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The title of this book deliberately superimposes one anachronism on 

another. When in the 1968 film The Lion in Winter Katharine Hepburn, 

playing Eleanor of Aquitaine, remarks ‘We all have knives. It’s 1183 and 

we’re barbarians’, audiences were prodded into recognition that medieval 

people did not think of themselves as belonging to an intermediate age. 

The historic Eleanor was about sixty and politically very active at the 

film’s fictional moment; she would live, and continue to have a political 

career, for another twenty years. Did anybody think of her then as 

‘middle-aged’? Our vernacular notion of an intermediate phase of life, 

between youth and old age, somewhat differently framed for men and 

women but commonly applied to both, does not map readily on to her 

contemporaries’ diagrams of the ages of man. And these were highly 

variable, ranging from the blunt opposition of youth and age to the 

elaborate systems based on sciences, from astronomy to medicine, on 

philosophical ideas of potentiality and perfection and, as Beryl Rowland 

showed in relation to the tripartite division, on scriptural exegisis.  

The ‘Parlement of the Thre Ages’ which was Rowland’s starting 

point is a vision of three men quarreling about diverging views of life and 

society; the middle one among them is indeed called ‘Medill Elde’. By 

contrast with other schemata, he is not allowed to claim precedence over 

the others. Elsewhere, as John Burrow and Mary Dove demonstrated, 

‘perfection’, the ‘full and perfect age’ which Spenser identified with the 

judging faculty in humans (and Shakespeare’s Justice full of wise saws 

and modern instances is the fifth age out of seven), is associated with the 

middle age described by Burrow as ‘grand and regal maturity’. It too is 

personified as male. Women’s social subordination, their incomplete legal 
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and religious capacity, and the cult of youth and beauty especially visible 

in romance all make it harder to associate them with such gravitas. So, 

the vigorous, joyful maturity of the Green Knight is contrasted with the 

pretty youth of his wife and the sinister power of the aged, envious lady 

whose mysterious presence in his castle makes the other’s youth all the 

more desirable. Yet, as we know, there were women like Eleanor whose 

active lives took off when the burden of childbearing was eased by age, 

widowhood or separation, or who came to prominence through their 

leadership of female religious communities. 

Most of the essays collected in Sue Niebrzydowski’s volume relate 

to the later Middle Ages, and there is a focus on the cultures of Northern 

Europe, especially Britain, and some bias towards secular women. 

Anneke Mulder-Bakker in closing her contribution remarks, perhaps too 

firmly, that ‘cloisters and courts are studied enough’. While I hope to see 

many more studies especially of the lives of religious women, this 

examination of (mainly) lay and non-royal women (there are essays on 

Christina of Markyate and Margaret of Anjou and a passing reference to 

Hildegarde of Bingen as a medical writer) is timely, and it is illuminating 

as it draws our attention to the difficulties inherent in any such study. 

Queens and saintly abbesses are simply better recorded than the 

respected or canny or even raffish businesswomen or small farmers who 

certainly existed, but only occasionally poke their heads above the 

literate parapet and then sometimes to doubtful effect. Even of those who 

do, their age or their literacy status is often disputed, as in the case of 

Margery Kempe.  

And the extant records are of a variety of specialised kinds. 

Niebrzydowski’s able introduction gives warranted space to medical 

textbooks. It is after all women’s bodies and their fertility that make their 

younger years so conspicuously interesting from a sexual and dynastic 

point of view, and it is when these change, or rather stop changing, 
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whether to the relief of the woman or her unwilling relegation, that her 

middle age can appear to male writers as loss rather than liberation. 

Medical texts can foreground women’s bodily knowledge, or can shade 

into cosmetic suggestions to make women more attractive to men. Legal 

texts too may focus on bodily states including the loss or absence of 

virginity and the age of menopause; Sarah Elin Roberts’ fascinating study 

of Welsh codes found in thirteenth-century manuscripts cites payments 

to the woman to compensate her for virginity lost on her wedding night, 

and punishments for being discovered not to be a virgin after all. In 

Welsh law women who had no children and who swore not to have any in 

the future, and women over forty, were exempt from certain levies, 

allowing us to see bodily realities and legal assumptions colliding, since 

medieval women too bore children after that age. Roberts places the legal 

codes in parallel with the literary sources for attitudes to older women, 

particularly the Mabinogi. I am not convinced that this can be done 

without some more consideration than she gives of the different priorities 

of traditional narratives and the possibly greater likelihood in such tales 

of the persistence of archaic elements. And medieval fictions are vague 

about many things, especially the passage of time. Corinne Saunders 

looks at enchantresses in romance, many of whom are defined as middle-

aged in our terms because they have adult children, or who are perhaps 

mature in medieval terms because they are said to have made a 

prolonged study of magical art. Time, sex or learning may be at odds with 

chronological age. 

This is especially true of hagiographical narrative, where time can 

accumulate in some bizarre ways. The long exile of St Alexis, and his 

long sojourn beside the house of his grieving wife and parents, in 

disguise after his return, is referred to in Jane Geddes’ essay on the St 

Albans Psalter and Christina of Markyate. It suggests to me that religious 

time in saints’ lives is fundamentally anti-social, an opinion borne out by 
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Diane Watt and Clare Lees’ adventurous study of the Old English Life of 

St Mary of Egypt. Mary’s story. including her forty-seven years in the 

desert, during which she was at first racked by sexual obsession and 

later freed from desire for her final thirty years, is communicated to the 

hermit Zosimus. Watt and Lees argue that their encounter — two aged 

celibates, the femaleness of Mary occluded when she is first seen, her 

role as his instructor — destabilises various norms of gender. By 

contrast, Geddes suggests that the relationship between Christina and 

her protector Abbot Geoffrey, a relationship embedded in the social 

context of a monastery, an anchor-hold, and the surrounding lay society, 

inevitably gave rise to scandalous interpretations among people who did 

not see individual aspirations as abrogating sexual stereotypes. 

Christina, who in her youth narrowly escaped being raped by a bishop, 

asserted that she and the Abbot enjoyed a chaste and heavenly 

friendship; I am not sure that Geddes believes her. 

The approach to religious writing and books shades into the life of 

the books themselves, inter alia bearing witness to their commissioners 

and owners. As well as Geddes’ account of the St Albans Psalter, the 

books owned by Margaret of Anjou, Cecily Neville, Margaret Beaufort and 

others are examined in studies by Carol Meale and Raluca Radulescu. 

Delicate black-and-white illustrations enhance the arguments in all three 

cases and demonstrate how luxurious this kind of prestige consumption 

of literature was. In Women, the Book and the Godly (1993; edited by 

Lesley Smith and Jane Taylor), Shannon McSheffrey wrote about 

Englishwomen’s broader ownership of less refined books, including those 

whose possession could lead to the charge of Lollard heresy. The women 

in McSheffrey’s study are closer to those invoked by Anneke Mulder-

Bakker in her essay on pious urban women in the neighbourhoods of 

Nuremberg and Strasbourg, than to the great ladies examined by 

Radulescu and Meale, though separated by their heterodoxy and rather 
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lower social status, which placed them some of them on the margins of 

literacy. Katharina Tucher and Gertrude von Ortenberg were both 

wealthy widows, and with them we recognise the world of the (also book-

owning) bourgeoisie. Once they had reached an ‘age of discretion’ at 

about forty, such women could live independent lives and intervene in 

the public arena; Mulder-Bakker credits them with a recognised ‘power of 

persuasion’ in the peace-loving commercial centres of the North. While I 

wonder whether the commercial societies of Florence or Barcelona were 

not equally fond of peace, she has certainly shown that a grown-up 

independent woman in a medieval city could have a life of her own. So 

perhaps the other ‘middle’ that might have been looked at in this book is 

‘middle class’. 

The social patterns studied in the essays assembled here belong to 

a definable period. The ideas though are not only medieval. They have 

deep classical roots and they resonate throughout the Renaissance and 

after. These excursions in the period between the tenth and fifteenth 

centuries, for which the records are intermittently and variously rich and 

scrappy, allow us to examine their manifestation in a range of different 

though connected medieval settings. Niebrzydowski and her colleagues 

deserve our gratitude. 
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