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WOMEN AND THE ROOTS OF EUROPEAN CULTURE

European culture has two mighty roots: the Judeo-C hristian 
tradition and  Graeco-Roman antiquity. The Bible on the one hand 
and  the intellectual achievements of ancient philosophers, scien­
tists  and writers on the other, have shaped the type of mentality 
characteristic of the inhabitants of Europe; Europe, of course, 
should not be treated here as a geographical area, as the Conti­
nent, b u t precisely as a unity of tradition and mentality. The 
European way of viewing the world, the European systems of 
values, com binations of convictions and prejudices, often in the 
form of stereotypes, spring from one common stem  with two 
powerful roots. It is from them  tha t over the ages grew the 
magnificent great tree producing many leaves and m ulti-coloured 
flowers. They did not, however, fall away from their common 
tru n k  th a t principally determined their shapes and  colours.

The Bible, th a t is the so-called Old and New Testaments, is 
a bestseller of all times. This book, translated  into all the lan­
guages of the world in an enormous num ber of copies, is to this 
day breaking all the records of popularity, inspiring the attitudes 
and convictions of endless generations. The origins of the Old 
Testament are lost in the darkness of mystery th a t envelops the 
core of its message: the extraordinary Covenant contracted by 
God with Man. Its individual books and fragments were created 
over m any centuries, written down or transm itted  orally by 
various au thors for various purposes: historical (commemoration 
of the m ost im portant events in the history of Israel), prophetic 
(noting down of the voices of visionaries and their forecasts), 
religio-didactic (the Psalms, sapiential texts, e.g. Solomon’s m a­
xims). Their authors, even if we adm it they were inspired by God,
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were men — although some researchers support the thesis tha t 
women also participated in the creation of the Bible, e.g. the 
authorship of the Song o f Songs is sometimes attributed to 
a woman. However, it was mainly men who wrote down the 
biblical texts, commented on them  and transm itted them to their 
recipients, who were also principally of the male sex.

In biblical times the later Jews, called Hebrews or Israelites 
in tha t era, formed pastoral tribes tha t lived in the lands of the 
present state of Israel; these tribes were organized on a pa tria r­
chal principle, tha t is with the dom inant position of males both 
in the family and society. Thus the Old Testament arose within 
the framework of patriarchal culture from which the elements of 
m atriarchy were already disappearing. The supernatural inspir­
ation of the au thors was filtered through the minds shaped in the 
concrete conditions of their tribal-pastoral existence. In order to 
understand  the great ab strac t Being — Jahve — the people of the 
Old Testament described Him according to their own abilities and 
ideas — hence sprang the unavoidale masculinization of God and 
His identification with the patriarchal figure of the Father. How­
ever, the Biblicists draw attention to the fact tha t the biblical 
images of the Divinity, apart from paternal traits show also some 
m aternal features. This is the way they interpret Chapter XI of 
the Book of Hosea, speaking of God as the Mother of the chosen 
nation who fed it and  carried it in Her arm s. This is also clearly 
exemplified by the Icon of Divine Wisdom, which is clearly of 
feminine gender (both in the Hebrew original and in the Greek 
translation — Sophia). These accents were, however, effaced by 
time, among other things because of the successive translations 
of biblical texts from Hebrew into other languages, as well as the 
addition of com mentaries; as a result people, being unable to 
break away from the forms of their own existence and ideas 
connected to it, endowed God with gender in an  absurd  way, 
making Him in the image of Man.

The socio-cultural context of the rise of the Bible was bound 
to bear upon the position of woman on the pages of its Books1. 
Biblical descriptions are focussed on men and their actions,

1 More extensively on tha t subject, see: Josy E i s e n b e r g ,  La fem m e au temps 
de la Bible, Paris 1993; Elżbieta A d a m i a k ,  Milcząca obecność. O roli kobiety 
w Kościele (The Silent Presence. On the Role o f the Woman in the Church), Warszawa 
1999; Kobieta w nowym wieku (Woman in the New Age), collective work ed. by 
Jacek Bol ew s k i SJ, Kraków 2001.
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w om en appear som ew here in the background , they are frequently 
nam eless, as if they were no t w orth careful a tten tion  or m ention. 
This corresponds w ith the  s itua tion  of w om en in biblical tim es; 
sub jec t to the  rule of fa ther and  h u sb a n d , lim ited in her options 
an d  rights, trea ted  as  an  object, som etim es in a  b ru ta l way (in 
the conditions of polygamy, where w om en were ordered abou t by 
m ales in the  family as  if they were th e ir personal property, and  
som etim es were practically  raped), w om an gained a be tte r s ta tu s  
only due to m aternity . Hence the  g rea t tragedy of the infertile 
m atria rchs  of Israel: S arah , Rebecca a n d  Rachel, is the m ain  
th read  of the  Book of G enesis, focussed on the problem  of 
ensu ring  the continuity  of A braham ’s family. In those tim es the 
b irth  of a  child, an d  the  possession  of n u m erous and  healthy  
offspring w as of p a ram o u n t im portance, and  success in th is 
respect could no t be achieved w ithout wom en.

The au th o rs  of the  Bible do no t confine them selves, however, 
to the  depiction of the  fate of the  th ree m atria rchs. The pages of 
the Old Testam ent show  m any figures of o u tstand ing  w om en — 
energetic, wise and  heroic, who played a  considerable role in  the 
h istory  of their people. Beautiful E s th e r risk s  he r life to save her 
nation , bringing abou t the  ru in  of its foe, H am an; courageous 
J u d ith  saves the town of Bethulia, inveigling Holofernes to her 
tent, an d  after m aking him  d runk , cu tting  off h is head; Jae l also 
deceitfully kills the  foe of Israelites, S isera. The heroism  of these 
women, the sacrifice they m ade for th e ir people, w as extolled not 
only in Israel; they went down in the E uropean tradition as cou­
rageous heroines inspiring m any works of artists, writers, painters, 
poets and  dram atists. Later, in medieval and  early m odem  tim es, 
they s ta rted  to be perceived not so m u ch  as the personification 
of courage and  patrio tism  b u t as the  sym bol of treacherous 
femininity, using  their charm  an d  b eau ty  in  order to ru in  m en. 
In som e cases the  biblical descrip tion itse lf suggests the condem ­
nation  of the  excessive courage and  ad v en tu ro u sn ess  of women. 
In the  Book of the Ju d g es there  is a  story  abou t a  w om an who 
saved the  city of Thebez from the siege of Abimelech. A nam eless 
w om an w as said  to throw  on the h ead  of the enem y a big 
m illstone. Abimelech, m ortally w ounded, w as not so sorry be ­
cause  of losing h is life as  because  of the  sham e of being killed by 
a wom an, an d  asked  his servan t to fin ish  h im  off, so th a t rum our 
would not have it th a t h is dea th  w as cau sed  by a female. The
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author of the text seems to sym pathise with Abimelech — at any 
rate, he certainly does not praise the woman who rendered such  
great services to her town and its inhabitants.

In Israel, in contrast to other religions, women were not 
adm itted to priesthood. This might have been caused precisely 
by the example of those religions, because the functioning of 
priestesses in the temples of Egypt, Babylon, etc, was combined 
with their sexual services. However, in Israel there were m any 
prophetesses, leaders of the nation who showed their people the 
right way of action. When God through the m outh of prophet 
Micheas dem anded Israel’s gratitude for being led out of the land 
of bondage, He at the same time rem inded th is nation “I gave you 
Moses, Aaron and Miriam as leaders”2. Miriam, the sister of Aaron 
and Moses, appears here as a person equal to Moses and Aaron 
who together with them  leads her nation to the Promised Land. 
Miriam was a prophetess equal in s ta tu s to the greatest prophets 
of Israel. Another famous prophetess was Deborah who foretold 
Israel’s victory over its enemy — King Sisera. Deborah was a t the 
same time a judge, a fact which confirms her unusually  high 
s ta tu s in society. The third famous w om an-prophetess was 
Huldah, who competed with her contem porary prophet Jerem iah; 
it was her th a t the King of Ju d a h  Josiah  asked for advice and 
instructions, which he greatly prized, although she was a woman. 
When during the reconstruction of the Temple of Jerusalem  the 
Book of the Law was discovered, the King asked Huldah about 
the w rath of Jahve, foretold in th a t book, and it was she who 
explained how the Covenant with Jahve should be renewed. The 
group of prophetesses also includes Anne, a servant in the Temple 
of Jerusalem  who recognized the M essiah in Christ.

But it was not only the prophetesses who enjoyed respect. 
There are scenes in the OldTestament th a t testify to the existence 
in Israel of wise women endowed with authority, whose advice 
was sought by men in crucial moments. Let u s  cite the story about 
the rebellious city of Abel-Beth-Maacah, besieged by the army of 
King David. A woman climbs on top the wall and asks to speak 
to the com mander of the assailant army, Joab. When he comes 
to meet her, she rebukes him for his design to ru in  a city which 
is part of the inheritance from Jahve. Joab  dem ands the life of 
Sheba — the leader of the rebels and the woman promises to

2 Micah 6, 3-4.
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deliver him . Following h e r advice, the in h ab ita n ts  of the  city cu t 
off S h e b a ’s head  a n d  c a s t it in  front of Jo ab . This way the city is 
saved. We shou ld  adm ire  the way th is  w om an w as able to quench  
the conflict betw een the  two parties. Jo ab  negotiates w ith h e r as 
if sh e  were h is equal; the  in h ab itan ts  of the  town obey her 
in stru c tio n s . A w om an whose nam e is n o t known, who h a d  no 
o ther power except for h e r  personal au thority , solves the conflict. 
S im ilar power an d  w isdom  is rep resen ted  in the Bible by the 
nam eless w om an of E ndor who advised S au l and  raised  his sp irits 
w hen the  p a tria rc h  broke down because  of Ja h v e ’s w rath . It 
ap p ears  th a t  som e w om en in  biblical tim es were equal to, and  
som etim es even su rp a sse d  m en in  wisdom , an d  a t least som e of 
them  were able to influence the  course of im portan t events.

And yet in  th is  p a tria rch a l society the  s ta tu s  of w om an w as 
m u ch  lower th a n  th a t  of m an. Let u s  cite ano ther p icture, 
p e rp e tu a ted  in  the  Bible. Je p h th a h , the leader of Israelites, before 
h is en co u n te r w ith the  Am m onites, for h is victory prom ises God 
to m ake to Him a  b u rn t  offering of the  first c rea tu re  who greets 
h im  a t hom e. W hen he  en tered  the door, h is only dau g h te r flew 
to m eet him , en th u s ia s tic  abou t h e r fa th e r’s success, dancing 
a n d  beating  the  d ru m s. J e p h th a h  tea rs  h is  clothes, an d  bem oans 
the fate of h is  daugh ter, b u t does no t try  to release h im self from 
h is vow by m aking a  v icarious offering, a s  it w as frequently  done 
a t th a t  time. God does no t in tervene for the  sake of the  girl, a s  he 
did in  the  case of Isaac, son  of A braham . Je p h th a h ’s daughter, 
w hose nam e w as n o t even h an d ed  down in the Bible, does not 
defend herself, does n o t try  to avoid h e r  horrible fate, she  even 
encourages h e r fa the r to keep h is vow. Symbolically, she opens 
the gigantic p rocession  of th o u sa n d s  an d  m illions of women, who 
w ith  u tm o st hum ility  an d  w ithou t p ro tes t succum bed  to their 
difficult, som etim es tragic fate.

The Bible devotes a  lot of a tten tion  to the  wives of foreign 
extraction. The Books of E zra  an d  Nehem iah, describ ing the 
re tu rn  of the  Israelites from captivity, carry  a  w arning th a t mixed 
m arriages are  a  th re a t to the  language an d  trad ition  an d  the 
“m ixed seed” leads to the  con tam ination  of Israel’s progeny. This 
dislike of the  fem ale s tran g e rs  reveals the  acknow ledgem ent of 
the  g rea t role of w om en in  the tran sm iss io n  of tradition , faith  and  
language; w ithout them  Israel would no t be able to preserve its 
identity. W hen E zra is reading  the Book of Divine Law, he
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tran sm its  it to the whole people of Israel, th a t is bo th  m en and 
women. This show s th a t the  notion of “the people” in the  Bible 
em braces bo th  m en an d  w om en an d  th a t the  la tte r are also able 
to u n d e rs ta n d  the Divine Law.

N evertheless, the  legislation of the  Pentateuch, in a  way 
characteristic  of pa triarchal cu lture, views the w om an in the first 
place th rough  the prism  of he r sexuality. The law contained  in 
the  Bible condem ned sexual m olestation an d  rape (frequently 
com m itted in reality), opposed m arriage w ith wom en of o ther 
na tions (with the exception of m arriages with w ar-captives), 
forbade m arriage w ith relatives, (with the exception of those 
arranged  according to the  law of the  levirate). The gravest sin 
against m arriage w as adultery. The Pentateuch contains several 
p assages devoted to th a t problem , b u t they analyse only the guilt 
of the wife. The unfaithfu l m an, in  the  light of these texts, was 
no t com m itting a sin  aga inst h is wife, b u t against the h u sb a n d  
of the  wife w ith whom  he had  illicit in tercourse. The law clearly 
defends the rights of the  h u sb a n d  who, as a resu lt, can  control 
the  sexuality of h is wife, and  it is never the  o ther way round. 
A m an  who s ta r ts  loathing h is wife can  accuse he r of the  lack of 
the  “sign of virginity” a t the  beginning of their m arriage an d  if her 
p a ren ts  do no t prove h e r chastity , she will be stoned. If the 
accusation  w as u n ju st, the  m an, on the o ther hand , w as only 
th rea tened  by flogging. A m an  could also obtain  a divorce only 
because  he discovered in  h is wife “som ething repulsive”.

We have already come across a vow in the story  of J e p h th a h ’s 
daughter. This w as a frequent form of p ious practices. The Book 
of Leviticus designates the  size of paym ent offered in the Temple 
for the  redem ption of a vow. It w as supposed  to be “the equivalent 
of a  pe rso n ”, and  usually  the  value of a  w om an w as half th a t of 
a m an. A w om an’s vow w as valid only if no opposition to it was 
raised  by the m an  in whose charge she rem ained  (that is father, 
b ro ther or husband). So even in relation to God a w om an w as not 
considered to be an  independen t person, and  rep resen ted  little 
worth. T hus we need not w onder th a t in the  P rayer of 18 Blessings 
a  Jew  th an k s  God th a t He did not m ake him  a wom an.

The fragm ent of the Bible th a t fuels ou r im agination m ost and 
h a s  been  cited m ost frequently  over the  cen turies is the descrip­
tion of the  creation of m an. Actually, it consists  of two texts, 
w ritten  a t different tim es, included in  the Book of Genesis, despite
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the difference in the ir in tellectual s tan d ard . The first, earlier, 
called “the Jehov isťs  tex t” (for the au th o r u ses  the nam e Jahve 
for God) goes back  to the 10th cen tu ry  B.C. This is a  colourful 
story  of folk ch arac te r abou t the creation of Adam from the d u s t 
of the  g round  an d  Eve from his rib, an d  la ter abou t the  tem ptation  
of Eve by the serpen t, tasting  of the  forbidden fruit from the Tree 
of Knowledge, w hich w as pun ish ed  by driving the first h u m an  
couple ou t of Eden. R esearchers find in  th is  text elem ents of 
m yths cultivated also by o ther peoples (Sum erians, Babylonians), 
su ch  as a  magic G arden of Eden, w ith gentle though  wild anim als, 
an d  an  a ttem p t to steal the  Divine Secret. Actually, only the issue 
of the Tree of Knowledge of Good an d  Evil is original. The o ther 
text, w hich goes back  to the  5 th -6 th  cen tu ries B.C. is called by 
researchers the  Story of the Elohist. The au tho r, called the 
E l oh i s t ,  u ses  for God the nam e of Elohim. He is a  theologian 
who does no t p resen t the  details of the  naive legend abou t the 
“techn ique” of creating h u m an  beings, b u t p resen ts  the  essence 
of the  m atte r in few b u t quite unequivocal words: “So God created  
m an  in His own image, in  the  image of God created  He him; male 
an d  female created  He th em ”. T hus bo th  m an  and  w om an have 
been  created  in the  image of God, the  ac t of creation does not 
record the idea of the subjection of one gender to another, 
a h u m a n  being is created, regardless of h is /h e r  sex, directly by 
God, created  by Him an d  directly connected w ith Him3.

Certainly, the second, m ore intellectual and  less fan tastic  
descrip tion of the  ac t of creation did not enjoy su ch  popularity  
w ith the  readers of the Bible, as the imaginative story of the 
Jehovist. One can even say th a t it was ousted by the colourful, naive 
and  easily assim ilated story, which from the very beginning was 
interpreted as proof of a  w om an’s inferiority. Everything here 
testifies against Eve. She was created a f t e r  Adam, from h i s  
r i b ,  alm ost for h i s  am usem ent. On top of th a t  it w as s h e  who 
picked the fatal fru it and  gave it to Adam to taste . It w as because 
of h  e r sin th a t they were driven out of Eden; it was her act th a t 
brought death  to hum ankind, m ade m an toil for his bread in the 
sweat of his face, made herself give birth to children in pain and 
subjected her to the rule of man. Many generations of women, weighed 
down by the legend of their worse creation out of the m an’s rib, were 
to atone for ages for the sin committed by their first Mother Eve.

3 Genesis, ch. I, 1-2, 4.

http://rcin.org.pl



66 MARIA BOGUCKA

It took m any  cen tu ries  before new in te rp re ta tio n s  of the  
Jeh o v isťs  story  h ad  arisen . One of them  w as recently  p resen ted  
in “Tygodnik Pow szechny” by the  renow ned resea rch er of the  
Bible, H arold S. K u s h n e r .  He considers th is  fragm ent of the  
Old T estam ent as  a  literary  descrip tion  of the  evolution of the  
h u m a n  species consisting  in  the  rise of h u m a n  beings from the  
an im al level, connected, am ong o ther th ings, w ith the b irth  of 
conscience and  free choice. In th is  in te rp re ta tion  Eve is n o t 
a s in n e r b u t the one w ho leads Adam to hum an ity , teach ing  h im  
to m ake h is  choice. The h istory  of the  G arden  of E den  is n o t one 
of the  fall, b u t  of the  em ergence of h u m an ity  — we read  in  th is  
beau tifu l an d  wise essay. If Adam  an d  Eve h ad  n o t ea ten  the  fru it 
an d  God h a d  n o t driven them  o u t of Eden, they  w ould have led 
an  idle life in  Paradise, w ithou t any  effort, w ithou t striving for 
any aim . There w ould not have arisen  any  civilization a n d  the  
g rass  a ro u n d  the  Tree of Knowledge of Good an d  Evil w ould grow 
so high, it w ould cover it com pletely from view4.

The New T estam ent b rings a new  view of the  w om an. The 
frequent careful analyses of the  tex ts of the  Gospel show  — as 
m any resea rch e rs  say  — th a t  in  J e s u s ’ a ttitu d e  to w om en we 
canno t discover any traces of d iscrim ination  aga in st them . He 
liked to s tay  in  th e ir com pany, they  were am ong h is  friends an d  
disciples (M artha a n d  Mary, M ary M agdalen). He h ad  a  long 
conversation  w ith  the  S am aritan  w om an n e a r  a  well, and , w hat 
is m ore, he conveyed to her the  sa lu ta ry  m essage. W omen were 
the first to learn  of His R esurrec tion  and  were told to inform  the  
Apostles of it. M any resea rch e rs  say  th a t a p a rt from the g roup of 
J e s u s ’ m ale disciples, there  w as also a group of female ones, 
headed  by M ary M agdalen, called the Apostle of A postles5. A wo­
m an ’s position  in  the  rising C hristian ity  w as, however, called in to  
question  by S t Paul. B rought u p  in the  p a tria rch a l cu ltu re  of 
Ju d a ism , the  extrem e circles of w hich believed th a t even the  
touch  of a  w om an w as im pure, he  tran sm itted  som e no tions of 
th a t  cu ltu re  to early C hristian ity . The prohibition  of talking, 
obliging the  w om en in  ch u rch  to silence, the  em phasis  on a  wo­
m an ’s sub jec tion  to the  rule of h e r  h u sb an d , the  obligation to ask

4 Harold S. Kush n er, Co się naprawdę zdarzyło w ogrodzie Edenu? (What did 
actually happen in the Garden of Ed en?), “Tygodnik Powszechny”, 13.04.1997.
5 Rev. A. J. Skowronek, Po stronie prawdy (On the Side of the Truth), “Tygodnik 
Powszechny”, 16.04.2000; Carla Ricci, Mary Magdalene and Many Others. 
Women who Followed Jesus, Minneapolis 1994.
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h e r h u sb a n d  a t hom e, w hen she  w anted to know  som ething, 
com prised in Paul’s epistles an d  teach ings were due  to the  fact 
th a t  he tran sm itted  the old way of viewing the  world an d  solving 
its problem s to the  new, an d  still unconso lida ted  com m unity  of 
the  followers of C hrist. In the  F irst Epistle to the Corinthians we 
read  th a t m an  is the  image and  reflection of God, an d  w om an is 
the  reflection of m an. M an is no t derived from a w om an b u t  she 
from him; m an  w as not created  for a wom an, b u t she  for him . 
This form ulation follows precisely the old descrip tion  of the 
Jehov isťs, and  com pletely ignores the  exposition of the  E lohist. 
On th e  o ther hand , the teach ings of S t Paul lack consistency. In 
h is Epistle to the G alatians he says: “... there  is n e ith e r m ale nor 
female: for ye are all one in  C hrist J e s u s ”6. And indeed, initially 
there  w as no d iscrim ination  aga in st w om en in  C h ristian  com ­
m unities, they even perform ed th e  function of deaconesses (St 
Paul m entions deaconess Phoebe in one of h is Epistles, com ­
m ending h e r  to the  care of h is co-religionists). N evertheless, as 
these  com m unities developed, changes occurred  in  the  position 
of w om en th a t were unfavourab le  to them  an d  led to their 
m arginalization .

This d irection w as followed n o t only by the  Ju d a ic  trad ition  
b u t w as also the effect of the  influence of the G raeco-R om an world 
th a t  su rro u n d ed  the  first C hristians. The cu ltu re  of anc ien t 
Greece an d  Rome, the  second “roo t” of E uropean  cu ltu re , was 
very p a triarchal an d  unfavourable to women. Only in  the  earliest, 
a rchaic  period, can  we find in Greece the  traces of m atriarchy , 
a n d  a  high, dom inating position  of the w om an in the  family and  
society. These elem ents survived in  som e legends a n d  m yths (for 
exam ple the  m yth of the  Amazons). On the  o ther hand , O lym pus 
is in  principle organized on the m odel of a  pa triarchal, h ie ra rch i­
cal family, w ith p a te rn a l Zeus — the  abso lu te  ru le r — although  
h is rela tions w ith h is  wife H era are  com plicated an d  they  do not 
alw ays testify to the  unequivocal dom inance of h e r h u sb a n d . On 
O lym pus there  are  also a lot of goddesses, w ith considerable 
power a t the ir disposal, be it V enus — the  goddess of love — who 
ru les bo th  over gods and  people, or the  powerful goddess of 
wisdom  — A thena (who sp ran g  o u t of the  head  of Zeus ju s t  as 
Eve w as created  of Adam ’s rib). A ncient Greece of Pericles’ tim es

6 Epistle to the Galatians, 3, 28.
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w as a coun try  unfavourable to women. Especially in A thens they 
were enclosed in their hom es, reduced  to the  role of a  subm issive 
wife a n d  m other; their g rea test v irtues were obedience and  
child-bearing. Their participation  in public life w as confined to 
carrying flowers in religious processions. In S p arta  the ir life w as 
a b it brighter, the position of wom en in the family w as stronger 
and  they  h ad  their sha re  in  public life, for exam ple by tak ing  p a rt 
in sp o rts  events. B ut here, too, there  w as a division into the  public 
sphere , forbidden to wom en, and  the private sphere  in  w hich they 
were enclosed.

The G reeks did no t m ake m uch  of women, considering them  
to be naive and  over-inquisitive, which led to various m ishaps. 
D espite prohibition, Pandora opens the box, equally light-m in- 
dedly as  Eve who picked the forbidden fruit. Psyche tre ssp asses  
aga in st the  order no t to look a t the face of Cupid. S u ch  frivolous 
beings h ad  to be sub jec ted  to the  control of a m an  — father, 
h u sb a n d  or brother. The g rea test philosophers: P l a t o ,  A r i s ­
t o t l e ,  trea ted  wom en as  beings of an  inferior category, as  if they 
were form ed of different m atte r from m en. It is tru e  th a t  Plato 
adm itted  th a t a  w om an m ight have the sam e abilities as  m an, 
b u t nevertheless she  w as a “second h a n d ” creatu re . Aristotle said 
w ith open contem pt th a t a w om an w as an  “abortive m ale”, 
a m istake  of N ature. The Greeks though t it im possible to have an  
in tellectual con tac t w ith women, w ith the exception of educated  
and  b rillian t p ro stitu tes  — hetaerae, who deserved to be con­
versed w ith an d  to take p a rt in social life. A m arried  w om an was 
supposed  to give b irth  to ch ildren  an d  ru n  the  house, she  was 
not trea ted  as  a  p a rtn e r  an d  com panion in life. At any  rate, there 
w as preference in Greece for hom osexual un ions, (a m an  coupled 
w ith a w om an solely for the  sake of procreation). S uch  types of 
un ion  also thrived am ong wom en — to m ention the g rea t Greek 
poetess S a p h o ,  who lived w ith a  group of female friends and  
pup ils on the Isle of Lesbos, from w hich is derived the term  of 
Lesbian love. O lym pus itself also provided the m odels of hom o­
sexual behaviour (Zeus an d  Ganym ede, Apollo an d  H yacinthus). 
In Greek mythology we seldom  come across love betw een m an 
an d  wom an, a lthough  we find there  the beautifu l issue  of Or­
p h eu s  an d  Eurydice.

In Greek litera tu re  the  a ttitude  to wom en evolved in an  
unfavourable direction, w hich w as certainly the reflection of
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changes in m entality  and  social life. In Hom er’s Iliad an d  O dys­
sey, we still find m any hero ines w ith in teresting, diversified 
ch arac te rs, who played an  im portan t role in the  events described  
in these  two epics. In Hom er’s poem s there  is no m isogynie 
a tm osphere, a lthough  the Trojan w ar broke ou t because  of 
a  w om an — beautifu l Helena — and  there  are m any treach ero u s 
w om en in  the  poem  who bring  abou t the  ru in  of m en (Calypso, 
who deta ined  O dysseus for 7 years, dem onic Circe, who t ra n s ­
form ed h is com panions into swine). The poem  p resen ts  the  
frequently  tragic fate of w om en who are trea ted  as  objects, 
dependen t on the changing fortunes of the ir h u sb a n d s  — wives, 
concubines an d  raped  captives. Side by side w ith the  u nhappy , 
though  courageous A ndrom acha an d  H ecuba, however, there  
also appear victorious w om en who are able to overcom e the 
adversities of fate — beautifu l N ausicaa saves O dysseus after 
a shipw reck, faithful an d  wise Penelope is able to outw it h e r 
su ito rs  and  w ait to see her h u sb a n d ’s re tu rn . A whole gallery of 
wom en h a s  been  p resen ted  in the  poem  w ith adm iration  an d  
sym pathy, never w ith malice.

As tim e elapsed, however, Greece w as to bear a  lite ra tu re  
w hich chose wom en as the  favourite target of a ttack . T hough 
S o p h o c l e s  an d  A e s c h y l u s  contem plate w ith sym pathy  
the  tragic fate of the  bereft m other — Niobe — in the 7 th  cen tu ry  
B.C., the  sa tiris t S e m o n i d e s  of Am orgus would derive w om en 
from im pure anim als: swine, a sses  an d  dogs, an d  the  g rea t 
h isto rian  H e s io du s  w ould declare th a t a  w om an is the  e s ­
sence of evil, created  by Zeus as a  trap  for m ortals. No w onder 
th a t  E u r i p i d e s  m akes Iphigenia, who resolves to m ake a s a c ­
rifice, say  characteristic  words: “the dea th  of a  m an  is a  loss to 
the hom e — a w om an is a  trifling th ing”7.

The Rom ans took over the  m yths, religion and  philosophy of 
the  Greeks. The Rom an Olym pus is even m ore p a tria rch a l th a n  
the Greek, the  goddesses clearly play here a  secondary  role in  
com parison  to the  m ale gods. An original con tribu tion  of Rome 
to the cu ltu re  of Antiquity w as the law — an d  th is law clearly 
d iscrim inates aga in st w om en who were excluded from public  life 
an d  sub jec ted  to the  rule of their fathers, th en  h u sb a n d s . Ubi tu 
Gaius, ibi ego G aia — w as the official text of the  m arriage vow in

7 Ifigenia w kroju Taurów (Iphigenia in Tauris), trans. J. Łanow ski, in: E u ry ­
pides, Tragedie, ed. J. Łanow ski, Warszawa 1980, p. 286; see also Mary R. 
Lefkowitz, Die Töchter des Zeus. Frauen in alten Griechenland, München 1992.
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Rome. In Roman Law a woman is not treated as a subject b u t as 
an object, with limited possibilities of making decisions about her 
property, her own person, as well as her children, who belonged 
to their father. Of course, ancient Rome had  m uch respect for 
matrons, the mothers of the family, considered to be the pries­
tesses of the family hearth; it recognized their right of rule over 
the servants and slaves. But the field of a wom an’s existence was 
enclosed by the four walls of her home. Let u s  cite a Roman 
epitaph of the 2nd century B.C., devoted to certain Claudia: “She 
loved her husband  with her whole heart, children she bore two... 
Graceful in her speech, she moved with dignity. Took care of her 
home and span  the wool. That is all. Please, go now”8.

Thus, it was only home, h usband  and  children, nothing more. 
The exclusion from the public sphere is here even more categori­
cal than  in biblical times. The Roman literature, ju s t as the Greek 
one, is full of strong misogynie accents. In O v i d i u s ’ popular 
work about the art of love we find contem ptuous rem arks about 
women pictured as objects for pleasure only as well as an  apology 
of rape. It was in Antiquity th a t unfavourable stereotypes of 
women were bom , (for example Xanthippe — a synonym of 
a stupid shrew), which survive to this day. Greek and Roman 
mythology gave birth  to the associations of femininity with the 
notion of evil. The terrifying Erinyes who chase criminals and 
Medusa with serpents in her hair whose eyes kill her victims, 
were both of the female gender. There can be no doubt tha t the 
coupling of the Old- and New Testament tradition with the 
influence of Greek and Roman culture was a t the root of the 
growing disfavour to women and discrim ination against them  in 
medieval and early-modern times.

The formation of New Europe after the downfall of Rome did 
not change the disadvantageous situation of women. The changes 
in social life and civilization tha t occurred in tha t period were 
linked to the rapid development and legalization of Christianity 
(the edict of toleration issued by Em peror Galerius, and the 
pro-Christian policy of Emperor C onstantine, crowned in 313 by 
the Edict of Milan, declaring the freedom of worship). Christianity 
embraced all the basin of the M editerranean Sea (Italy, Spain), it 
spread among the barbarian Germanic tribes, also in Egypt, Asia

8 Cited after Z. K u b i a k ,  Kobiety antyku (Women in Antiquity), “Wysokie obcasy”, 
3.04.1999; see also Eve D ’Amb r a ,  Roman Women, Cambridge 2006.
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Minor, Syria, Greece, exerting great influence on their cultures, 
system s of values and social life. At the same time there arose the 
forms of organization of Christianity: dioceses, metropolises, 
patriarchates, and the ecclesiastical hierarchy was taking shape. 
It consisted of deacons, priests, bishops, recruited solely from the 
male members of Christian communities.

At the tu rn  of the 3rd century A.D. there appeared a very 
strong movement towards eremitic and ascetic life. Anchorites 
settled in secluded places, eating plant roots and insects, re­
nouncing any contact with women, regarding any kind of sex as 
a sin. The repugnance to sex, at any rate, appeared also in some 
circles in Antiquity; for example the stoics preferred abstinence 
and celibacy to marriage, and Sophranus, the physician of Em ­
peror Hadrian, allowed physical love only for the sake of procre­
ation. Christianity took up this repugnance to sex and started  to 
propagate the cult of virginity. S t Paul p u t it openly “He tha t is 
unm arried careth for the things tha t belong to the Lord, how he 
may please the Lord”. S t  A u g u s t i n e  (the tu rn  of the 4 th  
century) warned tha t nothing degrades the spirit of m an more 
than  a woman’s caresses and sexual contact. The condemnation 
of physical love led to a growing detestation of woman seen as 
a tem ptress and offender of pious feelings. The hermits, ex­
hausted  by ascetic life, were torm ented by visions of seductive 
females who persuaded them to commit a sin (the famous tem p­
tation of S t  J e r o m e  at the tu rn  of the 4 th  century). Although 
S t  C l e m e n t  o f  A l e x a n d r i a  (the beginning of the 3rd 
century) regarded conjugal life as chaste and possible to reconcile 
with the principles of Christian existence, there was a growing 
general feeling th a t celibacy is a higher, better form of life. Hence 
a dem and was being gradually p u t forward for the celibacy of the 
clergy. The successive synods accepted resolutions in this m atter, 
which were, however, difficult to pu t into practice. Finally, a re­
form of the Church in this respect was taken up by Pope Leo IX 
in the 11th century, and  later by Gregory VII. The Second Lateran 
Council ( 1139) acknowledged the higher orders (that is the orders 
of the priests) as an obstacle to marriage, the clergy was called 
upon to send away their wives, the believers were forbidden to 
take part in the services celebrated by m arried priests. The 
principle of celibacy was adopted in the Western Church also 
because of the fear of the depletion of ecclesiastical property by
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being inherited by the children of the priests. The Eastern 
(Orthodox) Church retained the marriages of the clergy. At any 
rate, in the W estern C hurch the introduction of celibacy met with 
m uch resistance, and it was not pu t into general practice until 
the 15th-16th century.

The depreciation of sexual life and marriage had a very bad 
effect on the attitude to women. The first mother Eve was more 
and more strongly condem ned as the one who had  led to the fall 
of man. She was becoming ever more unilaterally the symbol of 
sin. Every woman was her inheritor, a living im personation of 
evil, also tha t associated with the sphere of condemned sexuality.

The early-Christian philosophers who gained the title of the 
Fathers of the Church disliked and  distrusted women ju s t as the 
philosophers of ancient Greece and Rome had  done. Clement of 
Alexandria, mentioned above, (the beginning of the 3rd century), 
although he did not condem n marriage, thought th a t every 
woman should detest the fact th a t she is a female. At the tu rn  of 
the 2nd century T e r t u l l i a n  wrote: “You (the woman — MB) 
have so easily brought about the ru in  of m an who was made in 
the image of God. Even the Son of God had to die for your sins. 
You are the cham ber of the Devil”9. O r i g e n  (about 185-about 
254) had him self castrated  so as not to yield to temptation. 
Negative opinions about women were also developed by S t  
A u g u s t i n e  (354-450), the great authority who bore upon the 
whole ages of Christian philosophical thought. As a neo-Platonist 
he was convinced tha t the m ain role in the transm ission of life is 
played not by a woman b u t by man; she is merely a vessel serving 
to cultivate the male seed. According to Augustine m an and 
woman are equal a t the level of soul, bu t not of the body. He also 
declared for the division of roles, with the active one reserved for 
man, bom  to be a ruler; a w om an’s role was to be passive and 
subordinate. In S t Augustine’s life a great role was played by his 
mother, St Monica. Curiously, she combined the tendency to 
dominate her son with subm issiveness towards her husband, 
whose brutality she had  to suffer. It was under her influence tha t 
S t Augustine, after a dozen-odd years of common life with his 
concubine, sen t her away and deprived her of her child.

9 Cited after E. A d a m i a k ,  Milcząca obecność, p. 47.
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A ugustine’s views were later developed (in the 13th century) 
by St T h o m a s  A q u i n a s  who thought tha t the image of God 
was only im personated in man. God is the beginning and the aim 
of man, while the beginning and the aim of a woman is m an — 
he said.

Thus Christianity at the early stage of its existence began to 
develop a rather negative opinion of women and started  to treat 
them  with contempt. This prepared the ground for the estab ­
lishm ent of their low social and political position in the new states 
arising on the ru ins of the ancient Roman Empire. An im portant 
role in the shaping of relations prevailing in those states was also 
played by the pagan religions and system s of values professed by 
the Germanic tribes whose invasions had led to the downfall of 
Rome (finally in 455 A.D.). Among the Germans the m ain social 
roles were played by male warriors; women took care of their 
households and worked in the fields together with slaves. The 
G erm ans worshipped the forces of Nature, sacrifices were usually 
made by the fathers of the families, and the tribal elders. Only 
here and there did appear priests and  even priestesses. In the 
mythology of Germanic tribes, however, both southern  and 
northern  — Scandinavian, supernatura l female beings (demons) 
played a significant role. Among them  were the so-called Val­
kyries, who served the principal deity, Odin (who appeared among 
sou thern  Germans under the nam e of Woden), and  escorted the 
killed warriors to Valhalla — the dwelling place of the dead. One 
of the Valkyries was Br y n hi1d, famous for her conflict with 
Odin. Thus here also, ju s t as in the Greek mythology, we may 
find the d istan t repercussions of m atriarchy. Even more distinct 
are they among the Basques, a strange people who have preserved 
their separate character in the Pyrenean Peninsula to this day. 
The m ain figure in the mythology of the Basques was the demon 
Mara, who appeared in the form of a beautiful young woman (in 
the Middle Ages sometimes identified with the Virgin Mary)10.

In general the position of women among the Germanic tribes 
was not high. The common, traditional law, additionally in ­
fluenced by Roman Law, restrained their freedom of action. 
A woman, for example, could not stand  as guarantee, a fact th a t

10 Rafał M a c i s z e w s k i ,  Mity skandynaw skie (Scandinavian Myths), Warszawa 
1998; Jorge Ruiz L a r d i z a b e l ,  Mity, wierzenia i obyczaje Basków (The Myths, 
Beliefs and Customs o f the Basques), Pruszków 2002.
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w eakened he r economic position. In the case of m arriage the 
h u sb a n d  received he r dowry, w hich he reciprocated by a g ran t 
(Germ. Mitgift, Lat. dos, dotalicium) in the  form of lan d  or money. 
Despite appearances, th is  w as not, however, a  p u rch ase  of the  
wife, b u t the ensu rance  of the  upkeep to a  w om an11. The G er­
m anic family w as organized on a pa triarchal basis . A w om an 
could not appear independently  before the court of ju stice , could 
not adm in iste r her property, she w as also d iscrim inated  aga in st 
by the  law of succession  — she u sually  received 1/4  or 1/3  only 
of h e r patrim ony p lus the  so-called  m aternal part. In individual 
tribes these  m atte rs  were, a t any rate, se ttled  in various ways. 
Accordingly, the F rank ish  law said  th a t patrim ony shou ld  go to 
the  sons, while the daugh te rs  inherited  the p roperty  of the ir 
m other. Later lex sa lica  excluded wom en a ltogether from the 
inheritance  of land  (which la ter resu lted  in F rance in  the  exclu­
sion of w om en from the succession  to the  th rone , a  principle 
adopted  also by o ther countries, e.g. Poland). In the  6 th  cen tu ry  
the F ran k s confirm ed again  the principle th a t the  dotalicium w as 
to serve as  the  ensu ran ce  of the  upkeep  to a  widow. A w om an 
could no t adm in ister it (this w as the role of h e r  guardian), b u t 
she w as certainly its owner. On the o ther hand , she had  a righ t 
to dispose freely of her clothes an d  jew elry (the so-called  gerada).

According to the  law w hich functioned am ong the  Saxons, 
dau g h te rs  could only inherit if there  were no sons. The g u a rd ian ­
sh ip  of the  daugh ters  w as exercised not by their m other b u t by 
the m an  who w as the next of kin  of their deceased  father. 
R egulations were so construc ted  th a t a female w as th roughou t 
h e r life dependen t on a m an  — her father, h u sb a n d , brother, in 
the case of a lack of them  — a m ale guard ian . The law of the  
Lom bards forbade a w om an to live alone an d  to lead an  inde­
p enden t existence. It w as not only because u n d e r the  conditions 
of th a t  tim e she could easily becom e an  object of a ttack , w hich 
she no t alw ays could resist. The guard iansh ip  im posed on he r 
w as som etim es worse th a n  an  a ttack . Only the situa tion  of 
widows w as a bit better; they h ad  m ore freedom. They usually  
received a  p a rt of the ir h u sb a n d ’s property as a life annu ity  to 
provide for their upkeep, w hich they however lost if they rem ar­
ried. The Saxon law em phasized th a t every widow shou ld  have

11 Extensively on that subject see: Edith Ennen, Frauen in Mittelalter, München 
1984.
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a legal male guardian and this was usually a relative of her 
deceased husband . The relationships between the guardian and 
his charge were not always good. Some legal regulations th a t 
protected women testify to the conflicts tha t arose. The Lombard 
King Rothar’s edict (7th century) ensured the freedom of the 
choice of a new h usband  to widows. It also said tha t a girl forced 
to marriage against her will could question the right of custody 
of her guardian and  go to live with other relatives or seek 
protection at the royal court. The legislator also forbade the 
guardian forcing the girl to take the veil (which was frequently 
done in order to seize her property). King Rothar announced he 
ensured his protection to women, who could lodge their com­
plaints a t his court. The royal protection was very im portant, 
especially in view of the frequent forced marriages, (they were 
sometimes contracted at a very young age of the bride — 12 years) 
and the resu ltan t possibility of m anipulation.

Also in marriage, according to the early-medieval law of the 
Germans, the situation of women was very difficult. The very fact 
of leaving one’s own family and joining a strange one was 
connected with frustration and a necessity to assert one’s posi­
tion in a new environment, where a young woman m et with 
disregard, or even ill-feelings, also, and sometimes even espe­
cially on the p a rt of women (the husband ’s mother and sisters 
who were afraid of losing their influence). A girl who got married 
was obliged to retain  her chastity until wedlock, and  a wife to 
rem ain unquestionably faithful. Adultery was punished by death. 
A wife who left h er husband  was threatened by drowning. On the 
other hand  a husband  who left his wife w ithout sufficient reason 
was only obliged to re tu rn  to her her dotalicium and to pay 
a moderate fine (12 shillings). Proven unfaithfulness or perfor­
mance of witchcraft authorized a husband  to send his wife away. 
Only in the case where he left home without any reason, his 
property would go to his wife and children. If a husband  made 
his wife have intercourse with another man, and she agreed to it
— she was threatened by death, bu t the husband  only by a fine 
paid in money to her relatives, the same as if he m urdered his 
wife.

In a primitive society, with its strict custom s, and frequent 
war turmoil, there was certainly a need for the legal protection of 
physically weaker persons, such as women. Thus the law pro­
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vided som e regulations th a t  guarded  their in te rests , for exam ple 
a p u n ish m en t for rape. W hat w as a t stake  here, was, however, 
ra th e r  the  defence of the  honou r of the  m an  (husband , father, 
brother) th an  of the  wom an, personally. The regulations th a t 
controlled behaviour in su ch  cases contain  a  characteris tic  com ­
b ination  of two categories im portan t to the people of th a t  era  — 
those of gender and  social position. T hus for rap ing  a fem ale slave 
a freem an w as to pay twelve shillings to he r owner. If the violator 
was a slave he received 150 blows of a  stick. Tearing the kerchief 
off a  free w om an’s head  and  pulling he r by the h a ir  w as sub jec t 
to a  fine of 12 shillings for the  offended w om an an d  12 shillings 
for the  court of justice . The sam e k ind of act done to a  female 
slave w as pun ish ed  only by three shillings for the  victim  p lu s  
th ree  shillings of a  court fine. A m ale slave who a ttacked  a free 
w om an w as to get 200 blows of a  stick, if he a ttacked  a female 
slave — only 75 blows.

T reated generally w ith susp icion  and  contem pt, especially 
w hen she w as a slave, or even a free person  of low social rank , 
a w om an represen ted  one, generally acknowledged value — she 
w as a ch ild-bearer, w ithout whom  there  w as no progeny. Hence 
the  law accorded a high value to a  young w om an who w as a t 
a ch ild-producing  age. For killing a w om an who w as able to give 
b irth  to a  child lex salica  charged 600 shillings. Lex Ripuaria, for 
killing a p regnan t w om an charged 700 shillings. These were 
enorm ous su m s and  very high estim ates, especially if we take 
into consideration  th a t killing a dignitary — a bishop — w as 
p u n ish ed  w ith 900 shillings and  a m urder of a  com m on freem an
— w ith 200 shillings. The high price of a  w om an-m other w as 
actually  not the  estim ate of h e r person, b u t of h e r offspring.

This w as also the reason  for the  severe p u n ish m en t for 
abortion. Abortion w as trea ted  as hom icide. C ontraception w as 
an  equally serious offence, a lthough it w as from anc ien t tim es 
very w idespread (various potions, o in tm ents, condom s m ade of 
cattle  gu ts, in terrup ted , oral or anal intercourse).

Valued as a  ch ild-bearer, a  w om an w as also appreciated  as  
a worker, as  a skilful an d  indefatigable p roducer of various goods, 
w ithout w hich society would not be able to survive. W omen’s work 
w as irreplaceable in the  househo ld  an d  in the field, in  the  
p roduction  of food an d  clothes. The aw areness of the  value of 
a  w om an’s h an d s  finds its reflection in the  F risian  Law, w hich

http://rcin.org.pl



WOMEN AND ROOTS OF EUROPEAN CULTURE 77

estab lished  an  especially severe pu n ish m en t for h itting  the h a n d  
of a  w om an who w as weaving cloth. In medieval tim es Frisia w as 
fam ous for its  excellent textiles which were in great dem and  on 
the m ark e ts  of the whole of Europe of th a t era.

However, it would be wrong to see the wom en of early 
medieval tim es only as subm issive victims, unab le  to p u t u p  
resistance, and  defend their own in terests, or the in te rests  of th e ir 
families. The middle of the  8 th  cen tury  saw  very in teresting  events 
in the  coun try  of the  Lom bards: wom en played a n  im portan t role 
in one of the  upheavals in  the  countryside, frequent in those 
tim es. The p easan ts , afraid to ac t personally, sen t their wives an d  
slaves to s ta n d  for them  in the fight. The wom en a ttacked  the 
hostile village, looted it an d  cruelly d isposed of their enem ies. The 
victim s m ade their com plaint to King L iutprand, who included  
his verdict in the  Book of Law s, so th a t it w ould serve in the  fu tu re  
as a  precedent. The aggressive wom en were pu n ish ed  by having 
the ir head s shaven  an d  being flogged, regardless of their social 
position. The King announced  th a t no su ch  upheavals organized 
by fem ales would be tolerated, and  their h u sb a n d s  w ould be 
charged w ith fines, since arm ed uprisings do not become wom en, 
b u t only m e n 12. We know, however, th a t  L iu tp rand’s w arning w as 
ineffective, since wom en took p a rt in  m any upheavals and  rio ts 
th ro u g h o u t the  Middle Ages; especially num erous w as th e ir 
partic ipa tion  in hunger pro tests, connected with the d earth  an d  
shortage of food, to which they were especially sensitive as the  
providers of their families.

In sum , one m u st conclude th a t bo th  the situa tion  of w om en 
an d  the ir reactions were changing, and  depended on m any 
circum stances, on the m om ent of h istory  and  the general s i tu ­
ation  of various social groups to w hich they belonged. Especially 
the  com bination of gender an d  social s ta tu s  as well as the  position 
in family s tru c tu re s  (unm arried  girl, m arried  wom an, widow) 
determ ined  the w om an’s position an d  h e r possibilities in life. The 
situa tion  of a widow of high social ran k  w as the best; she 
frequently  could dem onstra te  considerable independence, which, 
as source records show, w as often shocking for her contem po­
raries. The D uke of Benevento, Aregis (the end of the 8 th  century) 
accused  widows of licen tiousness, u sing  lipstick, tak ing  too m uch

12 Ibid., p. 42.
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advantage of their freedom, coquetry, and  called for shutting 
them  in nunneries.

The turbulent history of the Merovingian dynasty testifies to 
the fact tha t women from the upper social s tra ta  and especially 
the courtly circles enjoyed considerable liberties and possibilities. 
Although the succession to the throne was open only to males, 
and polygamy and m urder of troublesome wives was not an 
exception, the more energetic wives of Merovingian ru lers ac­
quired large influence as a result of their intrigues and scheming. 
This is exemplified by the forty year civil w ar due to the conflict 
between Brunhilda, the Visigoth princess, wife of Sigebert I, King 
of Austrasia, and Fredegunde, wife of Chilperic I, the ru ler of 
Neustria. Sigebert was m urdered in 575 as a result of a plot 
organized by Fredegunde, bu t Chilperic did not enjoy his power 
for long, in 584 he was also murdered. Fredegunde then  became 
a regent for her juvenile son Clotaire II. The feud between the two 
female rulers competing for the leadership among the Franks 
lasted till 597 when Fredegunde died. The chronicler of those 
years, G r e g o r y  of  T o u r s ,  cites num erous crimes committed 
by Fredegunde and depicts her as an  extremely am bitious, 
ru th less woman in her effort to gain and retain the power. 
Brunhilda, equally energetic and greedy for fame, survived her 
rival and died only in 613 at a very advanced (by the s tandards 
of her times), age of 78. Her story became the groundwork for the 
Germanic heroic epic whose final version was written in Germany 
at the beginning of the 13th century — The Nibelungenlied. The 
epic reconstructs the turmoil of the times of the migration of 
nations and the conquest of Burgundy. The women extolled in it 
are greedy for power, formidable warriors who m anipulate men; 
their prototypes were certainly the ancient Merovingian queens 
preserved in collective memory.

A relatively high position was held by Scandinavian women, 
among the Vikings. Harold Fairhair who in the 11th century 
united the Viking tribes in a state tha t gave rise to Norway had 
a very energetic grandm other, Queen Aasa, the heroine of many 
legends and sagas. She was said to have taken p art in the m urder 
of her own husband  in order to secure the power for her son and 
later grandson.

In the 10th-11th centuries the im portance of women was 
considerably growing in many courts and  centres of power,
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especially in the im perial O ttom an circles. The first in the group 
of m agnificent em presses is Adelaide, the  daugh ter of the King of 
B urgundy, Rudolf II, wife of Lothair II who died in 950. In 
accordance w ith the  Lom bard trad ition  she had  a right to appo in t 
h e r  successo r an d  chose m arqu is B erengar of Ivrea. However, 
they  soon fell o u t w ith each  other, an d  w hen B erengar tried  to 
force Adelaide to m arry  him , she escaped from prison  and  m arried  
Otto I, w ith  whom  in 962 she  w as crow ned in Rome as E m press. 
She b ro u g h t to O tto Italy as  dowry. She had  great influence on 
the  governm ent, an d  w as called consors regis, particeps imperii. 
S im ilar influence in  the  court w as exerted by her successor, 
E m press Theophano, a  B yzantine p rincess m arried  to Em peror 
O tto II; she  w as also  called coimperatrix a u g u sta  nec non imperii 
regnorum que consors — th u s  a co -ru ler and  partic ipan t in gov­
ernm ent. W hen in  996 Otto III se t ou t for Italy, he en tru s te d  
regency in  G erm any to a  w om an — h is a u n t M athilda, a  wise 
ab b ess  of Q ued linburg  w ho h ad  tak en  an  active p a rt in in te rn a ­
tional politics for years. Not only in G erm any did the female ru le rs  
enjoy g rea t au th o rity  an d  develop large activity. In the 11th 
cen tu ry  in  E ngland  a  g rea t political role w as played by two 
queens: the  d au g h te r of R ichard  I, D uke of Norm andy, Em m a, 
who m arried  King A ethelred II and  la ter C anute the  G reat an d  
w as the m other of H arth acan u te  an d  Edw ard the Confessor, an d  
h e r  daugh ter-in -law , Q ueen  Edith , wife of Edw ard the Confessor. 
It is w orth rem em bering  th a t  E m m a w as for a  certain  tim e the  
regent of Norway on beha lf of C anute, th u s  she w as an  inde­
p en d en t ru le r also ou tside  E ng land13.

We shou ld  rem em ber, of course, th a t these female ru le rs  
owed their g rea t power only to the  fact th a t  they were wives, 
widows, or m o thers  of k ings an d  princes. Their power stem m ed 
from the s ta tu s  they  owed to their relations w ith m en, an d  w as 
no t connected to th e ir  own persons. T hus we shou ld  not tre a t 
them  as “female k ings” b u t  only as  am bitious, energetic w om en 
who knew  how to take  advantage of their s itua tion  for gaining 
larger power and  respec t th a n  th a t allowed by the general social 
position  of the  w om en of th a t  era.

While analysing  the  political role of medieval female ru le rs  
we shou ld  em phasize no t only their frequently very high diplo-

13 Pauline S taffo rd , Queen Emma and Queen Edith. Woman Power in XIth C. 
England, Oxford 1997.
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matic skills and talents for making international deals, bu t also 
their great role in the sphere of culture. The future wives of rulers 
who came to a foreign country to m arry the king or prince brought 
to his court the elements of a different culture, their settlem ent 
in a new country favoured the exchange of information and 
stim ulated the formation of different custom s. A good example 
here may be the Bohemian Dobrava and her role in the Chris­
tianization of Poland, her great influence on the life and behaviour 
of Mieszko the First and his court, which is corroborated by 
chroniclers. The sister of Boleslaus the Brave, Sigrid Storrada, 
who about 988 m arried Eric of Sweden, brought about the 
Christianization of tha t country; she had also the m ain formative 
influence on the young successor to the throne — Olaf. There are 
more such  examples, there were plenty of such  persons and 
events in the Middle Ages. It was the women from the ruling 
circles who, leaving their family homes and settling in the courts 
of their husbands, overcame the cultural isolation of individual 
countries, helped to conclude and consolidate alliances (armed 
conflicts were frequently quenched by m arriage contracts), ini­
tiated the processes of m utual understanding, and helped to 
create the sense of European community. The far-reaching E u­
ropean ideas of the O ttom ans developed in the environm ent of 
the imperial court where women played a special role; their 
influence on these ideas m ust have been considerable.

Apart from the courts, convents were the centres where 
women in medieval times could find self-fulfilment and an  oppor­
tunity to develop multifarious activities. The first nunneries arose 
as early as the second half of the 4 th  century (the first rule was 
created by St Benedict’s sister Scholastica), and their num bers 
grew rapidly. They were frequently joined by women from higher 
social circles who wanted to serve God and also to avoid marriage. 
Life in a convent offered opportunities for self-fulfilment and both 
female nunneries and male m onasteries were from the very 
beginning im portant centres of culture. Ireland, where Chris­
tianity developed on the basis of flourishing monasticism, had 
a special position in the development of religious life. Irish m onks 
carefully saved from oblivion the heritage of ancient culture, e.g. 
by copying classical ancient authors. In the Irish Church, which 
rather stood aside from the Roman m ainstream , women had 
a very strong position, m uch stronger than  on the Continent. St
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Bridget (452-524), the founder of the convent in Kildare, per­
formed functions close to those of a b ishop14. Also in neighbour­
ing England there developed powerful female convents at Whitby 
and Ely. Their founders — St Hilda and St Aethelroda came from 
royal families, hence their convents were endowed with great 
landed estates and developed into im portant centres of culture 
and science; their abbesses had a large influence on the eccle­
siastical and secular policy all over the country.

In the territory of later France, Radegonde, the daughter of 
the King of Thuringia and  wife of the King of Franks Clotaire, at 
odds with her husband  (he killed her brothers), having left the 
royal court took shelter a t Poitiers where she established a con­
vent (soon num bering 200 sisters) and raised The Holy Virgin’s 
Church (today S t Radegonde’s Church, with her sepulchre). 
Radegonde was an  imperious woman, she did not recognize the 
sovereignty of the bishop and subjected her convent directly to 
the sovereignty of the king. She tu rned  Poitiers into a centre of 
poetry and literature; here, in the shadow of her convent a re­
nowned poet V e n e t i a n u s  F o r t u n a t u s  wrote, among 
other things, her biography, in which he extolled this unusual 
woman. When she died in 587, chronicler and bishop Gregory of 
Tours recorded num erous miracles which took place during her 
funeral; directly afterwards, the cult of this new female Saint 
started  to develop.

In early medieval times probably the richest and  m ost power­
ful female congregation was the Canonesses’ Convent in G anders­
heim in Germany (near Hildesheim). It was founded by the 
Bohemian Duke Liudolf, and its Mother Superiors were in suc­
cession his three daughters, who gained considerable privileges 
for this congregation: im m unity and a right to the direct protec­
tion by the king as well as rich endowments. Throughout a decade 
the independence of this foundation was a thorn  in the side of 
the bishops and local authorities, disputes were conducted over 
the jurisdiction concerning the canonesses. In 1028 the verdict 
turned out to be advantageous to the bishops of Hildesheim. But 
soon after, in the 12th century, the abbess received the title of 
the Prince of the Reich and in 1208 the abbey was finally 
exempted from episcopal rule; the convent was supported by the

14 Benedykt Z i e n t a r a ,  Historia powszechna średniowiecza (General History of 
the Middle Ages), Warszawa 1968, p. 79.
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wealthy families of the whole of Saxony, who placed their daught­
ers there. The canonesses had a num ber of special privileges: they 
had a right to dispose of their personal property, were not obliged 
to perm anent residence in the convent, and could easily obtain 
release from vows if they wanted to get married. In Gandersheim, 
side by side with the nunnery, there was a male monastery, bu t 
composed of m onks derived from the burgher estate, which 
resulted in their dependence on the canonesses. This was a s itu ­
ation which was contrary to the general rule of the domination of 
m onasteries over nunneries. Only in the 15th century did the 
monks of Gandersheim acquire the right to participate in the 
election of the abbess. In 1589, as a result of the victory of the 
Reformation in these areas, the abbey was transform ed into an 
imperial secular foundation, with its own representation in the 
Parliam ents of the Reich. Throughout its history the convent in 
G andersheim had  its own armed forces and its own court of 
justice, exercising jurisdiction over a vast area. This was, in fact, 
a strong though small state, governed by women.

For the Middle Ages nunneries and m onasteries were ex­
tremely im portant institutions — they formed a network of cul­
tural centres: they collected and copied books, developed literary 
and scientific activity, and organized schools. For women they 
were of double importance, since it was only here they had  access 
to knowledge and could devote themselves to occupations other 
than  those of the household. Schools at tha t time were open only 
to the boys, hence the convents were the only places where girls 
could acquire education. The daughters of noble families were 
often sent here to take lessons from the nuns. Hand in hand  with 
singing and playing instrum ents, artistic embroidery, tapestry 
weaving and painting, they sometimes could learn Greek and 
Latin, read S e n e c a ,  P l a t o  and the Fathers of the Church, as 
well as learn the beginnings of history and geography.

The convents were the formative places of the great persona­
lities of w om an-thinkers and writers whose intellectual achieve­
m ents were not second to men. And there were quite a few such  
cases. In the 7th century in England St Hilda, granddaughter of 
Edwin, King of Northumbria, and Mother Superior of the convent 
in Whitby, gained fame as the educator and teacher of bishops 
(five graduates of her school became bishops, four of whom were 
canonized), adviser of politicians, sponsor and patroness of
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Caedm on, poet of Celtic descen t (also canonized). In the 10th 
century , in G andersheim , an  u n u su a l poetic ta len t w as show n 
by H r o s w i t h a ,  the  au th o r of sub tle  poem s a n d  d ram as, an  
expert on the classics an d  the heritage of Antiquity. In the second 
ha lf  of the  12th cen tu ry  the prioress of the  convent in  H ohenburg 
in  Alsace, H e r r a d a  o f  L a n d s p e r g ,  com piled the first ever 
encyclopedia entitled  Hortus deliciarum  (The G arden of Delight); 
richly illu stra ted  by the au th o r herself, it is a  valuable source of 
o u r knowledge of medieval life an d  custom s. The earliest poetess 
w riting in  G erm an w as the  recluse Av a , who in the years 
1120-1125 created  a poem  abou t the  life of C hrist, based  on the 
Gospel, the  Apocrypha and  folk legends. In the  12th cen tury  
adm iration  w as gained all over G erm any by the  renow ned B ene­
dictine H i l d e g a r d  o f  B i n g e n ,  a  visionary, m ystic, w riter 
an d  physic ian15. “She su rp a sse d  in  perspicacity  n o t only philo­
sophers an d  dialecticians, b u t even the ancien t p rophets” — 
w rote one of her friends, Ludwig of S t E u chariu s, abou t h e r 16. 
H ildegard developed a n  extensive activity, going beyond the 
trad itional roles a ttr ib u ted  in  h e r tim es to women. In the years 
1160-1167 she m ade th ree long jou rneys th rough  Germ any, 
appearing  in  public, speaking  to clergymen, m onks and  laym en, 
a n d  engaging in the  m oral reform  of the  C hurch. She conducted 
a lively correspondence — abou t th ree h u n d red  of he r letters to 
the  Pope, the  em peror, b ishops and  theologians have been  p re ­
served. She wrote num erous w orks in  the  fields of theology, 
cosmology, s tud ies  of N ature, m edicine, an d  extrem ely beautifu l 
a n d  sp iritually  profound poem s as  well as  m usical com positions. 
She w as one of the  m ost creative and  productive medieval p e r­
sonalities.

The convent w as for the  wom en of medieval tim es the only 
p a th  leading to intellectual activity. The renunciation  of family 
life an d  m atern ity  w as the price they paid  for gaining a possibility 
of intellectual developm ent, the  cultivation of the ir ta len ts  and  
creative self-fulfilm ent17. There were very few secu lar a u th o ­
resses. One w as G e r t r u d e ,  d augh te r of the  Polish King Miesz-

15Sabina F lanagan , Hildegarda z Bingen. Żywot wizjonerki (Hildegard of 
Bingen. Life of a Visionary), Warszawa 2002.
16Ibid., p. 7.
17 J. W ogan-B row ns, Saints’ Lives and Women’s Literary Culture, c. 1150- 
1500, Oxford 2001.
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ko II and the German princess Rycheza, educated in a Benedic­
tine convent in Rhineland, and married to the Ruthenian Prince 
Isaslav of Kiev. In the years 1075-1086 she had written a Prayer 
Book, the only of its kind, enriched by autobiographical ele­
m ents18. Other female rulers found self-fulfilment rather in 
political games and the struggle for power. The life of an  ordinary 
woman, of lower social rank, dominated by her male partners in 
a patriarchal family, was filled by bearing children and hard  work 
in the household.

(Translated by Agnieszka Kreczmar)

18 Teresa M i c h a ł o w s k a ,  Ego Gertruda, Warszawa 2001; Brygida K ü r b i s ,  
Modlitwy księżnej Gertrudy z  Psałterza Egberta z  kalendarzem (The Prayers of  
Princess Gertrude from  Egbert’s Psalter with a Calendar), Kraków 2002.
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