most notorious character, the Wife of Bath, declares that her husband told her she had the best cunt, she wasn�t being crude and offensive. She was simply using a commonly accepted word for female genitalia, in much the same way we would use vagina today. It is in the glossing of queynte where the vulgar naughtiness is born. Numerous modern translations of the Canterbury Tales assign a raunchy equivalent to this word, such as pussy, piece of ass, quoniam (vulva), or Venus chamber. It seems that modern translators were eager to spin the word cunt in a distasteful, odious, and offensive direction, as it is currently viewed, which, in turn, reinforces the Wife of Bath�s reputation as a bawdy, sex-crazed whore.
One of the few female authors of the Middle Ages, Christine de Pizan, included queynte in her writings which, we contend, proves the word was commonly used and accepted during this time. In her Epistle of Othea, written around 1364, de Pizan, via Othea, is offering seduction tips to Hector, a handsome young knight. He should coo to his lover, �With Cupid, the young and jolly, It pleases me that thou queynte is truly.� We read this to mean that Hector is trying to convince his fair lady to chill out and have a little fun� as long as it�s with him only. The message may be salacious but the word choice is not. After all, a cunt by any other name is still a cunt.
Although queynte is among Chaucer�s favorite words for the vagina, it isn�t his only one. Always one for a good euphemism, he also uses belle chose (lovely things), lantern, candle, instrument and small thing as labels for the vagina. If you think those sound chuckle-worthy, consider the vaginal euphemisms Shakespeare used: bird�s nest, Venus� glove, withered pear, flower, box unseen, nest of spicery, crack, and salmon�s tale! I�m sure most women today would be pissed if their man referred to their hoo-ha as a withered pear or a salmon�s tale. Note to men: Terms like this do not for good foreplay make.
But even the good ol� bard himself, who wrote after the time when cunt�s reputation as a word was heading south, couldn�t resist the allure of the c-word. In one scene in Hamlet, the title character has made a sexually suggestive comment to Ophelia, who responds with shock. Hamlet says, �Do you think I mean country matters?� The use of the word country here is a play on words as it is impossible to say country without saying cunt.
In Twelfth Night, Malvolio reads a note he beliefs to have been written by his beloved Olivia. He says, �these be her very Cs, her Us, and her Ts�. He missed a letter, you may be thinking. Perhaps. But remember that Shakespeare�s words were meant to be heard and not read. Read this sentence aloud and the word and sounds like the missing N.
Thomas of Briton used queynte in Sir Tristam, a 1330 epic poem that likely influenced the Arthurian story of Lancelot and Guinevere. Sir Thomas Malory, famed for Le Morte D�Arthur, a collection of stories about chivalrous knights and virtuous ladies, was not a lewd and crafty storyteller like Chaucer or Shakespeare, yet sex drives many of his plot lines. Tristram and Isolde, for example, bop like bunnies even though Isolde is married to another man. Sir Gareth and Lyone try to do the nasty, but their efforts are continuously thwarted.
And then there is the tale of Igrayne who hops into bed with Uther, lamely disguised as her husband. Spinning the idea of the willing, submissive wife to her favor, Igrayne shruggingly remarks that �ther came unto my castel of Tyntigaill a man lyke my lord� so I went unto bed with hym as I ought to with my lord.� Malory�s work is heavy on the sex but light on the sex talk. He avoids the dirty talk but the message is clear�� women are expected to be pure and unsullied but men, particularly knights and kings, are to be admired for their sexual exploits and conquests.
Clearly, Malory has remembered the first rule of writing� know your audience. What sets him apart from Chaucer and Shakespeare is that his works were intended for a courtly audience, not the unsophisticated, entertainment-starved masses. Malory�s tales were a good ol� boy pat on the back to his courtly male readers while also reinforcing the concept of the honorable, chaste lady-in-waiting, waiting to be the perfect subservient wife.
Etymologically, queynte and cunt both derive from an Old Norse word, kunta, which translated to �weak female� and somewhere along the line it became the term assigned to the vagina. We will get to this more in a moment while we indulge in a brief digression.
The term vagina didn�t actually appear until 1682, more than one hundred and fifty years after the Middle Ages unofficially ended, and even this usage was not wide spread. Rather, it appeared a medical book. Ironically, the word vagina is a Latin term that translates to sheath or scabbard. Since we don�t carry around swords anymore, we may not know that both sheath and scabbard are names for the protective carrying case for a blade, knife or sword. The assumption is, of course, that a man�s penis is a sword that fits nicely into the safeguarding and sheltering vagina. The connotation we read into this is that a man and his penis are vulnerable and defenseless without a woman and her vagina. Hmm.
Now back to the cunt�
Kunta, also meaning woman in several languages in the Middle East, Near East and Africa, could also be spelled quna. Quna eventually morphed into the word queen. When the c-word is bandied around as a sexual insult or derogatory cut-down today, we doubt the perpetrators are aware of the royal pedigree of their affront.
The take-away from the chapter is this: the medieval vagina is a misnomer. The word vagina, a Latin borrowing, did not appear until after the end of the Middle Age. When we peruse medieval manuscripts, like the works of Chaucer, Malory, and Thomas of Briton, it is wise to ignore the glossing of translators. The translators are either attempting to assign profanity where it doesn�t exist, or sanitize salacious word choices made eight hundred years ago. Instead, call a cunt a cunt�� or to be more accurate, a strange and unfamiliar word�� queynte.

Of Porn and Peep Shows

�Should all tricks of female Lewdness fail, They all would be reviv�d in Posture Mall, The Sexes Harlequin or Scaramouon, whose various Scenes of Nakedness are such, As e�en makes Nature blush.�
~ Richard Ames, Folly of Love, 1691

We think it is fairly safe to say, since the advent of clothing, men have been longing to peek beneath the skirts of women. Since this will, quite often, incur a slap across the face, the lust-filled wandering male eye had to focus elsewhere. The solution then is the same one we see today. Pornography!
Erotic drawings are as old as mankind and, although religious and moral authority figures attempted to repress these images are various points throughout history, they are common across cultures and across time. As this is a study of medieval attitudes, we will start our journey mid-way through the Middle Ages. Drawings and images we would classify at pornography are readily found in numerous illuminated manuscripts, books in which the written word is supplemented with ornate borders, detailed lettering and illustrations in the margins. These images could have been part of the original text, but they could also have been added in later, either to clarify the written message or to add some entertainment value. We would wager a guess that the erotic images fell into the last category.
Prior to Gutenberg�s printing press, books were hand-copied and very expensive. Only the wealthy (and men) could afford books and often, a man owned only one book during his lifetime. So this book had to serve several functions�� to provide a scriptural message, to hold important family records like births, deaths and marriages, and to give him something to jack off to. Scholars continue to debate whether the nudie pictures in these medieval books were a warning about elicit behavior or whether they were included for simple sexual stimulation. This debate is complicated because there are many drawings of priests engaging in sexually explicit acts, so perhaps the pictures were not so much a moral warning or pornographic eye-candy, but more of a political statement about the corruption of the hypocritical clergy.
In the latter portion of the Middle Ages, the mid- to late-1500s, printing emerged as a vehicle to get text and images into the hands of the masses. Much like the early days of the internet, the early days of printing were consumed by the printing and distribution of nudes and erotica, but often under the guise of recreating scenes from classic mythology. Because sex was an integral part of many of these stories, pornographic artists could justify their work as informing the audience about classic literature in a medieval version of the still-asked question: is it art or is it porn? One such classic tale, the story of Leda and the Swan, was quite often the inspiration for medieval erotica, partially because of the salacious subject matter. In this story, a god transforms himself into a swan and seduces an earthly maiden, Leda. In most visual renditions from the Middle Ages, Leda is shown completely nude, often in very suggestive positions. The swan is allowed to keep his feathers on.
And in many of these prints, as well as in paintings and sculptures, Leda and the swan are shown in the act of sexual intercourse (swans are one of the few birds with mammal-like external sex organs so this could, technically, be possible). The emphasis, however, is more oft on Leda, with her full frontal nudity and open vagina.
The Italian artist, Giovanni Battista Palumba, was particularly popular during the Middle Ages for his sexually explicit printing plates. One such plate, circa 1475, depicts a naked young woman, legs high in the air, on a bench. A giant penis, with legs and wings and sporting a bell around his �nads, is climbing onto the bench. This piece of erotica was so popular that the plate was used over and over again until the engraving was too worn down to see. It was then re-engraved and used again until the engraving faded.
Sadly, while we have textual support that this image existed, neither the plate nor any of the thousands of prints remain today. Guess we will never know what that giant, bell-ringing dick with wings looked like or why this scene was so popular. Our theory is that it had more to do with the detailed spread-eagle vagina than it did the over-blown penis.
The year 1524 technically fell in the Renaissance era, not the Middle Ages, but was so close to the cusp that the medieval mindset was still prevalent. This was the year that an Italian artist by the name of Marcantonio Raimondi released a scandalous book called I Modi, or The Way.
This book contained sixteen provocative illustrations of sexual positions, or as he called them, �postures�. This collection of pornography was so shocking that Pope Clement�VII called for Raimondi�s imprisonment and ordered all copies of the book to be destroyed. Raimondi�s pal, Pietro Aretino, arranged for his release from jail, and then composed graphic and highly suggestive sonnets to accompany Raimondi�s visuals.
A new and improved edition was published in 1527 had earned the distinction of being the first text to combine sexually explicit wording with the pornographic images, and giving readers the excuse �I just read it for the articles�. This time Raimondi and Aretino managed to dodge jail time but the church demanded the destruction this new edition of porn. Only one copy survives today, and even it is not an original but a copy of a copy.
The 1655 anonymous French work, L�Ecole des Filles, is also credited with being one of the first pornographic literatures. This book is a graphic retelling of a conversation between a teenage girl and her more experienced older cousin with the primary focus on sex� complete with pictures.
The Brits seem a bit more reserved about porn than the French and Italians. In fact, they were the first to actually pass laws criminalizing pornography with the Obscene Publications Act, but that happened well after the Middle Ages ended, in 1857. Despite the animosity toward printed pornography images, the English seemed tolerant of the live version. Cue the peep shows.
Yes, there were medieval peep shows! Posture girls were young ladies who made their living by posing buck-ass naked while paying customers gawked. In the 1681 book Whipping Tom (see the Proto-Stayfree, Midol, and Tampax Chapter), there is a reference to mirror-lined rooms where posture girls could practice their moves and poses and perfect ways to enhance the entertainment value for their customers via their salacious stances.
It is ironic, too, that the British Museum, mindful of the (quote/unquote) historical value of ancient porn, has a hidden room, or Sectretum, within its wall that houses erotic images and items that have been deemed too obscene for the general collection. This portion of the museum started in the 1800s when Dr. George Witt donated his collection of medieval erotica and phallic art to the museum. Clearly, the English were as enthralled with the nude female form as those on the Continent, even as they tried to act pious and moral. It just goes to show that an appreciation of the feminine beauty is universal.

Bawdy Ballads and Vulgar Verse

Then to touch her cunt the knight made free
and said: �Sir cunt, now speak to me!
I would know how your mistress came by my side.�
�My lord,� said the cunt, �there�s nothing I�d hide;
the countess sent the maid in her stead
to bring you pleasure and joy abed.�

~ Garin, Le Chevalier Qui Fist Parler les Cons, Or The Knight Who Made Cunts and Assholes Speak


Popular entertainment of the Middle Ages�� songs and poems�� ran the gamut from rated-G biblical-based tales to PG-13 courtly love stories to X-rated sexually explicit fabliaux. Fabliaux are ribald and raunchy poetic tales, typically from the north of France, penned anywhere from the mid-1100s to the 1400s. Mostly anonymous, fabliaux were quite popular among all classes of medieval people, although as we read them now, most are rather degrading to women and their vaginas. Yet, from time to time, we see a fabliau in which a woman and her vagina come out on top.
First, let us look at the tale in which a lady�s vagina�� and asshole�� betrayed her. A parody of chivalrous tales, this account was called The Knight Who Made Cunts and Assholes Speak, a title that makes sense in the context of the story, but would attract criticism in modern times (see The Cunt Chapter).
The title Knight is impoverished, but guided by a strict set of morals and values. He does a favor for a trio of naked maidens, who are really magical fairies. They thank him for his deed by bestowing on him three �gifts�. The first gift makes him the receiver of extreme hospitality wherever he goes. Not a bad gift, right? The second fairy tells the Knight that he now has the gift of making vaginas talk! Not to be outdone, the third fairy adds an amendment to the second gift. She states that, if a vagina is unable to talk to the Knight for whatever reason, the asshole will speak for the vagina. These fairies get props for creative gift giving.
The Knight and his squire test out the �gifts� on a mare and find them to be in working order. They journey on their way and soon come to a castle where they are greeted with open arms, as per fairy number one�s �gift�. The King of the castle throws a lavish dinner party and invites the Knight to stay for the evening. The Queen is enamored with the Knight (plus she is under that whole hospitality spell thing) and, although she really wants to snog with him, she can�t sneak away from her husband.
So she summoned her chambermaid, a pretty young virgin, and commands her to tiptoe into the Knight�s room and have sex with him. She agrees and slips naked into his bed, to the Knight�s surprise. Now it is his turn to surprise the chambermaid. He asks her vagina to tell him who sent the maiden to his bed and the vagina answers him, freaking her out so much that she runs from the room to tell her wild story to the Queen.
The next morning at breakfast, in front of the court, the Queen confronts the Knight about this, but of course, she left out the part about how she was the one who send the chambermaid to have sex with the Knight because she really wanted to bed him herself, but couldn�t ditch the King. The Knight tells her that he can make any vagina talk, even hers. They place a bet on it and the Queen excuses herself for a moment. In private, she stuffs her cunt so full of cotton it is nearly spilling out of her. She then returns to the dining chamber where she bids the Knight to converse with her vagina.
The Knight asks the Queen�s vagina to tell him who sent the maiden to him. Silence. He asks again. Still silence. He asks a third time and now, thanks to the third fairy�s �gift�, the Queen�s asshole answers for the va-jay-jay. It also explains to the Knight that the Queen has packed her vagina with cotton so as the stifle the words that may come forth from this orifice. So the sphincter totally rats out the Queen in front of her husband and the rest of the court, humiliating and disgracing the Queen.
In the next tale, however, it is the man who ends up embarrassed and humiliated. This story is called the Berangier of the Long Asshole. In it, a lady of nobility is unhappily married to a cowardly man beneath her class who berates and intimidates her in a failed display of dominance.
To prove his worth to her, the husband tells her he is going out into the forest to fight the foes. And, indeed for several days in a row he returns home with nicks and dents in his sword and shield� obvious signs of battle. His wife, however, grows suspicious, so when he leaves for battle the next day, she dons his suit of armor and follows him. Soon she comes upon him in the woods, beating his sword and shield against rocks and trees to give them a battle-worn appearance.
The armor-clad wife confronts the faker and challenges him to a joust. Terrified of what his thinks is a real knight, the husband begs for mercy and tells the knight that he will do anything to avoid fighting. �Anything?�, asks the wifely knight. She/he tells him that he can get out of the joust if he kisses her/his asshole. The husband eagerly agrees.
The disguised wife then drops her bottoms and strategically covers her brown eye, then bends over and spreads wide her vagina for her husband to kiss. As he looks questioningly at her slit (and lack of balls and penis), she tells him that she/he is called the Berangier of the Long Asshole and that she/he is the most feared fighter in all the land. Hearing that, the husband fulfills his obligation and kisses the vagina.
The wife hurries home ahead of her husband and takes a lover to bed, so when the husband arrives home, he find his wife making love with gusto to another man. The husband reacts with anger, but the wife interrupts to inform him that she knows all about his encounter with the Berangier of the Long Asshole and threatens to tell the world about his cowardly reaction to a feminine Knight unless he grants her her freedom, especially in regards to her sex life. So in a switch-up from The Knight Who Made Cunts and Assholes Speak, The Berangier of the Long Asshole shows how the vagina empowers a woman to take a stand against her cruel, yet weak and obviously stupid husband.
Sex, lies, and vaginas featured prominently in medieval music, as well as medieval literature. Prior to the twelfth century, however music and songs rarely dealt with love and women were minor characters, if mentioned at all. But with the rise of the troubadours�� travelling singers of folk-type ballads originating in southern France�� women, love, and sexual pleasure infiltrated musical compositions. When the troubadours sang of love and sex, it was often romantic, non-matrimonial sexual encounters that were the theme. In contrast to the church view on sex, the troubadours� message was that copulation was good and healthy and that women should be placed on a pedestal, to be worshipped, treasured, and admired, and in return, their love will enable knights and knaves to reach their fullest potential.
Yep, this was quite a change of pace from the clerical dribble folk had been accustomed to hearing. Many songs, in fact, romanticized wifely infidelity. Married ladies were often courted and bedded by swooning lovers and the audience listening to the music was rather accepting of this notion, despite what they learned at church. An unwritten rule in troubadour ballads, however, made it tolerable for a woman to have one lover, in addition to her husband, but multiple lovers? Now that was crossing the moral line.
A collection of songs from the 13th century were discovered in Germany in the mid-1800s which contain such memorable lines as �My virginity makes me frisky�. These songs have come to be known as the Carmina Burana. It is believed that these songs, with their primary focus on drinking, sex, and tempting fate, were written by the Goliards, a group of monks who rebelled against the oppressive authority of the church.
The Goliards lived by the �you-only-live-once� philosophy long before the YOLO acronym gained its current popularity. In fact, the Goliards were defrocked in 1300 because they were more interested in eating, drinking, and making merry than they were in reading scripture and praying. Sounds like the medieval version of frat boys!
To sum up, in medieval times, the bards and lyricists and musicians (oh my) didn�t only create clean verses for all ears to listen. Some songs and stories of medieval times were quite raunchy, and we�re confident that the performers and audiences enjoyed bawdy ballads and vulgar verses.

Giant Stone Vaginas� in Church!?

�More recently the images have come to be regarded in a positive light� they are a symbol of active female power.�
~ Sheela-na-gigs: Their Origins and Functions by Dr. Eamonn Kelly

As crazy as it sounds, there are medieval churches in Ireland and England, indeed throughout much of Europe, with rather vulgar and explicit decorations. They are far from PG-13� in fact, they are X-rated. The Sheela-Na-Gigs are stone carvings of women, sitting or squatting with knees in the air, holding open their large, caricature-ishly oversized vaginas with their hands. And, yes, these female exhibitionists adorn churches! Hardly the spot one would expect to see cartoon porn. So there must be a reason, but sadly there is no textual evidence that remains from the Middle Ages that explains the intended meaning of the Sheela-Na-Gigs. In its place, we have the speculations of scholars and historians to go on, and they have developed some interesting theories as to the lost meaning of the Sheela-Na-Gigs.
Sheela-Na-Gigs could be a fertility symbol, after all the focus is on the vagina where seeds enter and babies exit. In some of the churches where Sheela-Na-Gigs are found, visitors have rubbed the exaggerated stone vulva so much, assumedly to transfer some of the magical fertility powers to the fondler, that this area of the statue is smoothly finished. At other churches, patrons have shaved off stone crumbs from the Sheela-Na-Gig�s va-jay-jay, perhaps, again, in search of fertility magic. I don�t know if the Sheela-Na-Gig scrapers ate the stone powders, or snorted it, or inserted it in their vagina, or simply made tea with it. Without a written record we are left to wonder.
It could be that the Sheela-Na-Gigs were not medieval fertility deities, but instead were meant to ward off evil spirits. Indeed, there are numerous folklore stories the apotropaic powers of the vagina. According to these tales, the power of the evil eye, witches� spells, and even the devil himself, could be thwarted by a female exhibitionist, flaunting her naked vagina in the face of malevolent evil. So it is possible that medieval church builders incorporated the evil banishing powers of the vagina in form of the stone Sheela-Na-Gigs.
But then again, the Sheela-Na-Gigs could very have been placed in medieval churches to serve as a cautionary reminder about the dangers of lust and carnal sexual pleasure. Certainly this was the church�s ideology of the time; sex in any form was bad. It could be that the churchgoers, many of whom were probably illiterate, needed a visual image to reinforce the teachings of the church. The vulgar depiction of the Sheela-Na-Gigs could be a way to illustrate to the congregations that it was women and their wicked vaginas that caused the fall of man, who are the root of all evil. Talk about a slanderous campaign against women!
A final theory, however, is not so misogynistic. It contends that the Sheela-Na-Gigs are actual a representation of the power of women, harkening back to pagan days when reverence was given to the life-giving aspect of the vagina and women were celebrated as mother beings. This sentiment has enjoyed a renaissance in recent years, and the image of the Sheela-Na-Gigs is often adopted by feminist groups and women�s organizations. Irish artist Fiona Marron captures this believe when she writes that the essence of the Sheela-Na-Gigs is �a celebration of womanhood and fertility in life, death, and rebirth wrapped in the web of our ancient past.�
It may be that the Sheela-Na-Gigs were used in some female-degrading way during medieval times, but we like that it seems as though women are, to some extent, rewriting their own history in an empowering way.

VAGINAL ODDITIES


Chapter Overview

Our research into the medieval attitudes about the vagina uncovered many interesting stories that, like the vagina itself, defy pigeon-holing. The sections in this chapter are devoted to vaginal stories, myths, questions, and oddities that refused to be lumped in to other chapters.

Mad About Merkins

�This put a strange Whim in his Head; which was to get the hairy circle of [a] prostitute�s Merkin� this he dry�d well, and comb�d out, and then return�d to the Cardinal, telling him he had brought St. Peter�s Beard.�
~ Alexander Smith�s A Complete History of the Lives and Robberies of the most Notorious Highwaymen (1714)

That crazy vagina wig that we now see advertised in the back of certain racy magazines or on the racks of those deliciously naughty adult novelty stores is, in actuality, a medieval invention. Merkins, or pubic hair wigs, date back as far as 1450, according to the Oxford Companion to the Body. Now before you start thinking that couples in the Middle Ages were a playful and kinky bunch, we should peer into the history of the magical va-jay-jay carpet to learn that the creation of this furry vaginal covering is more sinister than erotic.
Necessity is the mother of invention, and in the merkins� case, that mother was a hooker with something to hide. Sexually-transmitted diseases ravaged folks in the Middle Ages, especially ladies of the night, and antibiotics to treat the maladies weren�t available. Prostitutes still had to make a buck, despite being riddled with disease, so the merkin was crafted to covertly cover a syphilis-induced bald spot in the pubic area.
Crabs, otherwise known as lice infesting the pubic area, ran rampant in the medieval bushes. As a result of these nuisances, ladies resorted for a full frontal shave in order to evict the pesky pests. A smooth, naked crotch sent up red flags (to match the red crabs!) to the johns that something may be amiss on this medieval miss. The merkin was created so women could keep their afflictions and infections under wraps: a faux fur wrap, if you will. With the faux hair piece in place, medieval hookers could get back to business as usual. They didn�t seem the least bit worried about spreading disease and/or parasites to their clients so long as they could continue to turn tricks for a coin.
Merkins were fashioned out of either human hair or animal fur and affixed to the crotch with honey, tree sap, plant resin, or whatever other sticky substance happened to be available.
Medieval men also caught on to the craze and sported manly merkins as well, (what�s good for the goose�), and often for the same reasons. The pubes of men were ripe with vermin, just as the women�s were, and a close shave was often the best solution for either gender. Ironically, using a merkin in medieval times wasn�t the embarrassment we would think it to be today. In fact, merkin use was commonplace, widespread, accepted, and even openly discussed. Merkin references appear in literature of the day, including A Complete History of the Lives and Robberies of the Most Notorious Highwaymen, written in 1714 by Alexander Smith. It is from this work that we find the quote we used to open this chapter.
Today, we view the merkin as a kinky, furry sex toy for playful couples, but the reality is that the pubic wig is a medieval innovation that had nothing to do with stimulating enhanced sexual pleasure for consenting couples. The reality is that the medieval merkin was used as a mask of deception in order to camouflage a diseased vagina so a working girl could continue turning tricks to support herself.

Pantiless in the Middle Ages: Victoria had no Secret

�But I am ashamed to think what a course I did take by lying to see whether my wife did wear drawers today as she used to, and other things to raise my suspicion of her.�
~ Samuel Pepys, diary entry dated May 15, 1663 (spying on his wife to see if she is having an affair)

Ladies� unmentionables were hardly men�s business, therefore the male recorders of history�� authors, historians, and the like�� didn�t leave us many clues or evident to tell us what medieval maidens wore under their skirts and next to their vaginas. In all probability, females in the Middle Ages were much like Brooke Shields in the controversial 1980s Calvin Klein ad� nothing came between them and their clothing! The forerunner of today�s panties, thongs, and boy briefs, and all the other styles we see at our local Victoria�s Secret were a more modern invention. But there were a few more issues involved. The very nature of pants means that something foreign will be rubbing against the woman�s private parts. This may, it was thought in medieval days, be too stimulating for her and lead her to wanton lust. Also, it was also considered decidedly inappropriate, unnaturally manly, and uppity for women to wear pants, even as undergarments. In the patriarchal Middle Ages, men wore the pants in the family!
Bloomers, pantaloons, and drawers, longer, loose-fitting underwear, became fashionable in England beginning in the 1830s, closer to the time of Queen Victoria�s reign so perhaps she kept her pantaloons secretly hidden, inspiring modern women to shop openly for theirs at major mall retailers. What is certain is that her sisters in royalty that proceeded her�� Elizabeth�I, Mary Queen of Scots, Elizabeth of York, and Eleanor of Aquitaine, to name a few�� most likely sat on the throne with one less layer of fabric between that majestic perch and their regal vaginas. Commando queens!
It seems, however, that the bottoms of women throughout continental Europe were not completely bare during the entire time period. Pietro Bertelli�s 1594 work, Costumes of Different Nations, depicted Italian ladies wearing silken drawers. Fynes Moryson, an early cultural anthropologist (although that title didn�t exist then), travelled extensively throughout Europe to observe the customs and cultures of different lands. In his 1617 An Itinerary, he mentioned women in Italy, France and the Netherlands donning pre-panty-like drawers.
In lieu of panties, medieval maidens in England wore smocks. These long, shapeless under-dresses functioned primarily as a way to protect the costly fabric of the dress from icky body stains like sweat. As a side-effect, they acted like today�s underwear albeit without the lifting, separating and hiding of panty lines.
The smock, renamed chemise (French for �shirt�) after the 11th century Norman Conquest when the shores of England were overran with French invaders, had long, full sleeves and went down to the ankle. It was lightweight enough that it could be hiked up in its entirety when the lady had to take a tinkle. And to be clear, men wore these smocks, too, along with braies, a cross between long, baggy basketball shorts and a long, baggy loin cloth.
Of course, with all things in antiquity, we cannot be certain that panties were non-existent. Just because men didn�t write about ladies� panties doesn�t mean that they weren�t in use. It could be that they were so unimportant (because it pertained to females who were inconsequential) that no one wrote about them. And the delicate fabric of ancient clothing deteriorated easily, leaving us with little tangible evidence. Of course, people in the Middle Ages did not think to save their underwear for posterity.
But then�
Renovations in an Austrian castle in 2008 unearthed a cache of discarded clothing from the 15th century, among them undergarments. There were two surprisingly modern looking bras, complete with cups and shoulder straps, and drawers, or braies, they are smaller than a man�s and cut for a womanly figure. It is believed these were made for a female in part because, at this time, men had started to wear joined hose, designed much like trousers, negating the need for braies. Perhaps the drawers were made for a woman to keep her menstrual cloths in place. Of course, we can�t help but think these would be awfully convenient during certain times of the month.

Penis-Eating Vaginas: The Myth of Vagina Dentata

�If only I had teeth down there.�
~anonymous rape victim to Sonnet Ehler, South African health care worker and inventor

Stories and myths of the vagina dentata can be found in ancient texts and oral legends as far back as Greek mythology. The vagina with teeth tales all include a warning that sexual intercourse could result in severe injury to that most important, most central, male organ, the penis. It could even end in castration! These stories surface again in the Middle Ages when authors, inspired by the writings of the ancients and fearful of the seductive power of women, sought to advance the misogynistic attitude of the time via their craft.
Fear of the unknown in antiquity often manifests itself in myths and legends and this trend carries over into the fear of the vagina. It is a dark, forbidden, unknown place with nameless, mysterious dangers. And it is a place most men have been warned to avoid even though it is so, so tempting. After all, in the androcentric medieval era, nothing was a fearsome as a female. The reason for the vagina dentata legend could be two-fold, with both options equally misogynistic: it could have come about as a male fear of the evil, unknown woman. Or it could have developed as a warning of what could happen if a man ventured too close to the vagina.
But first, let us consider teeth in general. Traditionally, teeth have been a symbol of both danger and seduction. We certainly don�t want to get started on the whole Team Edward sexy teen vampire fascination, but it does illustrate our time-honored interest in toothy, sexy romance. Teeth are linked to insatiable hunger, in the form of both gluttony and, more metaphorically, sexual hunger. In this sense, it is not hard to see how stories of teeth in a vagina could have developed. Much like the vagina itself, teeth symbolize both allure and threat.
The impetus for the vagina dentate myth may even have its roots in zoology. The sea-faring ancient Greeks surely encountered squid, a fearsome creature whose toothy mouth is rather misplaced. It is found at the crux of the creature�s legs where it could be easily confused for a vagina.
Vagina dentata plays on a deep-rooted fear of the both the unknown and of women. A female was, after all, just an inferior version of a man, yet she was inherently evil and untrustworthy, therefore she must be kept under tight control or lord knows what would happen. A woman is full of sinister secrets. If a man fell for her attraction and was seduced by her charms, he could find himself in terrible danger, at risk of losing his life, or more frighteningly, his manhood. By sticking his wanger into the unknown depths of a woman�s crotch, a man risked having it bitten off�� chomp chomp�� by the ravenous vagina dentata. And a man without his penis is, well, like a woman. Egad! Yes, an encounter with a vagina dentata can be emasculating, a fate worse than death!
Medieval men truly feared losing their dicks. In his book Demon Lovers: Witchcraft, Sex, and the Crisis of Belief, Walter Stephens notes that one of the numerous crimes witches were accused of was penis stealing. Here again we see anti-feminist over-tones coming into play. The malevolent female could take the manhood away from a fellow, in a sense elevating herself to a social status above the man. So horrible was this thought that severe punishments were doled out to women accused of penis snatching via witchcraft.
Vagina dentata stories could also be a sort of cautionary tale used as a fear-tactic to keep men from raping strange women. Medieval clergy wasn�t too keen on sex even when it was between husband and wife; therefore rampant sex outside of marriage was a big no-no. Perpetuating stories like the vagina dentata, the church and government authorities hoped to discourage men from forcing themselves upon women, not because they wanted to protect women. Instead, it was to protect themselves and other men. Because a woman belonged to a patriarchal authority figure, such as a father, husband, or brother, a crime against a woman�s vagina was interpreted as a crime against her owner� property damage, if you will.
The concept of vagina dentata as a rape deterrent has been reborn in the last decade. A South African woman named Sonnet Ehlers, a blood technician, sickened by the number of rapes throughout Africa and the spread of HIV via unwanted sexual penetration, was inspired to design an anti-rape device when a rape victim at her clinic said to her, �If only I had teeth down there�. The Rape-aXe is a barb-lined female condom that would snag on a penis during intercourse. Not only would this hurt like heck, but the barbs would remain attached to the penis until surgically removed by a doctor who, we hope, would alert the police. Even though it sounds revengeful, Ehlers� goal was to prevent the spread of AIDS and other diseases and prevent pregnancy by rapists. So many people, mostly men, rallied against the product because of the damage it could inflict on a penis that it has yet to be mass produced.
Interestingly, vagina dentata legends are universal. Asian, African, South American and Native American lore all include references to dangerously toothy vaginas. In some tales, a hard-cocked hero must bang a woman with vagina dentata so as to knock out her teeth, thus making her suitable to bed other men. In another tale, the hero, who had been warned of the bite of his lady friend, tested the waters with his scabbard rather than his penis and noted the bite marks on his scabbard.
In Ainu folklore, an entire island was inhabited by women inflicted with vagina dentata. Basil Hall Chamberlain was one of the first Englishmen to translate the tale of �The Island of Women�. In this story, the ladies of the island sprout vaginal teeth every spring and so they must send their husbands away. They became impregnated when they bared their spread vaginas to the east wind, but killed all the boys they birthed as soon as they reached puberty.
Other stories found throughout North America are much less girl-empowering. In a nutshell, most of these tales find a warrior sacking a beautiful maiden with a bite to her bootie. Sex is painful and therefore not much fun, so the warrior over-powers the woman and forcibly removes her vaginal dentistry, which is very painful for her but he doesn�t much care. Now the path is clear for him to have pleasurable sex. This tale, and similar ones, demonstrate male dominance over women, both physically and sexually, and reinforce the idea that women should not find sexual penetration to be gratifying.

Conclusion

As we conclude our joint study of the vagina and the Middle Ages, it is our hope that the historical research and analysis of medieval gender attitudes presented in The Medieval Vagina has both entertained and enlightened the reader.
We also hope that the reader gleans from this book an appreciation of the role the vagina has played in the history, religion, health, culture, arts, and social structure of the Middle Ages. This most feminine of bodily organs has, despite its repression and minimization, succeeded in its dual purposes of progeny and pleasure. Yet is hasn�t merely succeeded; it has triumphed.
Rather than accept its fate as secondary to the dominate penis, the vagina has asserted its importance into the lifestyle and culture of the medieval era. It is only through the courageous efforts of numerous medieval women, some we have featured in The Medieval Vagina, who redefined the traditional role of women and pushed back against the walls of misogyny that the paradox view of women as both givers of life and givers of pleasure evolved. They have laid the groundwork for gender equality and an understanding of the complexity of womanhood and the importance of the vagina.
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Note

1 (~) Here�s a funny side story: An anonymous book was written about Whipping Tom around 1681. According to a passage in this book, Whipping Tom, ��with great speed and violence seized her, and in a trice, laying her cross his knee, took up her Linnen, and lay�d so hard up-on her Backside, as made her cry out most piteously for help, the which he no sooner perceiving to approach (as she declares) then he vanished.�
Basically, several attacks were made on unescorted women in London and nearby Hackney. The attacker, seeing a woman on the streets without a male protector, would run up to her and paddle her on the buttocks then flee! The Hackney spanker swatted about 70 women, sometimes with his bare hand and sometimes with a birch rod, before his capture. As motive, he declared he was �resolved to be Revenged on all the women he could come at after that manner, for the sake of one Perjur�d Female, who had been Barbarously False to him.� His name, Thomas Wallis, gave rise to the nickname Whipping Tom, but there is evidence the term was used earlier. In 1681, a would-be attacker hid in the alleyways of London waiting for an unaccompanied lady to walk by. He would pounce, lift her skirt to her waist and paddle her bare bottom, sometimes yelling �Spanko!� as he did it.
He would disappear so quickly after the attacks that he was able to do his work undetected. The public railed the London police for their failure to catch the spanker so groups of men forms vigilant mobs and roamed the streets. Some of these men even dresses in women�s clothing and walk the area, serving as decoys�� homely, muscular, big-boned decoys.
Apparently Whipping Tom was not fooled and chose to paddle only actual females. We wonder what his reaction would have been had he lifted the skirt of a menstruating woman and exposed his hand to her makeshift sanitary napkin! Eventually, a local storekeeper was caught and tried for the attacks, as is detailed in the anonymously written book, Whipping Tom Brought to Light and Exposed to View.
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