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C'ourtly love lyric." IIke ather courtly genre ... , are dommated by male-voiced texh that 

privtlege male per"'pective.,. In conventlonal courtly love lyrics, women are silenced and 

objecufied by the male speaker. Still, a handful of woman-voiced Iyric~--"women's song~"--exist 

in the courtly love Iym:al tradition. Thi~ thesi ... studie<; women \ songs ln Middle English and 

Ihelf raIe In the anorocentric courtly love tradition. 

ln the fir:-.t chapter. 1 di.,cu:-.., cmical p~r!'>pective!'> on conventional courtly repre!'>entation., 

of women ln the !'>econd chapter, 1 locate Middle Engli.,h women ':-. !'>ongs 111 literaI)' context ... 

alher than courtly love: the Middle Engli:-.h Iyrical tradition, the cros ... -cultural phenomenon of 

medieval VvOJ11en ' ... :-.ong:-., and the manu\cnpt t:ontexh of Middle Engli"h women '" "ong\. In 

Charter Three, 1 dl~cu"" the indlvidual :-.ong ... them'lelve~ and examine the range of per ... pective" 

18 found III woman-voiced Iync:-.. 

My ctl ... cu ... ~ion of MIddle English women'~ ~ong~ include!'> text~ not prevlOusly admitted 

tn the genre. l'lm, expanded collection of women'~ song!'> createo.; an alternative counly dio.;cour ... e 

pTlvlleging female per! pective ... Middle Engll .... h women\ song:-. create a space for women':-. 

voÎl:e ... III l'ourtly love. 



Rèsumé 

Le\ poème', 1; Tl4ue~ ljljj fon l parti~ de la tradition dt' l'amour L'ourit)!\ ~ont dOll1lllt'~ pal 

des trxtl. \ qui priv,j{ ,~." \ la val'" et le~ représentation .. ma~C\lIJl1e~, Dar.\ l'l':-- te:-.te .. , k nanatt'UI 

rèduit le,;; [el! ,n' ,,, l'A 'l'e et ccmfiile à un statut d'obJet. Pourtant, ql1elql1e~ poèmes lyTlqu\.'\ 

mettant en ~kne l.t\ !(l.X 

de l'amour cOllrtois, Ct'tt~· Ih~'\e étudIe œ:-- chan,ml\ et leur rôle dJn, dt' l'(1I11e\t ll1edlt?val dl' 

l'amour couTtois, 

)' ,"f, ' 'xamine le:-. them le, critlque:-- l'OIlL'l'II1'1Il1 le .. lepl6entatlOlI\ 

conventIonnelle .... i, ", l" ,\'l " ,,, , •• lmour court.OI~, Dam le deuxième lhapllIt' • .Je :-.JlUl' le .. 

chan~on-. mediéva' '" ' ':\'f', , de~ contexte,,, httér,lIfe., aulre:-. ljl1e J'amour 1. DurtOl\: 1,1 

tradition lyrique de l' Anglai:-.·' ','-" It'~ phénomène:-- mtel -L'ult ure 1:-. de .. chan\on~ nll'dll~\'ak .. dl'\ 

_ femmes et le~ manuscrit~ de ce~ cham,on .. , Dan:-- le trOl .. lème chapitre, Jt' rétlédll" ... 1lI Ie\ 

chan ... on~ indl viduelle~ et j'éxamine ]' étendue de ... pt"r~pective, LJU' on trullVl' dan, Je .. POl'llll'" 

lyrique!. féminin!:<.. 

Mon exposé de!:<. chan ... on~ medlévale ... félllinJl1e~ inclut dt'\ tt'xt\ 4uI antt:lleurel11C'1l1 

n'auraient pas été adml', comme genre. En privilégiant de ... per:-.pectivt'\ féJl1lll1nc ... , cette collntlOll 

élargie crée un discours alternatif ~ur l'amour '.:ourtoi, et un e ... paLe dam 1c4uel le ... VOIX 

féminine, peuvent s'a.ffmner 
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Rogers 1 

A Note On Reference ... 

Despite thelr ~mall number (or perhaps because of It) the twenty-odd women' s 

songs discus~ect in titiS paper have never been anthologized in a single collection. 

Therefore, lt i~ the re~pon~lbIlity of the ~tudent of women's songs to find copies of the 

text!'> 111 a numbcr of dlfferent lyriL LOllection~,. IndlV1dual scholars employ different 

methods of documentation when discusslOg the!'>e song!'>, and it I!'> a frustrating and 

tllne-consummg proce"" to flOd the copie~ of the lyrics. In addition, different lync 

collections idenufy and edit lI1dividual texts very differently. In an attempt to alleviatc 

~ome of the frustration for the reader, 1 refer to the lyrics by the first line or, in a few 

ca!-.es, su<:h a!-. "KyrIe, sa Kyne", bya distmctive hne in the lyrIC that is commonly 

used as il tltle by other critIC~. 

The initial mention of a lyric in this paper is followed by ..t paremhetical 

documentation contaming two reference~. The first i~ the lyric's assigned number in 

Tht' Index of Middle Enghsh Yer~e, hereafter abbreviated to IMEY. The second 

reference j:., the author refcrence for the source in which the version of the lyric 1 used 

11l Illy research can be found. Wah the exception of lyrics found in Greene, the 

number followillg the author reference is a page number. Since Greene ~umbered the 

carols he anthologized indlvidually, 1 have quof-ed those number~, with the 

abbreviution "No.," insteacl of the page number in the author reference to his book. For 

instanœ, the fifst mention of "Kyrie, ~o Kyrie" appears thus: "Kyrie, so Kyrie" (IMEY 



377; Greene No.457}, 1 hope that the reader finds this ~ystem usL'lult'.bll'l lm the 

location of editions of the texts used ln thi~ paper. Other edition~ of indlvldual lYlll" 

are listed in the IMEV, should the reader wi~h !Cl compare them 10 my selt'lllnm 
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IntrodllLtlon 

Glven their ~mall number in the corpu~ of Middle EngIi~h courtIy lyrics, 

perhar~ the lack of cntit:al attention given to women-voiced lyrics is not surprising. 

Mo~t ~cholarly intere~t 111 women'~ sangs, such as John Plummer's and Maureen 

Frie~ \ re-.pective contnbution~ ta Vox Femmae, ha<; focused on the relâtionshlp 

hetween Middle Engli~h women's sangs and continental women's sangs. Such 

prclll11lnary critical work has tended to amalgamate women's song'\ from several 

di~tinct literary traditions and to reduce their literary signiflcance to a single 

contribution, thelr raIe a~ "other," or "organized contrast" ta the dominant masculine 

V()lce~ in medieval hterature, e~pecîaIIy courtly love. 

Whde it IS truc that women 's voices automatically invert the courtly standard 

of the male poet addressing and describing the silent lady, 1 feel that this inversion 

cloes not necessunly place women 's sangs exclusively outside courtly discourse m the 

untagoni!'>tic manner that other cri tics i>uggest. Sorne English women' s sangs do parody 

courtly love, yet other~ de!-.cribe--even criticize--courtly love t'rom a woman's 

pel spectlve wtthout sacrificing courtliness itself. Despite the small number of texh, 

Middle English women' S song~ provide a variety of perspectives in their contribution 

tn the murtly lyrÏl:al corpus. 

This thesis will investigate the implications of the gender inversion of the 

spl'aking voice in courtly love lyrics in Middle English. The woman'~ voice provides 



alternative repre ... entatlon~ of \\ ornen 1!1 LI tr,ldUlOrl rtw ... I1cncc ... and oh,crtltIC\ the 

l'ourtly lady. Even \\ omt'n' s songs we su'\pect (If bemg vehl!. Je ... tOi the 1111 "og)'ll)' III 

male poet~ often betray those standard masculine (eprt'sellt,l\l(Jn~ 01 women Ihlou!!h 

their appropnation of the woman's vOlee Gther wOIl1l'n'~ ~nng~ in Mlddk Fn!!lI"h 

may have been wntten by wornen. The.,e women' ... s()ng~ IcapplOpllall' llHlrtly Im'e h" 

reclaiming spaLe for the lady' ... VOICl'. Ali wOl11en' s \ong ... addre~~ wOlllcn' ~ 

experiences of love whlch are neglected in male-voll:ed tell.b. Indlvldual Wlllllt'Il'" 

song s, however, contribute different per~pectlve~ that COIIII a~t wlth l'ad, otht'I, " ... wt'll 

as with male-voiced song~. 1 w1\1 analyze these diverse contributIOn ... 01 Wllllll'n· ... 

~ong~ to l'ourtly hterature. 

Before the signiflcance of the contribution of woman-v()lled Il'Xl\ tu LOUI Ily 

love l'an be appreclated, the androcentnc nature of courtly love mu\1 hl' explclIl'd 1l11' 

flfSt chapter i::. a dlscu~'Iiun of criucal per~pective~ on coultly love, 'ipcufÏLally. 

interpretatlOm of courtly repre~entation,> of women. Mo ... t court/y IIteratuH.' 1 ... wllllclI 

in the ma~culil1e voice, providmg a ma,>culIne view of worncn The courtly /(!eilll/aIIOll 

of the lady i~ highly ambiguom, and there is no criticaJ con ... cn~u ... a~ I() whethef '>lIlh 

ldealization provldes pO'iitive or negative repre~entation,> of womell. Elther way, 

represelltatiom of women in courtly lyrical text~ are rna,>culme IItcrary Lon,>trullIOIl\ 

dependent UpOIl women\ sIlence. By breaking thl ...... ilence, women'\ \ong'> ueate li 

new ~pace for women in courtly love. 
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ln the second chapter 1 will elaborate on the literary contexts of Middle English 

women'~ ~ong~ a~lde from courtly love. A~ a new and somewhat ill-defined genre, 

there has been ~()me rritical confusion aver the definition of women's songs, 

partkularly In MIddle Engii~h. English women 's songs possess the distinctive 

characten\tlL of bemg dominated by one particular lyrical fonn--the carol. Plummer 

\uggcst\ that Engli\h women' s ~ongs are almost exclusively carols: however, in my 

re\earch 1 have found that such IS not the case. Although carols appear ta make up a 

slgnificant perœntage of the corpus, women' s songs in MIddle English are not 

restrÎl:ted to a \mgle Iyrical form. Also in this chapter 1 will address a second 

problematil.: a\\ertion of Plummer's concerning the courtly role of women's songs. He 

suggcsts that women 's 'iongs are popular texts intended as deI:berate foils to male­

voiced courtly text'i Again, 1 fmcl the contributIOn of women' s sangs ta English 

cOllrtly hleratllre more diverse than PllImmer would allow, a chara~teristic they share 

with women \ \ongs From the French, German, and Portuguese traditions. Nor does 

manuscripl evidenœ support Plummer's assumption regarding the exclusively popular 

status of Middle Enghsh women 's songs. A survey of Middle Enghsh manuscripts 

containing women's \ongs reveals that medleval scribes and compilers intended 

women '5 song\ as both commentaries on and contributions to other courtly texts. 

Therefore. the fmal section of Chapter Two is a brief investigation of the codicological 

evidence conœrning Middle English women 's sangs. 



In Chapter Three, 1 turn to the indivldual son1!~ tht"nselVt'~. Beginnlllg wllh 

the eritical assumptlon by Plummer and other~ that wamen'" song" \Il MHldk Engh"h 

tend to parody women and eourtliness ahke. 1 di"L'us" the suhver"lVt' femml!\1\l III 

songs that appear at fIrst glanee to be largely negatlve rl'presentations of won1l'n 

Many of the se lyrics contain feminist subtext~ exposing mecheval ll1i~ogyny III hk and 

literature. Laments of seduced and abandoned women may have been IIltl'l\dl'd 

ironically, but they reveal the mdsculine prejudice of courtlines~ in m hlllUie 10 

incIude female realities, such as illegltimate pregnancy. WllI\e the~l' women'~ ~()ng!\ 

represent women at a disadvantage in the game of love, other women'~ "ong~ lesl"t 

courtlines~ without sacrificmg the strength of their female ~pcaker~. Sucl! .,()ng~ are a 

transition to the other extreme in women 's perspectives on courtly love fOlllld in 

women 's song~: lyrics that celebrate eourtly love while avoiding the ohle<.:llflcatlOll 01 

the courtly lady found in male-voiced texts. 

Taken as a whole, it I~ difficult to provide any ~ingle definition of the roll' of 

women-voiced love lyrics in courtly discourse. In the handful Middle Engli~h wOl1len '., 

songs found so far, there is a song for almost every conceivable variation of courlly 

lyricism. ThIS diversity, however, means that women 's ~ong~ re~pond ln each olher a" 

well as to male-voiced texts. The result i~ a space for women'~ voice., in courtly love 

that is much broader than previously recogmzed. Women's ~ong" are a "ub-genre of 

courtly love that CTeates, in effeet, a woman 's courtly love. 
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Chapter One 

Cntu.:al Perspectives on Womcn in Courtly Love 

For decades medievalists have debated the significance of the courtly lovf! 

literary phenomenon. Gaston Paris introduced the term amour courtois in 18fE, 

unleashing a "f1urry of scholarly activity" (Ferrante, Perfection 3). Scholars continue to 

debate the legitimacy of a literature defined by its theme of sexual poli tics in the 

courts of the Hlgh Middle Ages; and to debate the significance of that literature to 

medieval life. Sorne scholars reject the idea of courtly love litt:rature as a genre 

altogether. Pel haps the most emphatic skeptic of courtly love is D.W. Robertson Jr. 

who daims that "the subJect has nothing to do with the Middle Ages" and that the 

literary phenomenon is only "an aspect of nineteenth and twentieth century cultural 

history" (17). 

There is little question that courtly love liten'ture is confused with courtly love 

scholarship. Thi~ b true of all literary scholarship, of course, but with courtly love it 

take~ on special significance. Readings of representations of women in counly 

literature have provided sorne of the most impassioned scholarly debate--probably 

because any discussion of love and gender relations is such an intensely personai (and 



covertly pohtH.:al, ideological, and cultural) experience.\ Glven thl' :o>mall IlUll1hCI 01 

courtly texts most medievalists refer to, the vehemence of their ((mdu:-.ion:-. IS 

sometime!. qUlte surprising. Theodore Silvrr~te\l1 entltled lm e""LlY Oll the histOly of 

courtly love scholarshlp "Guenevere. ,'Ir the lJ ses of Courtly Love" Hi:-. cholù' of the 

word "uses" draw!. our attention to the fact that what the criti\.: bllllgS tn the text wl\l'Il 

evaluatmg it is as important as the texl itself. SIIver:-.telll prefaet':-. lm e .... ay by Ilotlll!! 

that "special concems and Il1tere"st~. historkal. literary. and philosophlcal." have 

"defined the general field of wurtly love and determined saille of Ils jo('/ nt lIltere:-.l" 

(77). 

Yet it is the critical tradition of courtly love scholarship it!.clf that provlde:-. tlll' 

most substantial evidenœ for the existence of the genre of courtly Itterature. 

contridicting Robertson' s a:-.~ert\On that it i~ only an inventIOn of twentieth-ccillury 

minds. Most medievaltsts agree that a number of medieval texts share ccrtalll 

characteristic" identifiabk- as courtly conventIOns. The confusion ari:o.es trom the 

diverse interpretations of those conventions. Robert~on '" re]cction of courtly love i:-. a 

response to early literary scholarship that interpreted courtly conventiom. quitc 

\ One notes a marked lack of thc usual aeademie re~erve ill cntlcal tcxts on courtly love From (' S 
Lewis's gentle Idealism to Robenson's strenuou~, a1mo~t angry in~lstcnLe litaI courtly love 1'> iUI 

"impedirnent to the understanding of mcdlcval texts," ln Andrée Kahn Biumslelll\ lIldignanl rCJccllOIl 01 
chivalry. the subJcct seems 10 inspire medlcvalists to more pa,>sionatc defcncc~ of thelr argulJlclll:o. Ihall 
scholarly writing usually a11()w~. Toril Moi play!. wllh thc lrony of tlm, from a fcrmrusl pcr!-.pccllvc--rnulh 
of the work of the earher malc scholar:-. conlaln'> a numhcr of ehivalne or antl-fcmilllsl a.<,\umpllon:o. ahout 
women that would nval thosc of Anûrea.., Capellanu:o. hlm~elf. Mm notc,> lhat IJI thclr dcfclIlC'> Ihc,>c 
seholars becomc a'i pa<;sionate il'> any of Andrcas\ lover~. "ltke hemleneutu.:ally distraught lover,>, they 
untinngly try 10 declpher the sihylhne utterancc:-, of the lady. ." (2Y) 
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literally. Scholar.~ Imagined a society of nobility who lived life according to l'ourtly 

convention and who left behind them a descriptive literary record of poems, tales, and 

!-Iong:-.. There does appear to be some historical evidences that social conditions in 

eleventh and twelfth œntury France were "generally favorable to the development of a 

literature of love": 

Among these it is cllstomary to cite: the relative refinement of life at 

southem court:-.; the raIe of women in the shaping and support of an 

artistil: cJimate appeaI~ng to both sexes; a general relaxatIon of feudal 

organization a:-. evidenœd in numerous alleux or free holdinBs, the 

demographil: :-.ign:-. that the ftef had ceased to fulfill a purely military 

function; the limited influence of an open-minded c1ergy over the 

southem magnates; a waning of enthusiasm for the Crusades ... ; and, 

finally, the revival of a money economy along with the reopening of 

trade route~ ta the east. (Bloch, Medieval French 215) 

However, the textual cvidence connecting the se possible influences with courtly 

love literature is praLtically non-existent. If such historical social conditions did 

produce courtly Itterature. then the genre quickly became distant from the producing 

culture. In his essay "Clio and Venus: An Historical View of Medieval Love," John F. 

Benton illu'itratcs this distal1l.:e between the literary context of courtly love and the 

socio-pohtical context of the Middle Ages. He sees tittle evidence. for instance, that 

adultery wa~ tolerated in medleval society as suggested by courtly literature. Benton 
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suggests that the slight liberalization of marital law .. in France were "a general 

movement toward a more peaceful and better ordered ~nciety in the second ft'udal age" 

(35). He does not attribute such liberalization to a courtly revoluticl,. 

The extent of courtly literature's autonomy from mcdlcval sonety i~ diffKult 10 

judge. Many scholar'\ find it unlikely that such a large, uniform litet "tllll' could haw 

developed completely independent of society. 1 too, ~ee a con~ciou .. IttcralY l"l11111lt' 

that cou Id not have been wntten in a vacuum, although 1 do not think thal legal codt'~, 

such as Benton u~ed, would necessanly rej7ect a philosophH.:al or arti~tlc movemcnl J1\ 

the Middle Ages. lnstead of reading courtly love as an historieal reahly, 1 prefet Joan 

Ferrante's reading of courtly love as "a mode of thought," or a medieval ~oclal 

philosophy: 

The concept is not a siwple one, but rather a duster of per\onal fecltng~ 

and social values, ail of which can be found in the early trouhadour and 

MillllesGng lyrics .... The poet's respon~e ta courtly love vanc~, 

depending on hlS point of view as weil a~ on thc gcnre JI1 WhlLh he 

chooses to work, but whatever his attitude, whatever the gcnrc--Iyric, 

romance, allegory, fabliau--he does deal with It. For medieval wriler~, 

courtly love is real. (Ferrante, Perfection 3) 

For most modem scholars, courtly love 1~ abo real, although each \<...holar 

envisiom a different reality. As Robertson suggests, the literary genre of courtly love 

involves the psyche of tho~e studying it as much, if not more, th an it involve .. the 
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literature Ibelf. If thl~ i~ the case, it would certainly support Toril Moi's theory that 

mterest in courtly love is revived during period~ of social upheaval eoneerning gender 

relation~. She notel, that: 

Robert~on is, of course, quite right in stressing the historieally 

determined nature of this kmd of research: if 'courtly love' became a 

focal point of interest fir~t in the 193(b and then again ln the 19605, thi:; 

is surely not unrelated to the faet that these two decades witnessed a 

cnsis of conventional sexual ideology and values. Sirnilarly, rny own 

intere!-.t in Andreas and courtly love is inspired by contemporary 

femimst debate on love and !-.exuality. (16) 

Gender repre~entation he~ at the heart of court/y di~course. Therefore:, the 

interpretation of courtly repre~entatiom. of women i~ at the heart of courtly love 

scholarslllp. Nowhcre h the SOCIal baggage that critic~ bring to a reading of a text 

more apparent th an in the debate over courtly repre~entations of women. How should 

we rcad the courtly convention of the idealization of the lady'! Sorne cri tics daim that 

courtly love, as a literary tradItion at least, has a legitimate femimst significance. 

Other~ deconstruct courtIy discour~e to suggest that the chivaIry was deeeptive, tllat it 

was only another variatIon of medleval misogyny. Indeed, in sorne courtly texts we 

ran fllld ~ome of the mo~t vicious anti-feminism in medieval literature. The extremism 

of the rOllrtly idealization of women automatically involves its binary opposite. 

Misogyny i~ latent ln courtIy representations and IS prone to occasional flare-ups, as 
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Katherine Rogers notes in The Troublesome Helpmate: A Histnry of Misogyny in 

Literature: 

[A] reacttOn against courUy love seem!. to have been inherent in tilt' 

system, sa that misogyny crept mto even the d1Ïvalnc romances .... lt 

appear!. that even the ardent courtly lover occaslonally sllspel'led thal hl' 

had overidealized love and women, and wu!. moved 10 bittel reJcL'llon 01 

at Ieast ta a wish to right the seule!. with a portrayul of what '"'l'man 

"really" i~--ofte!1 a cynical portrayal (5X) 

This ambigllity in courtly representations of women IS epitmnized by one of tlw 

primary courtly texts, Andrea~ Capellanus's The Art of CourOy Love. Bol'ks Om.' and 

Two reflect the surface values of courtly love: the beloved i'i 'illpcnnr, the IOYeI I!. 

abject, and the !.ervlcc of love i!. ennobling. However, Book Tluec 1:-' il violent 

renundation of ail that went before it, dalming that women are evll and infcnOf tn 

men, and that love undermines a man' s character and endanger~ his JJllJTIortaJ ~Olll. 

The structure of The Art of Courtly Love as a whole point~ to the ohviou,> 

dualism in Andrea~'~ mind and in medleval culture concerning love and wOll1en 'l'hl' 

misogyny of Book Three does not come completely out of the bille; It I~ U loglcul 

extension of the misogynistic sublexts in the idealization ot the be10ved 111 Boob One 

and Two.2 ln many ways, Idealization re!\tricts women a!\ lTIuch a~ It elcvate'i thcir 

2 Sec Betsy BowCÎen 69-72 and MOI 26-29 for dlscu~sion~ of Ihe~e ~uhlexb. For a slIlIllllary of 

approaches to The Art of COUJ1Jy Love sec MOI, 14, where she divide!\ the enllc\ mlo four ~ch()()\<' of 

thought regardmg Andrea." \ mlentlllll" 
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statu'). ft promote~ an arbitrary and unattainable standard of femininity for real women. 

ft i~ also, a~ Andrée Kahn Blumstein points out, a way of making women responsible 

for social mores, or as the case may be, the failure of those mores: 

IBly imposing and foisting virtue and moral responsibility upon women, 

by positing an ideal for women to live up to, men have forced womên 

IOta a role men do not wlsh to play themselves--indeed, a role that is 

almost humanly JJTlpossible ta sustain. They have burdened women with 

goodness to excess. When the woman then fails to live up ta this ideal, 

as she inevitably must, her failure is held against her by disappointed 

men .... (lOX) 

Women's failure to attain the perfection of the courtly lady may justify their 

subjection in real life. Ironically, chivalric idealization disguises this oppression, 

because a male-created standard is the only testimony of what femininity is or should 

be (Blumstein J ,5). 

Yet other scholars. most notably C.S. Lewis in his canonical The Allegory of 

Love, interpret the superionty of the lady as a sign of feminine power. "The lover," 

Lewis daims. "is always abject" (2). Lewis reads courtly love as an historical event in 

which real noblewomen had complete control over their loyers. Many scholars of 

courtly love hesitate ta follow Lewis's reading of courtly literature as indicative of a 

medieval "women's movement." Sheila Fisher and Janet Halley, for instance, warn that 
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"the relationship between textual record and Illstorical c:\pcrience I~ too prohkmatic 10 

allow us to read literary images as representation" of women's lIves" (lJ) 

However, identifying l:ourtly IIterature with historÏl:al women nced not be as 

literai as in Lewis's reading. For instance, whlle Joan Kelly-Gadol vieNs the woman' ... 

role in courtly love as indicative of an historical "renmssanœ" fOI womcn, she dlll'~ 

not daim that courtly love ibelf eXlsted a:-. an historical structure dunllg tht' Middle 

Ages. She mterprets courtly literature a:-. an image for change'" in the ~tatll~ of 

medieval women. Observing that women had greater mheritance right:-. than cllInng 

most other periods, and that they often particlpated in the admim:-.tration of c<;tatc~ 

(albeit usually in the Ir husband's name), Kelly-Gadol clallm. that thcrc wu, an IIlcrcase 

in women's power in twelfth-centllry Provenœ (1 X2).1 Such legal eVH!clll'C alw 

"account~ for the rttention of matronymÏl:s m medieval society. that 1:-', a COlll1l101l u"c 

of the maternaI name, which reflects the po:-.nion of women a!\ landoWIlCf!\ and 

managers of great estates, particularly during the crusadmg period" (1 X2):' 

The "ideology about women" found in literature, Kelly-Gadol statc<;, has a "nch 

inferential value" in its refIective role concernmg a society':-. treatlrent of womcn: 

The literature, art and phllosophy of a society, whlch glvc U!\ direct 

knowledge of the attitudes of the dominant :-.ector of that society toward 

women, also yield indirect knowledge about our other critena' namcly, 

3 See also Bogm, 22-25; anù Bloch, Medlcval MJ~()gyny 1 HH-91 conœmmg Ch,UlgC~ UI WOJllCIl· ... \cgal 
and socnl status 111 clcvcnth-and twclfth-ccntury France. 

4 See also Bloch, Mcùicval MI~ogyny 1 H(i-HH. 
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the ~exual, economic, political and cultural activities of women. Insofar 

as images of women relate to what really goes on, we can infer from 

them ~()methmg about that ~ocial reaIity. (176) 

Kelly-Gadol is qmck to point out, however, that ideological reflections of the 

status of wQlnen are not neœssarily literaI duplications of historical women 's realities. 

"ITlhe relations between the Ideolùgy of sex raIes and the reality," Kelly-Gadol 

l:aution~, "are l:omplex and diftïl:ult ta establIsh": 

Such views may be prescriptlve rather than descriptive; they may 

de~cribe a situation that no longer prevails; or they may use the relation 

of the sexes ~ymbolically and not refer primariIy to women and sex 

raIes at aIl. (176-77) 

Courtly love reflects sorne cOllceptualization of the lives of women--not a reality.~ 

Such concept'i existed in medieval rninds, if not in medieval daily lives. For exarnple, 

if the image of the lady spurning her lover's petitions and sending hlm into exile from 

her love was not ail al:tual reality, perhaps it was a psychological image of women' s 

increased legal strength in twelfth-century society more directly tvidenced through 

matronymics and changes to inheritance and dowry laws (Bloch Medieval Misogyny 

1 X3). 

~ TIns distmction 1S similar to Ferrante's distinction between courtly love as "a ngid system of fllies 
of hchaviour" amI courtly love as "a mode of thought, expressed In Iiterary convention" in her posItion 
reganhng the corrclauon hctwccn courtly literature and history (PerfeCtIon 3). 
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Counly love' s ideahzatlOn of the lady mig1lt have retlected an inl'll'aSl'd 

acceptance of women in positions of power. "I('lleurly," Kelly-Gadal \\Tlte!'>. "11 

represents an ideological hberatIon of their sexual and affective power~ that mu~t have 

had sorne social relevance" (1 Hl). Furthermore. she ~ugge~b. wOl1\en'!,> tïnancial and 

legal strength "also account~ for the husband' s toleratlOn of lm wik '" dlVt'r!'>iol1!'>. II 

discreetly pursued. HI~ primary aim to get and mall1tJ\ll a flcf rCljuired hel sUppOJ t 

perhap~ even her mhentance" (lH2).1> The expansion of women's right~ in tilt' tweltth 

century may hüve created a social atmosphere III whlch women were pt'Il'L'iwd a ... 

powl'rful and lI1fluential members of society 111 thelr own right--a pOWCI that wa ... 

translated into the idealized lady of courtly love.7 

Kelly-Gadol \ a!'>!'>umptioll that the existenœ of counly love 1.'0 both the rl'~lIlt of 

and the evidence for women 's mfluence in the MIddle Ages 1.'0 the sort of argument 

6 Kelly-Gadol notes that courtly hteraturc seems to he unconcemed wlth the l'''''UC 01 prcgJl:UIly and 
iIIegitlmacy· "Much as the tenct that love thri"es only 111 aduItery rel1ected :md rClIllorœd the !'>Iahillly (lI 
arrangec1 marnage, so the political role of women, and the lIldlVl.'OlhIllly of the IIcl. prohahly ullderllc,> Ihl'> 
indifferencc to 1Ilegttimacy" (1 X2). The da..,s hm!'> 111 courtly love I~ CruCial to Kclly-( iadol \ Iheory I./grec 
wlth her obscrval1on that the lack of conccm wlth 11Iegltllnacy W:L~ dcpemlcnl 011 Ihe lady'" P/otClllVl' 
wealth. The mals {Jf unwed mothcrhood and IlIegIt/macy u,~ually, allhough 1101 alway'>, ail' ~()llC:lled 

sornewhat by financlal secunty This L, mterC"!lng l/l thc context 01 Ille womall'~ ~ong a,> anu-collnly Tile 
abandoned maldcns of wom:U1-vOlccd carol" arc oftcn poor ,ml! do nol "harc Ihe wcallhy lad y' ~ lIlIU)/Il l'Ill 
with iIIeg/tlmacy. Onen the wornen \ song!'> devolc a grcal deal (lI' IIInc h, Ihc woman'" apprclll'lI<'\O\l of 
bemg found OlJt once her preenancy hegm,> to !'>how 

7 Bloch reads the courtly re"pcll1~e te women'!'> mcrea.~ed !'>octal powcr.- dlfferclllly Ih:U1 Kclly-(,ado] 
Whilc Kelly-Gadol ~ee., courtly love a." a rcflcclHJn of the c1cvatcd ~tatu~ 01 WO/llC/l III ~oucty, Bloch 
percclvcs it a.<; a control mccharu~m auned at IIIll/tmg tho~c p()wer~, "A ... IOllg a., WO!ll,Ul W:1., propcrt y to 
be dlspc)sed oL" hc concludc,>, '\hc wa ... deprecaled m aCLOn] wlth recclvcd III l' .. og yI Il <.,1 Il 1I1)1\!1I1'> III tht.: 
femmme a~ the mot of ail eVll; hut a.,> !'>oon a . ., wOlllan hccame capahlc of d",pmlllg--iuHI, lIIore 

speclfically. of disposlI1g property--!'>he wa., Idcah/cd \Il the tcnm of LOurtly love" (".1cdleval MI ... OgYIIY 
196) Bloch reads Idealtzauon a.., a l(Jo) of .,oc/al LOIltrol 
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that provake ... writer!\ sud as Fi!\her and Halley to stre!\'\ the danger of extending 

artistic repre~entatJOm ot women ta real wamen. FIsher and Halley note that received 

image ... of women cin;ulated throughout male literary circles and that thls "homosocial 

literary activity" meant that "hterature was a fundarnentally male 'homotextual' 

actiyity: onc in whlCh male writings referred to, responded to, manipulated, and 

proJected oesire upon ather men and other men's writings a, much, if not more, than 

the y c1aimed to represent the extrahterary world and the women in if' (4). 

Fi~her and Halley's reading of courtly love mterprets the ldealized lady as a 

Illa~cllline hterary construct that reinforces a male reahty in two ways. Fir~t. the lady 

rcpresent:-. ail that i:-. va)ucd In the courtly society: not only is she IdealIzed femll1inity, 

but she i~ aho idealized courtline'ts. The lover must ~trive to attain that societal ideal, 

to become one with Jt: 

Here are the cruCIal themes celebrated in every courtly song: the 

supreme beauty of the lady as a visible expression of ethlCal ideals; the 

univer:-.al esteem she enjoys as a consequence; the implicit vmdication 

of the poet \ complete submission ta her wIll. She is the image of every 

courtly vlrtue. She i.\ what he wants ta become--what he can never be, 

but what he can recognize and aspire to .... [T]he ideal is unattainable. 

(Goldin Mirror 75) 

The lady\ ~econd function in afflrming male reality is her representation of 

characteristics outside the masculine self. The courtly lover's masculinity, and by 



extension his individual identity. is reaffirmed by the lady. who. in het extrt'1l1l' 

feminimty, defines what he is not. The parada:... is that aIthough it IS impo\~lblt, fOI the 

lover to attain the perfection of the lady, his failure ta do ~o only rell1force~ hb 

individuality, his humamty: 

The system that valorizes male mdividuahty and social bond:-. abu tl'I\d~ 

to appropriate wonun's potential power and mtluence. As l'otlltly love 

idealizes femininity, it dresses up the tensIOns of male/ft'malt-

relationships in the guise of love ., . Such a per:-.pectlvc shilt:-. the 

emphasis from the lady as an obJect of individual desire to the lady \1\ ,1 

vehide for male interaction. (Burns 2) 4-) 5) 

The lady, on the other hand, i:-. a collection of golden virtul':-', not an inclIvidual She 1\ 

"pattemed into a statl' of lllmted or non-bl'mg" (BIum ... tein II3).x Human wraf.-IIl'\\ ,\ 

reserved for men alone. and it only reaffirm~. their humanity and lIldlvlduallly 

Women, on the other hand, are re'itncted to perfection. 

The ideal of the lady has little to do with women; the lady i ... a two-

dimensional representation of a male Ideal of feminmJty ba'ied on the concept 01 the 

feminine as a collectIOn of characterbtics projectec\ outside the male ... cll. In courtly 

love, the femmine i~ a collection of ail of the pol,ltIve attribute:-. of humalllty, whJle 111 

misogynist literature the feminine i~ the mo~t negatlve aspect.., of humalllty. Both of 

8 For further dl~cu~slOn of the lack of mdivlduahty m the laclle., of courtly love I,CC Bloch Mc(heval 
French 224-25 and Burns 258-59. For a dl~cus~ion of thc ~tandardllcd hcauly of WOIIICII III courtly 
hterature see Fmke 119 and Schmolke-Ha\~elmann ~ 19 
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these representations dehumanize and objectif y women, while reaffinning male 

individuality. 

Nevertheless. sorne scholars of courtly love have reappropriated the lady. They 

admit that she may be a masculine signifier more than a representation of real women, 

but they perceive the poet/lover as mort" controlled by, than controlling, his own 

creation. Frederick Goldm 'Ii theory is an example of how a negative reading of the 

idealized lady in \.:ourtly love may be reinscribcd as a positive reading. Goldin reads 

the lady pnmarily a"l a voiceless mirror created by the lover who uses her to reflect a 

de!\ired image of him~elf. Yet Goldin is forced to admit that sorne of the lady's power 

is retainee: in her very ability to reflect--she judges the lover by the extreme standards 

he induded in her creation. The male lover, like Narcissus, is a slave 10 his own 

reflection: 

This stabIlizing effect of the self-image is a fact of human nature: what 

distinguishes the courtly man is that this image of his hoped-for self has 

merged with the image of the lady in his mind. To judge his present 

worth he looks to her, and if he is fortunate, she will give him sorne 

sign, and then he will know whether he is on the way toward becoming 

what he wants to be, what he knows he ought to be. 

He therefore gives her a terrible power over him, the power to judge 

him and to formulate his identity. ("Perspectives" 56) 



Similarly, Ruth Cassel Hoffman suggests that the lady in malr-voÏl't'd rOUltly 

poetry functions as a "shadow voice." Although she does not speak, her artion, "that 

is, when the poet imagines her acting," detennines the actions of the poet/lowr (2:n). 

Hoffman conc1ude~ that the lady's voice can be heard through the poet-Iover's 

reaction. The lady is the determining factor, the inccptive, albeit inaudible, voÏl:e of 

the poem: 

The lady's actions confion the tone uf the poem, and help us to asst'ss 

the state of mind of the poet. Her function in the poem is 10 reflcl:t the 

poet, to provide a cause for his feelings. (233) 

Therefore, the creation of the lady by the poet/lover is subverted by her contlol of 

him. The courtly love poet has created a discourse that places him at a disadvantagc. 

Courtly love may be a masculine reality, but the poet is not necessarily in control 01 

that reality. 

Moi offer:; a similar feminist reappropriation of courtly discourse in her 

rereading of Andreas Capellanus's misogyni"'t Book Three. Moi point ... out that 

Andreas's about-face on the subje\:t of women is based on hi:; IIlsccuritic:-. a~ to the 

ability of a courtly lover to truly understand (and therefore control) the word~ of the 

lady in courtly discourse (30). Andreas views the lady's word~ as "so many arts" 

intended to obstruct the lover's ability to distinguish an honest from a deceitful 

woman. Andreas's misogynistic solution is to recommend avoidmg women altogether 

(Andreas 147). 
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Moj's feminj~t SO)utiOii to Andreas's ambiguous attitude towards women is to 

accuse him of the same deceit he decries in women. The contradiction between the 

chlva)ry in Books One and Two and the misogyny in Book Three reflects Andreas's, 

anfj by extension courtly love's, ambiguous attitude towards women. In the final 

analysis, Andrea~' s own word~ are as ambiguous and misleading as any of those used 

by lady. Scholars who attempt to interpret them are reduced to playing the raIe of the 

anxious lover: 

... in the modern debate over the 'true' meaning of the De amore, the 

critic~ accurately enact the problems of the text: like hermeneutically 

distraught lovers, they untiringly try to decipher the sibylline lltterances 

of the lady, who now, in a final twist of the plot, turns out to be 

Andreas himself. There is much consolation for feminists in the thought 

that in the end the old misogynist has been forced to play the female 

lead himself. (30)9 

Tk~ deceitful lady is only one convention in the male-created courtly love tradition. It 

is the tradition itself that is ambiguous and deceitful, for which the male poet has only 

himself to blame. 

9 Bloch also makcs a similar point conceming the hypocrisy of medieval antÎ feminists who accuse 
wOlllcn ot loqu3cIOusncss and deccit, commenting that "the portrilyal of women as endless garrulity or as 
contradiction would not he so significant. however. if it were not for the defining rhetorical context of all 
mllimatnmomallitcraturc, which seeks to dissuade from marriage and to do so precisely by speaking, often 
at grcat Icngth" (Medieval Misogyny 55). 
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Nevertheless. many courtly love scholars remain COllvil1l:ed that çourtliness 

contains an inherent male advantage. The words of the lover, while dressed in 

devotional and submissive c1othing, may be read as containing veiled tlueats against 

the lady who refuses ta participate in the courtly charade by al:œpting Ihe lover's 

attentions: 

Service is but a thinly-veiled fonn of sedul:tion lcadll1g ultimately 10 

subjugation .... If the Lady ... is indeed the dominant panner 111 the 

love relationship, she retains that daim to power only by fulfillmg the 

wishes of her lover. She can play the role of 'lord' only as long a~ he is 

willing to relinquish it to her. Indeed women who do not love, thusC' 

who refuse to submit to male desire, are sa id to commit a grave errot 

and routinely accused of treason .... Yet trcason, wc should 

remember, is ma st commonly a l:rime of vassal against lord, not lord 

against vassal. (Burns 26(j-67) 

The lady was superior to the lover because of her inac"essibllity, her cha~tity. 

In such circumstam ... ~s, the man's attempt ta seduce the lady was subversive. The 

lover's adoration of the woman was really a tool to subdue her power over him: "The 

troubadour's desire to sleep with the Lady is ultimately a d~sire to bring her under 

control, to defuse the implicit power of women and reestablish the male/female 

hierarchy" (Burn~ 268-69). 
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Thus assured of his temporary inferiority to the lady, the lover could afford to 

be quite forceful in his sO-I;alled love-service. ln Andreas's examples of seduction, the 

man quite often employs not-so-subtle threats against the lady in order to enforce his 

suit. In addItion 10 accusing such women of "treason" in the courts of love--a 

somewhat poetic tactic--the deterrnined lover rnight employa more sadistic means of 

attaining his goal. Ladies who failed to respond positively to the lover's petitions were 

Ihreatened with eternal damnation, in language that reflects the subconscious sadism 

and phallic obsession of the lover himself: 

The torture prepared for the celibate women is thoroughly sadistic. For 

each woman awaits a long pole, bundled about with thorns, held by two 

strong men. As punishment for her celibacy she must spend eternity 

scated astride the pole, her bare feet just touching tite burning ground, 

as the two men twi!>t and grind the thorny bundle. (Bowden 78) 10 

The lady is damned if she does and damned if she doesn' t. She is seduced and 

conquered under threat of rape and torture.1I Therefore, the superiority of the lady 

may be i.lt best temporary and at worst illusory: "The poet's promise to serve his lady 

is a deft ploy designed to make her serve his ends" (Burns 266). 

I!I Bowden is summari/ing a Icnglhier description fOWld on pages 79-80 in The Art of Courtly Love. 

11 Toni MOI Ilotes tlle irony in Ihis seduction based on the threat of rape and comments wryly: "The 
lovcr's strategy is thus onc of intimidation and verbal sadism: his language cnacts his aggression ... , and 
the fact th:.\1 tllC courtly lady, unlikc tJ1C peasant woman, escapes outright rape ought not to be interpreted 
as conclUSIve cvidcnce of his respect for her" (25). 



Most authors consistently read conflict into courtIy love. assullung some sort of 

power struggle between the lady and her lover. Yet June Hall M~Cash finds evidenœ 

that, in a Jew courtly love texts, the courtly couple abandon this struggle and al:hieve 

sorne mutuality in their relationship. In such texts, the standard courtly idcalizatlOn of 

wornen is often adjusted to accornmodate a more realistic representation. although the 

representation remains essentially positive: 

Sorne writers did ... accept mu tuai love as an attainable ideal, an 

acceptance aimost always accompanied by a relatively positive attitude 

toward women. It is not surprising to find that poets associatcd with the 

court of a strong and independent woman were frequently among those 

who broached the question of rnutual love. (Ml:('a~h 432-33) 

The dependence of texts l:elebrating mutual love on positive women l:haracters is 

significant when we consider that women poets were apparently some of the stronge~t 

proponents of mutual love. 

The songs of the trobairitz, one of the few examples of women' s songs known 

to be actually written by women, are songs that often describe the ideal 01 Illutual love 

(434).12 Similarly, some Middle English women's songs, possibly writtell by women, 

deemphasize the power struggle between men and women. McCa~h'~ observation (thal 

the ideal of rnutuai love thrived in female-authored texts that portrayed women in a 

reaHstically positive Hght), only underlines the faet that, in most ca~e~, cOllrtly love 

12 See also Bogin, 68-69. 
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was a male-authored convention quite divorced from the reality of its female subjects. 

Women in conventional courtly love texts were rarely portrayed as equals. 

Like other courtly texts, courtly lyrics are usually wTÏtten from male 

perspectives, in the vOI\ .. e of the poet/lc.ver. The impact of the gender of the lyrical 

narrative voice on courtly representations of women is substantial because the lyric is 

often read as the quintessential courtly form. The lyric appears to be an "honest" 

courtly voice: its non-narrative sentimentality seems uncontrived when compared to 

other courtly literature~. Of course, the apparent honesty and spontaneity of the lyric is 

ihelf a courtly convention. The lyric is actually a "taol" in courtly love; it is the 

lover's ~entimental offering to the lady in love-service (Burns 267). The individuality 

of any given lyrÎl: Îs an illusion. Burns notes that "when we consider that sentiment is 

often a product of social conditioning and that emotions, however personal, are not 

wholly individualiurl or unique, it becomes clear that the lyric moi of the troubadour 

song is as much a cultural construct as a poetic or empirical one" (256). 

For the most part, gender representations in male-voiced courtly lyrics adhere 

to conventional courtly standards. Burns, who takes a pessimistic view of courtly 

representations of women suggests that the lyric is the epitome of courtly 

objectification of women. She suggests that the purpose of the lover's song is to 

"attenuate the menaœ of female sexuality by codifying desire and seduction, enclosing 

them within a safely idealized framework." The song is a "literary appropriation of 

sexual power," the result of which i~ "the portrait of the Lady" (267). 
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On the other hand. Hoffman suggests that the lady retams ht'r autonomy in tht' 

lyric so that she can aet as the impetus for the actions of the male lover. a roll' she 

plays in other courtly literatures as weil. Hoffman points out that the actions of tlw 

lover are actually his reactions to the lady's gestures. He refll'cts her movements so 

that we may see the lady through his words: 

Through the poet's descriptions of her behaviour. we can pieee togethcr 

a picture of her attitudes. It is still a "shadow voire": she speab 

through her aetion~. though these are dim. seen indirectly. with ge~tllll''' 

sketched and not completed. But she is much more that a sign or a 

symbol: the lady in the poem is a voice, an actor, with a role--albeit an 

occasion al one--to play. (234) 

Hoffman claims lhal the silencing of the lady's voice in most courtly lyrICs 

should be attributed to the non-narrative ~tructure of the poem, not to male rhetorkal 

dominance. The lyric, WhlCh is supposed to be an immediate emotlOnal rl'action of the 

poet to the lady, cannot accommodate her version of the story within the confine~ of 

its form. Therefore, the lady is a "shadow voice" in Iyrical courtly dis<.:our~c. 

Courtly representations of gender may be read as both empowering and 

disempowering for women. Idealization of the lady has been interpreted as an antidote 

to medieval misogyny and as a component of that misogyny. Debates on the stalLJ~ of 

women in courtly love refeT back 10 questions concerning the "truth" behind courtly 

literature. Ta what extent are the courtly representation!'> of wamen reflectian .. of 
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medieva) attitude~ towards women'! Do they have any basis in medieval social, lega), 

psychological, or ideological reality? Certainly, any attempt to draw direct parallels 

between literary women and historical is highly problematic. 

"But," as Krueger writes, "from the perspective of feminist criticism, the 

reading of woman a~ a metaphor is also a dangerous practice" (22). She goes on to 

warn that by separating the literary woman from the historical wornan and making her 

a flgment of the male Imagination, the masculine production of hterature is only 

reinfon.:ed. There is \iule question that male voices have a monopoly on courtly 

discour~e, and that this affects the dominant representations of wornen in the literature. 

Most ~ourtly texts are written in male voices, from male perspectives. Women 's sangs 

disrupt that male advantage by claiming a space in the most significant form of courtly 

love literature--the lyric. Courtly love lyrics exemplify courtliness; in lyrics, courtly 

conventions are condensed and essentialized. Furthermore, the lyric has a double life 

in courtly love. It is a text within a courtly narrative that maintains a separate identity 

as an individual courtly text. The courtly lyric both describes and participates in 

courtly love. Its combined fum.:tions reinforce any potential empowerment or 

disempowerment of women in the traditinn. 

Obviously, the woman '5 song inverts the male-voiced lyric al tradition by 

switching the genders of the poet and the "shadow voice." If the lyric is a distillation 

of courtly convention, then the woman-voiced lyric is the most influential space for 

women in courtly discourse. Although there are other literary forms--such as the 
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fabliau--that invert courtly love conventions. most. if not aU. of these other forms rely 

on satire, which is only partially effective in granting women a voire of their own. 

Satire's exaggeration and derisive quality usually tainL\ the sympathy of the portrayal. 

and undermines any potential empowerment. Whlle many woman-vOlced Iyril:s, 

especially in Middle English, are satirieal, others are genuinely courtly. Apart l'lOlll the 

initial role reversai, some women's songs work closely within the conventional 

dynamic of the courtly lady and her lover. ThIS involves a fine dlstlllctlOl1 that 1 wou Id 

like to emphasize: the woman-voiced lyric i!., by definition, an inversion of and 

therefore a contrast to the courtly male-voked song, however, the re.\Ult of that 

inversion is not always anti-courtly. 

The contributIOn of Middle English women's songs to courtly love should be 

understood in conjunction with other contexts of the song!.; the Middle Enghsh Iyrical 

tradition, the cross-cultural phenomenon of medieval women 's song~, and theu 

manuscript contexts. A distinctive minority in medieval literature, women 's song!. 

create a space where the borders of conventional scholarly dlscipline!.--Iyncal text .. , 

national literatures, and codicology--are collapsed. The next chapter will addn:!!.!. thc!'>c 

contexts of Middle English women's songs and their intersection with courtly love. 
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Chapter Two 

Contexts of Middle English Women's Songs 

Only recently have scholars begun to recognize women's songs in Middle 

English. Vox Feminae, a pioneering anthology edited by John F. Plummer, was the 

first to address a body of woman-voiced Middle English texts as a genre. In his essay 

From thal volume, "The Woman's Song in Middle English and its European 

Backgrounds" he compiled a list of fifteenth-century lyrics composed in a woman's 

voice. Altogether, Plummer's list includes nineteen Middle English lyrics. Of these 

nineteen, three are fragments or couplets (lMEV 44S, 3902.5, 3897.5), and two 

(induding one of the couplet~, 3897.5) were not anthologized in available sources, 

illsofar as 1 could detennine. J3 Therefore, Plummer's list really contains only fifteen 

complete women's songs that would be available to most scholars. 

Il IMEV 445 is found in the scnnon of a disapproving c1eric lecturing on the dangers of "wilde 
wimmcn" who participalc in nng-dances (Greene xlix-I). The complete couplet is as follows: "ane 
wrastlingc Illy ICIlllllim i ehcs 1 and aile ston-kru;ting i him for-les." lMEV 3902.5, described in the Index 
as "Iamcnt of tallcn virgin--onc couplet" may Oc found in Mynors 216. "Vaylaway whi dcd y so / now 
kh ml in aile wa" IS the couplet III its entirety. IMEV 3897.5, "Were that that is ydon [sie]," is iUlOther 
couplet. howevcr it was not aVailahle JO a11y of the standard sources for Middle English verse. It is 
descrihed only hy the authofS of the Index as "an act beyond recall--one couplet." 1 assume that the other 
Ime of the couplet indicated to Plummer tJlat the speaker was a woman--I was unahle to confirm thlS for 
mysclf. Anolher Iync. IMEV 43S, "At the north end of seluer whIt" was also unavailable. It is hsted In 

Ihe Index 'L" only hcing puhhshcd in L.S. Mayer's Music, Cantllenas and Songs Etc. from an Early 
Fiftccnth Century Manuscnpt, (London: privately printed, 1906) of which there were only one hundred 
copies pubhshed. 
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Plummer offers no precise definition of women's songs a!'l li genre. A survey of 

the material he includes in Vox Feminae, however, reveals certain shared 

characteristics among women 's sangs from a variety of hterary tradltlOm, induding 

French, German, Portuguese, and English. The broadest defmition of women's songs i:-. 

that they are secular lyrics written ln women's voices. whlch celebrate 01 lament 

women' s experiences of love and sexuality. Because of the emphasb on sl'cular love. 

women' s songs are incl uded in the secular lyrkal tradition .... 

Women 's songs are a genre only reœntly recoglllzed in medieval l'lC'rature. and 

they do not fit easily into inherited literary catagories. DI~tingui~h\llg them as secular 

oyerlooks the faet that there are woman-voiced religious lyrit:s. most notably the 

Marian planctus, u category of religious lyri(,; in WhlCh the Virgin Mary mourns the 

death of her Son. Marian lyrics and secular women 's song~ were occa~lOnally IIlcludcd 

14 The lament IS found more often than the cclehration. The theme of the ahandol\cd WOIll.U1 IS sccm, 
to be dominant in English woman's songs, as in women's songs in general. 01 l:OU f!\e , lIIally mak-VOlLcd 
Iyncs sing of estrangcment from the beloved, yet the differencc. a.<.; Anne Howland SdlOtlCr pcrLclvc~ Il. 

is that men's abandorunent IS a temporary ohstacle ln a court~hlp that tl1ey illlllate .U1d l:Ontlnuc Tht' 1Ill'1I 

are generally active in courtly lo'vc, with the woman a.~ the pas~ive reClplcnt of the l()ye-~ervILc. thercfon: 
male songs of estrangerncnt do not involve any essential pas<;Jvlty ln the way thc wornan \ <;ollg ... do 
"while the man 's sangs either bewatl frustratIOn or heast of consummallon. wOlllan' ... ~ollgs merel y lamc/ll 
ahandonment" (Scholter 22). Lawrence Lipldng a1so interpret. ... the poetic tradlllo/l 01 ahandollrd WOlIIell 

as "passive" a1though he does not shlfe Sch\llter'~ Judgemcnt of such ~ong~ helllg "mcrcly" lanlcnl, 
Indeed. Lipkmg rcads such pas<;ivity as "hlghly suhverslvc." Thc~e s()ng~ "suhvcrt the rule 01 aLlHIII" 111 

hterature, which assumes Ihe there must he "a sene~ of cvent~ hroughl 10 Ihel:' nalural aJl(1 logllal 
conclusion." The passlvity 01 ahandoned women IS an eyent III Ibelf--thclr mahlhty 10 all Oll Ihw OWII 

behalfmeans thal!he rest ofÙle texl must moye around !hem' "NotlulIg they do Will hflllg Ihe hem hack. 
nothmg thcy say has power tü affcct thc plo!. The hc~t IllCy can hopc to aelllcvc 1 .... to re'arL! the illcxorahlc 
forward moûon of events. Yel they do ~uccccd in glVlng the rcader pamc" (1). WOfl]C/I"" 'OJlg~ arc a 
"pause" in the courtly drama of mfatuatton, pursull, and ~eductton. Olten. tllcy de\crihe wlWI OClUr\ after 
the counly narrative ha.." fimshed for the man--the woman 1\ left with hcarthrcak, hUI1J1ialHIII alJd 
pregnancy. The woman's lmuent serves as a remmder of the fahe l>tru<..ture the (,;()urtly narrallve plaLc, 
on gender relatlonl>. 
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in the ~ame manU\LTlpt, suggesting that medieval scribes may have thought them to be 

related. The manu~cript Cambridge University Library Ff. 5.48, for instance, includes 

both women's ~ong~ and two Marian laments. 

ReiIglOu~ and ~ecular women' s'longs interact by thematic contrast, as Maureen 

Fries dlscus~es in her e,,~ay "The 'Other' Voice: Woman's Song, Its Satire and Its 

Transœndence in Late MedIeval British Literature." Fries notes that "Mary's planctus 

dehnes by I:ontra~t the pO'iitlOn of the seduced and abandoned lay female" (159). The 

women of the secular lyrics lose their virgimty and bear the illegitimate children of 

corrupt clerb, in contrast to Mary's constant virginity and divine maternity (160). 

StIll, the interaction between Marian lyric~ and women's songs is the 

interal:tIon between Iwo related, but dIstinct, genre~. Despite the shared characteristlc 

of the female VOlce, Marian Iyric~ should not be subsumed into the genr'e of the 

womall' s song, for the definitlOl1 of women' s ~ongs involves thematic considerations in 

additIon to the poetlC conventIon of the woman's voice. Women \ songs de al \Vith 

women' ~ expenence~ of love, sexuality and gender politic~. They involve Ùle plurality 

of women's lives, not the exdu~ive divJnlty of the Blessed Vugin. The Virgin is even 

mort' removed from the reality of women than is the courtly Lady, whose experiences, 

although obJedificd by the male court poet, at least assume the structure of human 

gender relations. A~ 1 WIll show below. women's songs respond more directly ta male­

vokcd court lyncs than to woman-vOlced religious lyrics. 



The straightforward and inclusive defmition of women's song ... as ~eclilar Inw 

lyrics written in women' s voiœs is employed by scholars of French. PortugUl':--l'. and 

German women's songs In Vox Feminae. In hi~ study of the Middle Engil:--h Wl)lllan\ 

song, however. Plummer lInplied two further rcstnctlOns to hi:-- own deflllitlOn 

Through his choil:e of texts. Plummer ~uggest:-. that the Middk Ellgil:--h \\'oman· ... :-ong 

is an exclusively popular genre that provides "orgal1lzed contra ... t" tn the genre nt the 

male-voiced court lyric ("Middle English" 135). In order to ~ub ... tantiatl' tlm argumellt 

regarding the popularity of the woman':-- :-ong Pllimmer III11It:-. hl~ i1 ... t alll1o ... t 

exclusively ta songs in the carol form.l~ The carol 1:-' a descendant of popul.lI Ellgh~h 

dance-songs; its structure 1:-' doser to a mU:-'lcal form than i:-. the 'itnll turc ni othel 

lyrics. The caro)':- mW~lcal genealogy, therpforc, allgn:- It wlth th ... , popular tli 'lit/on. 

Plummer's unstated but active a:-. ... umptron ... regardmg the "primitive lynu"'l11" 

of Middle English women '.., ~ong" Call'ie., hlm to locate the genre pnmanly III thl' III 0 ... t 

musical and popular lyrical form. the carol (()). He appear~ to Interprci wOIl1<1n-VOllcd 

Iyrk:-. quite literal1y a,> "song ... ", while other ~cholar\ mterpret lyrill ... m morc broadly. lt 

is general1y assumed that, with the exception of the carol, the mu ... lcaltty 01 Iyrlc:- 1 ... 

more a suggested quality then a structural reality: 

15 1 have ohserved that two song~ ln Plummer's IIst arc not carob' "Surnm(' men ... ayon Ihal 1 am hlak" 
OMEY 3174; Schmolkc-Has'\clman 320) and ") can he wantoll and yi ) wyl" OMEY 12X() '), Wagner 
452). Athough he h~ts them with the woman-vOILed carol .... Plummcr doc ... Ilot 1I111ude cllhcr 01 the ... c 
songs m hh dlscu'i~lOn. This indlcatc'i 10 me !hat he wa ... awarc that the'.e \Ollg ... compr()JJlI ... cd Ill ... 

connectlOn of women's ~ong'i to carol.,. and !hat he deempha.,l/ed the nOIl-Larol lynL'" aLLonJllIgly 
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To speak of the "musical" qualities of [lyric] poetry is not to say that 

such poetry is written always to he sung. Neither does the appellation of 

"musical" indicate that [lyric 1 poetry possesses such attributes as pitch, 

harmony, syncopation, counterpoint, and other musical characteristics of 

a tonal, musical line or sequence. (460) 

While 1 don't agree wlth Plummer's exclusion of other lyrical forms, the fact that 

fiftern of the twenty women's songs discussed in this paper are carols does warrant an 

investigation of the carol and its relevance ta women's songs. 

ln The Early English Carols, Richard Leighton Greene anthologized Middle 

Engh~h carals and di~tinguished them from other secular lyrics. His definition of the 

carol i!'. Mill !'.tandard m Middle English literary studies. Greene daims that the carol s, 

unlike other lyrics, retained their musical connection because they descended from the 

dan~e -song or '\:arole." He claims that the carol can be "distinguished from other 

lyrics by its form rather than its subject" and that the distinguishing formaI convention 

is the burden, or chorus, repeated between stanzas (xxxii). Greene suggests that the 

burdens are "the mark of [the carol'sl descent from the dancing circle of the carole" 

(xxxiii). Greene finds the burdens to be indicators of "the real, the vocallife of the 

curols" and places them in the popular tradition (xxxiii). 

Greene asserts that ail carols are essentially popular, not courtly, because of their 

association with their orally transmitted desceJldants, dance-songs. Nevertheless, he 

finds it unhkely that carols that appear in fOl~rteenth and fifteenth century manuscripts 



were themselves transmitted only orally up until that point. Probably the y had 

circulated in writing for sorne time, although il is possible that the y had begun as 

orally transmitted texts. By the late Middle Ages Greene sees evidem:e that the carnls 

were deliberately colleclcd in manuscripts, indicating "consClous activity on the part of 

individuals through whose hands they passed, rather than 1 an 1 ... U1H.:ontrolled oral 

tradition" (cxxix-cxxx). 

Greene suggests that most of the carols may have been transmitted mally 

within a "limited group" of educated peers who then copied them and composed othcl'S 

(cxxx). He describes this point as "midway between the um:ontrolled oral tradition 01 

folksong and the exdusively manuscript tradition of long and learned works": 

The repeated performance of a carol wou Id involve its being COlllllllttcd 

te memory, and many people who never set pen to pan.:hmcnt douhtlcs,", 

learned sorne of these carols by word of mouth. But the samc piecc:-., 

unlike folk-songs, were also current in manuscript copie~, againsl which 

singers who were not illiterate folk-singers could check thcir repertory. 

(cxxxi-ii) 

Plummer implicitly derivcs his definition of women'~ songs From Greenc's 

definition of carols. Not surprisingly, he reaches a similar conclusion wncerning the 

popularity of the English wornan's song. The popular status of 

the carol agrees with Plummer' s perception of the woman' s ~ong as "organizcd 

contrast" in English lyrical tradition. Caught in hj~ re~trictjon of the woman'~ song to 
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virtually one form, Plummer attempts to further justify that restriction by suggesting 

that caroh are "appropriate to the female voice," reasoning that women were often the 

dancers in the ring-dance ancestors of the carol (Plummer "Woman's Song" 138).16 

Indeed, many of the woman-voiced carols evoke the festivals where these dances may 

have been performed (Greene cxxxix). 

Neverthele~~, despite the temptation to make a literai connection between 

dancing women and woman-voiced carol s, we must be wary of trying to iurn a literary 

convention, the wc'nan' s voice, into an historical reality. Plummer hirnself notes the 

difficultly of distio6uishing the literary from the historical in the face of lyrics that 

seem ta be hoth da;1cP -f:cng" :md about dance-songs: 

The carol both was (as dance forrn), and was conceived as being, 

appropriate to the fernale voice. The distinction between ... the sangs 

sung by women in their dances (those cornplained of by the councils), 

and songs whlch served ta evoke the picture of dancing wornen, should 

be insisted upon. (13S) 

Plurnmer goes on ta suggest that, at least in sorne cases, the motif of dancing wornen 

is itself a literary convention, an "artistic male creation" based on the cultural rnyth of 

ring-dancing which rnay or rnay not have had sorne sort of legitimate historical basis 

II> ln Grccnc'~ Icngthy chnmicling of the Iitcrary cvidcnce of the tradition of ring-dances and the 
:,ingmg of carols. a slgmlïcant numher of the examples he gives involve the (usually iIIicit) dancing of 
womcll. Sec Chapter 2 of lus Introduction. "The Carol as Dance-Song," particularly Ille examples on pages 
xlvi-xlvii amI xlix-\. 
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(138-39).17 Yet, despite his hesitation Plummer ~onl1eets his list of \Vomen'~ songs 

ta the raie of women in the dance-song tradition. His foeus is on the "song" quahty of 

woman-voiced lyri,;~. 

Form, specifically the repeated burden, rather than vokc, delerl11ines PIUIllIllt'1 \ 

definition, and his list of women's songs i5 restricted to woman-voÎl'cd ~;lIob. 

Furthermore, the popularity of carols denotes the popularity of wotnen' s song", 

Plummer locates women's sangs in the role of "organized contrasl" to courthllcss: that 

is ta say, women's songs are aware of the lu~rtly conventions and consciollsly re.lcct 

them. They participate in the courtly spectrum by "defining what courte .. y was nol" 

(137). 

The underlying agenda of finding Middle English women's songs almost 

excl'Jsively popular caused Plummer to neglect woman-voiœd Iyril~ out sicle the carol 

form. In my analysis of English women's sangs 1 have added five more lyrics to 

Plummer's original Iist of fifteen available carols. Four of the lyrics in question are 

found in the Findern Anthology (Cambridge University Library MS Ff. l.n) and 

although one of them cornes close to the carol form ("What-so men sayn") the other~ 

are sirnply lyrics. lB The fifth song, "Greuus ys my sorowe" is found ln BritJlih 

17 Although Greene may have been guilty of placmg too much empha.<;I!'> on the COllllcclioll hctWCCIi 
carols and the dancmg wornen, Plummer does not discount the hJstorical evidencc Ihal secms 10 suggc~1 
rcal dance-songs of womcn cxislcd "at Ica."'1 as early dS the SJxth ccntury" (D7). He ha.,>cs IlIS COllclu!'>IOII\. 
as Greene and olllers dld. on the "eccle~iastical grumhhngs" condemnmg such ~ong~ Sec Grecnc, cxl-Lxlv 

I~ Crunhndge Umversity Lihrary MS. Fr. 1.6 wa.., chnslencd the "Findem Anthology." hy Ro,>!'>cllllopc 
Rohbins in 1954 ("Findcm" 610) He chose the name from the family he dctennincd to ~ thc pnlllary 
owncrs of the manuscnpt Judging from note,; found contammg refcrcnles ln Ihe Flfldcm faullly. Thc 
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Library MS S!oane 15X4. These additional five women's songs are ex amples of lyrics 

that arc further removed from their musical origm~ than are the carols. They are also 

example~ of Engli ... h women's songs that retain the courtly ethos even as they subvert 

the primary courtly convention of the silent lady/love object, defying Plummer's 

dictum lltat Middle 'snglish women 's songs are strictly popular. 

The divi ... ion between popular and courtly texts is problematic, a~ it imposes 

modern standard~ on medieval literatures that perhaps did not operate within such rigid 

defimtions. To be ~ure, there i~ a real sense of a tradition of literature that participates 

in sOllle way wnh a refined notion of love that has been called ·'courtly." As a literary 

form, I:ourtly Itterature seem~ to involve "a range of leaming and literary art" 

exclusive (at least in Its beginmngs) to the upper-class court poets who shared with 

their audienn's "certain values, conventions and artifices not universally recognized" 

(Dronke Medieval Latin and the Rise of the European Love Lyric 1). By contrast, the 

genre of popular poetry i ... comprised of texts that do not evoke this refined vision of 

court life or employ the poetÏl: conventions of courtliness. 

editors of the fal:sinlllc edltJon of the manuscript retained the name along with Robbms's conclusion that 
H was compilel! "Ill the late tifteenth and carly sixteenth centuries" at a Derbyshire country home by the 
FindcOl'" mul thcil tricnd~ (Beadle :md Owen Vl~). Kate Harris challenged prevailing opinion conceming 
the ongllls of the IIHulUscnpt. claiming that Rohhins's conclu~ions were based on "evidence which is not 
only post-mclhcval hut wludl also rcpresents an abuse of the volume" (299). She goes on to note that. 
glVCII the Ilumhcr of diflcrcnl sumamcs in IllC manuscnpt. "11 is as accuratc, if not more accurale, to cali 
the IIImlU~cripllhe 'Cotton,' 'FmunCis' or . Shirley Anthology,' as Il IS to refer to the 'Fmdem Anthology'" 
0(7). Evcryone SCC11IS to agrec. howevcr. that the manuscript was available to several membcrs of 
t.ulllhcs who apparclltly hall country homcs in Derhyshlfe. 
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Despite acknowledging the arbitrary classification of courtly and popular tl'Xt:--. 

medievalists persist in attempting to assign indivldual text~ ta these two catagone\. 

Rossell Hope Robbins suggests that the popular Iyl ics. ]udged "unworthy of pcrmancnt 

record" were often ]otted down in the margins, f1y-leaves, and othel ~catll'rl'd mea-; ni 

empty space in the manuscripts of larger collectIOns. He condude~ that populal tl·\t~ 

"were preserved only because the manU~cflpt, ta winch they were IIlL"ldcntal. wa, 

preserved." On the ather hand, caurtly texts, Robbins suggests, were de\iberatdy 

preserved "for their own supposed worth" (Secular Lyrics XXXiIHV).II) 

The implied value judgement in Robbm' ~ comment IS often assumcd by 

medievalists to have been shared by medieval wnters and compilers thelll!'.elvc~. 

However, as Julia Boffey warn!'., "the degree of care evident in the Lopying necd not 

invariably indicate the relative desirabihty of any text" (34). Furthermore, manll~cnpt 

evidence suggests that medieval writers were fully aware of the dialogue bctwcrn tht' 

two types of Iiterature and the contribution of popular text~ to that dialogue. Boffey 

points to Trimty College, Cambridge MS RJ.II.J., a~ an example of the "dehalc on the 

nature of love and of women" between popular and courtly texts. Antl-courtly texl\ aIt' 

found combined in this manuscript with courtly love lyncs re~ulting ln a "pattern of 

19 Sorne rnanuscnpts appear to have heen deliherate collectlOn~ of popular malerial, c~pcclally Laml., 
An exarnple of a carol collection IS St. John's Collcge, Carnhndgc, MS S 54 (25<), whidl appcal'\ III have 
been a pocket-book collectIOn (Greene 325). Slrnilarly. BL MS Sloanc 25<)1 colltalll~ an IOHTlcn,>c lIurnhcr 
of songs and camls to thc exclu~ion of almo\t everything c1\c (107-7). Surely thc prc\crvalloll 01 Ihc\e 
popular lyrics was not inCldental or depcndent on more wurtly tcxt.,> 
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l:ourtly !.entiment unden.:ut by realism and anti-feminism" (19)?O The Findern 

manu~cript, which contams ~everal women'~ song s, also combme~ courtly and popular 

texts. The women'~ song~, IIlcldently, contribute to both sides of the debate. 

Therefore, manu~cript evidence supports Plummer's idea that the popular 

women' s ~ongs, Iike other popular texts, provide "organized contra st" to courtly lyrics. 

Other critic~ have aho recognized the shared space of popu]ar and court]y material. 

Even Boffey, who exdude~ antH.:ourtly lyrics from her study of courtly love lyrics 

doe~ ~o in the recogll1tJon that the '''courtliness' of the poem~ is more a matter of their 

implicit values than of any connection with real, historical courts" and that "parodies, . 

. . of course rely for their effel:t on acqmüntanœ with courtly forms, and have sorne 

dallll to be described a~ 'courtly' themselves" (4). 

To cin:umvent the problematic polarizatlOn of popular and courtly catagories, 

Peter Dronkc ~ugge~ted the more inclusive term "the courtly experience" to connect 

the two pole~ (3). TI1e value of Dronke's inclusive phrase has special significance to 

the study of women'~ sangs. Songs such as sorne of those taken from Plummer's 

original IIst of carols could be considel ed a reaction against the principles of courtly 

111 AIlIH:ourtly htcraturc parodle~ the courtly love Iitcrary tradition directly--that is, it parodies the 
Itterary conventioll Jt~c1f. "Parndy and satire," explains Kathryn GravdaI. "are quite distinct systems oftext 
pmductioll. Parnliy is a textual playon hterary traditions and conventions, wlulc satire is a hterary 
l'llll\lIlClltary 011 the rl'al world, usually mehorative in ilS pragmatism" ("Vilain and Courtois" 6). Gravdal 
illlphc~ th.lt what h 1101 courtly I~ automallcally parodie or satJrie. Women's songs ean oc either. OOth, or 
ncitlwr III thm COllllllclltal)' on l'Ourtly love and the rcality of women '5 lives. Although sorne women 's 
!'Illng!'> afl' iUlIl-l'llUrtly \Il the ~en~e that they 1I1vert the courtly paradigm of the silent lady, mally of them 
c;m Hllt hl' ~alll to "paroliy" courtlincss or "sallrize" femaIc experience. Such women's songs are unusual 
('"unrles 01 non-courtly matenal, whlch nevertheless relain the illUSIOn of courtliness through their 
appropnaltllll of mll'\t of liS conventIons. 



love. They have engaged in the courtly experiem:e. if only to undermine II. Songs sl\l:h 

as the four Findern women's sangs 1 have added to the corpus are definitrly COltlt1t1'1 

than the carals; hawever the woman's vaice still provide~ the "organized l"onuu>;t" to 

the maie-vaiced caurt lyric. These song!. lise the courtly expericnce to Imng WOllll'Il' ... 

realities ta light. 

Studies of women' s songs in other languages are Ilot restm:ted to pOl'm!'> that 

are c1early musically structured (in the sense of the repeated burden of Engli~h calOls L 

or exclusively popular, and 1 can sec hule JustificatIOn for tn:-.isting upon these 

characteristics in Middle English. Plummer attempt-; to !'>lIbstanttate hl!'> cOIll:ept of 

Middle Engli~h women 's songs as anti-courtly by emphaslzlIlg thclr connectlon!'> to 

anti-courtly elements in contmental texls. He concludes that MIddle Engli~h wO/llell'~ 

songs are as courtly as their European counterpart~ by vlrtue of their ~hared raie of 

organized contrast. 

1 have two objections to Plummer's conclusIon. My own analysis of MIddle 

English women's songs has convinced me that they are not exclllslvely antH"ourtly, 

and that Plummer ha~ overstated this role in order to make them fit IIlto hl>; ..,y-;tcm of 

"organized contrast." Secondly, Plummer' s tal:tÎl; of assigning the wornan' ~ ~ong in 

English the role of "organized contrast" also lead~ hlm ta oveNate the antH;ourtly 

role of the woman's song in other languages. In order for hi" argument to work, 

Plummer must exaggerate the satire and anti-femimsm of continental and Engli~h 
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woman'~ ~ong~ alike, which he does primarily by aligning them with the anti-eourtly 

fabliau traditIOn ("Middle English" 136). 

Plummer conneets several charaeteristies shared by anti-eourtly English 

women's song~ and French fabliaux: the ironie lament for lost virginity, the eharacter 

of the clerical seducer, the themes of abandonment and illegitimate pregnaney, as weil 

as the more general anti-feminism in whieh women are portrayed as lustful, greedy, 

fickle and downright nasty people (144-50). However, this eomparison is based on the 

extraction of anti-courtly traits without regard for their original textual context~. 

Plummer'~ 1110nolithtc view of the anti-courtly woman's song forces him to disregard 

or de-empha~ize courtly women's voices in aIl languages. 

Plummer base~ much of hls evidence for the anti-eourtliness of women' s songs 

on the as~umption that the songs were male-authored, but written in women' s voices. 

Hb conclusIOn IS that the representations of the female eharaeters are largely ironie 

and mtended to be anti-femmist. Therefore, he draws attention to women's songs in 

French and German that appear to be similar ironie presentations of women' s voices 

by male poets. Yet this assumption of male authorship IS not necessarily valid. Meg 

Bogin 's study of the trobairitz de scribes a genre in which the women poets speak 

unironÏl:ally of their experience~ of courtly love, writing of their "own intimate 

feelings" (Bogin 6~n. Not only does Plummer neglect to connect eourtly women­

authored texts such as the trobairitz to Eng1ish women's songs, but he also rejeets the 

possibility that male-authored women's sangs could respond to courtly texts without 



being ironie or antl-femimst. ln his study of German women's songs allthored hy men. 

William E. Jackson cautions against reaching such condllsiom, "It is Ilot generally 

obvious to what extent the portrayals in the poems ... show same basic attitude 

toward women on the part of a given poet" (X 1 ). 

As Jane Burns has noted, the subjectivlty of the ma\e-voiced \.:ourt lyl i\.: i .. 

largely a poetic construct (256). The issue of subJectlvity become:-. even more 

compelling for woman-voiced material. How genume are the "mtimate feeling:-." of the 

trobairitz? Are male-authored women' s song~ usually. as Plummer sugge:-.h. Il Olll\.: or 

misogynist'! The Portuguese woman'~ song tradition suggest~ thal Ihi~ wa~ Ilot alway~ 

the case. Kathleen Ashley ~uggest.'I that parody ir maJe-aulhored women' s ~ongs 111 

Portuguese i~ ~ometimes a self-parody of courtJy pretension~ hy male poch 

themselves. rather thar a parody of the women who~e voices the poet~ appropnale. 

Ashley describes how the cantixas de amixo often take the form of a di~cu~sion 

between two female characters on women's courtly love expenenœ~: 

The presence of the lover or the poet-a~-Iover. e~pecJally 111 poem~ 

addressed to girlfriends, sometime:-. provides the occasion for dever 

parody of love poetry, typically at the expense of the male love lyric 

and the male poet, not the female persona. The formulae of the male 

love lyric may be mocked, as in one poem where the cxaggerated 

daims of the courtly lover lhal he lo~es hb mind or die~ for hi'l 

mistres~ are held up to ridicule. The woman ~peaker tell.., her amlXCI.\ 



that when ~he sees her lover turn up quite heaIthy after ail his 

prote~tations she a~ks him, "Didn 't you die for love?" (38) 
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The gentle mockery of courtly convention in this poem 15 reminiscent of one 

Engli~h womall-voiced lyric neglected by Plummer. Although this English lyric is not 

a dialogue like the Portuguese lyric Ashley writes of, it evokes a comparable scene of 

a confidence between women concerning courtly love experiences. In "What-so men 

seyn" the woman speaker warn~ her female audience of the courtly pretensions of 

men: 

What-so men seyn, 

Love i~ no peyn 

To them, serteyn, 

For every daye 

they waHe ther pray, 

Wher-so they may 

Butt varians. 

And make butt game. 

(lMEV 3917; Barratt 268-70) 

The criticism in thi~ lyric is, as in the callfigas de amigo, directed at men and theu courtly 

games. The gent lei humour and sardonic voice may be, as Elizabeth Hanson-Srnith suggests, 

"a pm1icularly 'femil11lle' sense of humour" that provides stark contrast with the more vicious 

antl-feminist lyrics found ln both male and female voices (191). 



These two lyric~ argue agamst any suggestiOn that mt1clsm of l'OUI tltnt'''~ Î:- the 

exclusive property of either sex. The Portuguese song wa' malc-authored, and It i:-. Vt.'ry 

possible that the English song was woman-authored, yet both ale ant\-l'ollltly,ll'lIl/!Il.\f 

women' s songs. Plummer' s a~surnption rcgardlllg the IHmy of male-authOlcd \\'Olllt'I1':-' slln~ ... 

is too simplistlc Women'!-> songs, be they composed by womcn 01 IlO\' nmtaln pO:-slblhtll· ... 

for both femlOlsm and anti-femmism. Sm11larly, it I~ dangclou\ tn lhaw a~'llmptIOlb 

concerning the literary "nature" of women's song:-. a~ a gCIlI e based on thl' pl t'~l\l1ll'd (hut 

ultimately unknown) gender of thelr author~ Both the ~ong:-. dl),cusscd abovl' PO\ ... t'), ... 

attributes often mentlOned 111 l'onnection wuh women's ~ong~ III dlfferl'1l1 Itll'taly tIadlllOn\ 

less contrivance, more hone!'.ty, and more realislll than the mak-voiced lOlllt Iylll. Many 

critic~ attempt to attnbute sorne kII1d of emotional or poet Il' "puflty" to WOIlll'Il''; !->()llg!,>.~1 

This is an extremely contentious I~~ue, a~ It Lall~ mto question ail of OUI a:-,sllmptiOll' .. 

regarding male 01 female authorship and reveab our lad of the mo~t haslc hi~tom,al 

knowledge concernmg medieval poet~. 1 feel that the more "realr:-.tll" natUll' of thl' WOIll,III', 

song may be more a phenomenon that i!\ perccived by critic~ than an actual ll:altty--altlJ()IIJ:!h 

1 admit that women's songs appear to sub~cribe le.\.\ to cOllrtly poetle, l.Z 

21 Robbimi pcrccived the lyrics as havmg a "simple foml" ("Sccular Lyncs" 211). Mq Bnglll lelt Ihal 
the language of the trobaintz lyrics wa<; "dlrcct, unarnhiguous :md pcr~onal" III comparholl ln the (,ourtly 
convenU ons of the male troubadour.. (67). SlInilarly, Plummcr noIe,> thal WOlll.U1"" c.,Ollg~ "C()lIrra~r wrrll 
the male love lyric in ocmg more highly narrallvc and III ~Inklllg the Icader al tiN glaJllc <1.' mon' 
realistic" ("Woman'~ Song ln Mlddlc Engh'ih" 115) 

22 Whether thl~ IS the rcc.,ult of gcndered autll0r,lup or htcrary lOllverltloll l' IlllPO\\lhlc III \ay 1 agrel' 
with WIlliam Jack.c.,oll's comment thal "Il '" not a SImple matter ln draw cOlldu\IOII\ Wllll,h hear (1I1 

knowledge ahout the sexes from thc text\ of the wom,U1'c., song, 1e),1 olle mk attnhullIIg 10 ~exuallllakc'lJr 

what may he actually due to tradItIOn" (53) 



Rogers 45 

Thl~ argument for the "realt~m" of women's ~ongs can be upheld so long a~ we keep 

in mtnd that there are exceptIons to such rule~; they are only general conclUSIOns that should 

not be taken a~ the defining lIualities of the woman's ~ong. The fIfSt premisc of courtIy love, 

the male adoratIon of the lady, I~ immedlately overturned In ail women's song~ because it 1~ 

the lady her~elf who I~ ~peaking Therefore, we can say thut at lea~t one "unreahstic" 

conventIon of the male court Iync IS dlspensed with the moment the lady IS given a voice. 

Other \.:Ourtly conventIon" may or may not folIow. For mstance, Ashley mentIon~ one 

calltl~(/.\ dl' (Jnll~() In which the ~peaker moch the male lover'~ assertion that he will die for 

love Yct In an Englt~h woman's song we find the line "That unkyndnes haith kyllyd me" 

(1 MEV JO 1 X, BarraU 2X3) Clearly. 111 thls lyric the woman speaker is adhering to the courtly 

convention of dying for love found in man y of the male-volced lyrics. Therefore, 1 am wary 

of generalized conclw.lOn~ regarding the reali"m or anti-courtly qualitie~ of woman's songs, 

other lhun the ba~lc dIvergence from the trope of the ~ilent lady.2\ 

The silence of the obJectified ladyllove obJect in courtly discourse is the pnmary 

conventIon of mak-voiced Lourtly love lyrics. Women's song~ from ail culture~ share the 

mitial premi~e of mvertmg that prelllmnary convention by endowing the lady with a voice. 

y ct thi~ secm~ to be the only common denominator of women' s songs cross-culturally--

womcn'!,> songs defy further generahzation. Sorne are positive in theu represemations of 

~1 ln her cssay. "FlctJOII~ of the Fcmulc Voire: The Women Trouhadours," Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner 
caution ... agaJl\~t reallmg French wOlllcn's song~ a. .. pcrsona! testlmonics instcad of poctie construcls. "The 
WOIllCIl poet!'>." ~hc notcs. "have 1I1',cnhcd tllclr OWI1 VOlceS in a high(v cOllvent/Onal IVl1e system; any 
citons IlllltstIl1gul~h the panlL'ular eharacter of thcir VOlceS must rccogmze al thc sarnc time the rhetorical 
l'ICI\' h'/IICI! SII.\{Cllfl.\ tht' appCWllllCt' of SpOlltallcitv and fee/lIlg" (867. my emph~ls). 



wornen, and some are negative. Some are pre~urnably male-authored, othel" Il'mak-allthllll'(\ 

Sorne are satirieal or parodie, others are çourtly. To attempt to natlonahzl' woman'!,> !'>Ollg" III 

any one language, or to umversahze them, would mean reJectmg thl'Ir \I1\,.'rl'dlhk d"'l'I\lty 

We should recognize the camrnan denominator of the woman'~ !'>pea!..mg VOIL'l' wlthollt 

e-;sentializing waman' s ~ongs as the y appear in a variety of langllagl'~ and ClIltllll'" 

Plummer\ perception of wamen's songs a-; "orgal1lzed contrast" tn mak-VlllL'l'd LUlIit 

lyrics is legitimate. U nfortunately, he sabotages his own insight by IIlterpretlllg thl' "umtl a"t" 

of the coun Iync ... trictl y a~ antl-courtl ines~, Llke ather critics of WOJl1l" Il , " song", PlllllllllL'1 

essentialize" wamen'..., vaice~ inta a ~ingle contnbutlan. 1 f1l1d that WOl1ll' 11 \ ~(lng" plOvJ(k ,1 

variety af re~pan~e:-. to male-voiced Iync.\; they cantra~t ma le con.\tr uct /Ol1\ 0/ lourtly loVl' III 

a number of way~. 

Plummer I~ not the only critic guilty of reducing a dlver ... e collection of WOlllan­

voiced lyric~ ta a ~ingle literary functlOn in counly discaurse. WOlllan-voiccd lynl', have 

probably been lumped tagether by cntlc~ a\ the "ather" voice ~imply becau\c of thl'Ir \mall 

nurnber in a carpu~ of predolTImantly male-vOIced Iyrk\. However, tlll,> ~l1lall grollp 1\ not 

presented as a umforrn cantnbution \11 medleval manu~cnpb. 

Wornen \ ~ong~ appeal, hke mast ather secular Iyric~, dl~tributed throughout flftcenth 

century Middle English manuscripts. This rather late tran~ml~-;ion ha~ bccn attnhutl'd tn 

religiau~ cont. 01 over literary production in the Middle Age .... Ro ...... cll Hope ({ohhm'> 

commenced his study of sel:ular Iyrit: ... with the followlI1g rl'mark ... : 
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The mo~t ~Igniflcant feature of thl'. Middle English secular lyric is its 

subordinate po~itlOn in relation to the religious. For every secular lyric there 

are three or four religiou~ .... 1 do not think that the destructIOn of 

manu~cript~ account~ entirely for this disparity; it is simply that religion 

dominated the scene. and ail problem~ and confliet., had a religious frame of 

referenœ ft i~ only towards the end of the fifteenth œntury. wh en the ideas of 

the RenaJssam:e began to ferment in England. that secular poems became more 

popular. (Secular Lyrics xvii) 

Once the religiou~ stronghold on literature began to loosen, more and more secular 

matenal appeared JO manll~cript~. Collections of primarily secular material were produced 

towards the end of the Middle Age~. Secular lyrÏl;s appear m almost every type of 

manuscnpt. SOllle ~Ire found in the margins and on the blank folios of manuscripts otherwise 

devoted lo ~t:hl)larly or religious material. Others are found in manuscripts of other secular 

matenal. lllduding sigl1lflt:ant works by major authors. or collections of miscellaneous 

literary teXb. There are a few manust:ripts that appear to be collections devoted only ta the 

lyrÏl:al genre. It seem~ signifit:ant that of the nineteen women's songs listed by Plummer, 

several of them are du~tered together within the same manuscript. indicating that sorne 

women's song~ were transmitted together due ta scribal interest in their similarities. 

The rnanu~cript cantaimng the highest number of woman's s0ngs in the carol farm is 

Gonville and C:lius College, Cambridge MS 383. In it are found thlee woman-voiced carols: 

1 MEV 225 "Al thb day ic hdn sought" (Greene No.452); IMEV 1849 "Ladd Y the daunce a 



Myssomur Day" (Greene No.453) and IMEV 1330 "This enther day 1 mete a dl'rkc" (Grl'l.'lll' 

No.455), as well as a non-carol woman's song, (MEV 3174 "Smnme men sayon that 1 am 

bla.k" (Schmolke-Hasselman 320). The ~arols are three of what 1 .1udge to hl' the most 

satiriea!. bawdy and anti-feminist of known women's songs. Gonville and Calll~ J~n also 

contains five other carob, aecording to Greene' s description. Thrcl' 01 Ihc-.l' ollwr \:ilroh 'lI C 

satirieal or irreverent in nature, induding a parody of a ~ourtly love Iylll" wlth dcc\(kdly 

misogynist overtone~. The manuscript appears to be a "tnlingual student's exelLl~C and 

commonplace book" filled with assorted items induding "many memoraroda and mUl'h 

penmanship practice." Th.! carols in the manuscript are "writlen in odd ~pacl':-' in the :-.amc 

fashion as other notes and rnernoranda" (Greene 324). Perhap:-. the women's songs III tlw, 

manu seri pt were jotted down by a distracted student for his own amu:-.emenl--whil'h lIlight 

expIa in their scurrilous nature (Boffey 25).7>1 

While wornen's songs found in commonplaœ booh or manuscript<; of Int<;cellany ale 

not unusual, other are found in manuscripts intended as delibcrate literary anthologic:-., rather 

than haphazard collections. The lyric "Kyrie, 50 kyrie" (lMEV 24<)4; Grcen~ No.457) appcal\ 

in a song collection, British Library MS. Sioane 2593. The caroh in thi~ mallll ... cnpl were ail 

recorded by one hand. Furthermore, there i:-. Jittle consensus a ... to the ~ubJecl matter 01 Ihe\e 

sangs (Greene 306). This seem~ to suggest that, unlike the student-.'Icribe who apparcntly had 

a much more laissez-faire attitude towards the carol:-. he cho:-.e to prc:-.crvc, the c(Jmpiler ot 

24 Boffey notes Ihal Iyric~ in manuscript" thal appear to have hccn exerll~c hook\ wcrc apparcntly 
intendf'd as "lighl rehef." ln addillon 10 Gonville and Caiu~ MS ~K3 othcr .,Iudcut L()lIcctJ()u~ arc Brrtl.,h 
Museum MS Harley 3362 and Bnlbh Museum MS Addl\. (,0577 "In cach cw,c," Boffcy oh.,crvc\, "rhe 
heavier matenal i~ mterrupted hy more hght-hcarted prcCC'" . j(Jkc~, nddJc~, Ulm)., and !\Ollg~" (25) 
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Sloane 25<)3 had set about to colleet any and all the carols available him, without any 

particular agenda a~ to their subjeet-matter. Similarly, the woman-voiced carol "This enther 

day 1 mete a clerke" ((MEV 3594; Greene No.454), is found in St. John's College, 

Cambridge MS. S.54 whieh is, aeeording to Greene, "of unusual interest as a pocket-book of 

<.:aroh" (325). Greene goes on to note that this manuscript has "obvious similarities and 

correspondences" with BL MS Sloane 2593, the aforernentioned song collection, although 

Sloane 2593 h not of pm;ket-book size. (326). 

Other woman-voiced carols appear to have been additions to manuscripts that were 

not designated as lyri<.: eollection~ in particular. but were in sorne way assigned to literary 

interest!'>. For instance, the carol "The last tyme 1 the weI woke" (IMEV 3409; Greene 

No.456) is found in Cambridge University Library Ff. 5.48, a manuscript dating from the 

secor.d half of the fifteenth century that includes a nurnber of text,> of various literary genres 

mixed in wlth religious materials, among them a Marian text cluster. Greene lists the 

principle contents ac<.:ordingly: 

M yrc' s Instructions tor Parish Priests (irnperfect at beginning). The ABC of 

Aristotle. The NorthelTI Passion. Signs of Death. Remedies for the Seven 

Deadly Sins. A tale in verse of an incestuous daughter [sic!]. A tale of King 

Edward and the shepherd. Dialogue between a nightingale and a clerk. A verse 

fabliau of a basin. The Tournarnent of Tottenharn. The tale of the adulterous 

squire of Falmouth. Two lamentations of the Virgin. A prayer of the Five Joys 

of the Virgin. St. Michael and the Annunciation. from the South-English 



Legendary. Part of The Southern Passion. 'The mOllrning of a hare.' Weathl'I 

prophecies. Carol NO.456. Verses on provisions tor Li l'east. Robin lIond and 

the Monk . " (322) 

The material in this manuscript gives no clear indication, aside t'rom a vaguely popular pil'Iy. 

of the compiler~ s agenda for the collection. 

Yet sorne manuscripts suggest that the compiler might have had a special intere'\t ill 

woman-voiced material. Of the twenty complete women's songs availahle, elght ot IIwlll al(' 

divided eqllally between two manuscripts: Gonville and Caius 3X3 and the Findclll 

manuscript. Another manuscript, British Library MS Sioane 15H4. l:ontains only olle woman-

voiced carol; however, it also contains a lengthier love-song in a woman 's vOÎcc. l'hl" calOl. 

"Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" (lMEV 2654; Greene No.44o) is induded in Plumml'I\ IIst 

of women-songs, but the love-song, "Greuus ys my sorowe" (lMEV IOIX; Barrat! 2X3-Xh 

was neglected, despite its female narrator and Greene\ descnption of It a~ a "~(Jng" (3()()).~~ 

The compilation of the manllscript is attributed principally to John Gysbol11, a 

Premonstratensian canon of Coverham, Yorkshire. Most of the manu'\cript's t:ontcnt~ WCIC 

written in his hand. Aside from the two women's sangs, the principle contcnt~ al'C, a'-

descri bed by Greene: 

Theolagkal material, incIuding instructions for deacom and ~ub-dca\..:on:-., 

questions to be asked in confession, prayer~. etc. Medical recipe\, Carol No. 

2~ Barrau inc1udes thb song in her anthology Women's Writing in Middle Engh~h, hut dJ()()'-c\ the 
title "Unkindness Hath Killed Her" taken from the first line of the chorus (2K1-H7). Greene \ IlIlc, Wllldi 
is the one 1 use, is the tirst line of the poem. 
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446. A Sermon for Easter. Directions for colours, enLlmelling, etc. A history of 

confes~ion. (306) 

Obviously, this manuscript was devoted primarily to more practical or more clearly 

pastoral material. The presence of two woman-voiced items in this manuscript is much more 

conspicuous than the woman \ songs we find in carol collections or in manuscripts of literary 

miscellany. Boffey calls Gy~bom's manuscript "a kind of commonplace book" which "in its 

own eccentric way disposes of the possibility that courtly love lyrics reached only a refined 

and aristocratie readership" (43/129). 

There can be no definite conclusions to be drawn regarding the motivation of the 

scrihe'~, or sCTIbe~t, indusion of the woman-voiced items to Sloane 1584.26 It is interesting 

that there are no male-voiced lyrics in this manuscript, as there are in other manuscripts 

containing woman's songs. Furthermore, unlike the satirical carols in the student's exercise 

book, thc~e two items are more refined in nature. Certainly "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" 

is slightly risqué, but it IS nothing as parodie as the three seduction-abandonment-pregnancy 

wOlllen'~ song~ of Gonville and CalUs 3X3. 

The question of possible scribal interest in woman-voiced material in Gysborn' s 

manu~cript is made more interesting by the issue of the difference in hands in the 

manuscript. Greene notes that the Gysborn appears to have been the compiler of most of the 

materiaI. induding the carol. Other hands apparently added medical recipes and the history of 

l·onfession. Frustratingly. Greene goes on to mention that the "carol is in Gysborn' s hand, but 

~~ Accnnhng to Greene, the carol IS in Gysbom's hand and "Greuus ys my sorowe" is in another, 
unidcntilicll. Il.md. Gysbllm was not the only contributor. although most of the material is in hlS hand. 
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not the other English song" without specifying if the hand responsible for "Greuus ys Illy 

sorowe" is the same as either of the other additlOnal hands (306). Boffey mentions the 

additional hands without spedfying which texts the y were responsib\e for. She does. 

however, note that the later scribes might have been "acquaintanœs of a similar vocation, 1\11 

sorne of the added material preserves exactly the tone distilled by Gyshorn' s own l'Ory" 

(129). This comment concerning the "tone" of the manuscript is interest:ng if wc l:OllsideJ 

that both woman' s songs in il are essentially positIve representations of wOl11cnY It appcar:-. 

that Gysbom established a "gentlemanly" tone that was continued by other contributor~. 

Manuscript evidence often hints at the priorities and prejudIces of compiler!'. or 

authors. Representations of women in the texts of individual manuscripts are espccially 

revealing. Sinee it is assuned that the majority of compilers and author~ were men, only 

texts written in women's voires are intriguing. Even more mtriguing, however, is the FlIldcrn 

Anthology, a manuscript that contains four women's songs that might have been wriuen by 

women. This manuscript offers exciting possibilities regarding the signifi..:anœ of wOlTIcn':-. 

songs to medieval women themselves. 

The Findem manuscript is a late fifteenth and early sixteenth-century collection of a 

variety of literary material, as weil as some casual jottings related to the fun..:tioning of the 

household in which it may have been kept. The prin<':lple <.:ontent~ indude version~ of 

Chaucer's Complaint unto Pit y, Parliament of Fowls, Complaint of Venu~, as weIl a\ M>mc 

27 Although Plummer incJudes the carol "Off seruyng men 1 wyllllcgyo'!" in hl'\ analysl~ of lronl<; and 
anti-feminist women's songs, 1 feel thlS interpretation was misgUlded hy his assumption., regarding the 
anti-courtly nature of wornen's songs in general. For my remterpretation of thlS carol, see Chapter lluee. 
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of Gower's taJe~ from Confessio Amantis. In addition to these and other wel1-known literary 

texts, there are a number of short lyrics. Several of the lyrics are woman-voiced and others 

are in voices that cou Id be male or female. In addition, there are names recorded in the 

manuscript, many of which are women's names. Although the relationship between the 

name~ and the text~ has not been fully explained, aimost every scholar of the manuscript has 

agreed that it seems to indicate that women were interested in or contributed to the 

rnanusaipt in sorne rnanner (Greene 322; Robbins, "Findern" 611; Hanson-Smith ]79-80). 

Robbin~ suggests that the manuscript was used as a copy-book by the Findem family 

and their friend~ in which they transcribed their favorite literary texts ("Findern" 611-12).28 

What is intere~ting about the contents of the Findern manuscript is not, however, the versions 

of texts found elsewhere, but the high number of textli that are unique to this manuscript. In 

fact, Hanson-Smith spedfies that "aIl but four of the two dozen secular lyrics are unique 

occurrences" (1 X 1). Ali of the Findern lyrics in women' s voices are, insofar as available 

rnanuscript descriptions indicate, among those unique to the rnanuscript. There are no parallel 

transmissioJl~ of the four women's songs (IMEV 3917, 2279, 3878, and 4272.5) found in 

FindclIl. 

Texts unique to the Findern manuscript often contain seri bal irregularities or errors, 

suggesting that sorne of the poe ms were not copied, but were composcd directly on the 

ZR Harris disagrccs shghtly wlth Rohhins on this point, and suggests that the manuscript was less 
signifie.ml 10 thl' fanuly in laler rimes: "far from bemg a treasured repository of literary texts, [the 
IlHUlusaipt! W~l"i rcalllly acces~lhle al Ihls period in the sixteenth century for severaJ rnembers of the 
housl'hold cmploycd in the service of the Findem family to rnake whatever jotting they chose" (299). 
Howcver, such "jollmgs" are far outnumhcred hy substantial contributions (the y are found only on ff 50v 
and 70r-v). indlcating thatthc hook was never fcll into use as sorne sort of household record permanently. 
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manuscript (Harris 308; Hanson-Smith 181; Beadle and Owen xii). At least one of the 

woman's songs indicates this possibility. Harns illustrates how the alterations to the fifteenth 

line of the woman-voiced lyric "My wooful hert this dad in payn" (lMEY 2179; Barratt nO) 

may have been caused by the author's desire to "avoid a repetitious line, too similar to ltnt' 

12" (308). 

The combination of the unique texts, perhaps spontaneously composed, and the 

women's names in the manuscript suggests that sorne of the amateur poeb nught have bcen 

the women themselves. The Findern manuscript and the Gonville and Caius manusnipt 3H3 

both contain four women's songs, the highest number found in any ~ingle manu~t:ript. A 

brief comparison of the frivilous, anti-feminïst texts of the Gonville and Caïus cxen.:isc-book, 

and the courtlier tests of the Findern manuscript, is revealing. 

1 suspect that the invo)vement of women in this manuscript infl'Ienced the attitud<.'-; 

toward women in the texts. The women's songs of the Findern manuscript appear to be 

serious courtly compositions, refined and sympathetic to the woman's viewpoint. We can 

only speculate as to the motivation of the "student" who copied down the satiril: t:arols of 

Gonville and Caius 383. Perhaps he was confident that no female eyes would view them. 

How different are the contents of the Findern manust:ript, whit:h wc suspect received a grcat 

deal of input (original or otherwise) from women! ln faet, the courtlines~ of the Fmdern 

women's songs harmonizes with the tone of the manuseript overall. Beadle and Owen note 

that the manuscript "is immediately eonspicuous as an anthology of secular and 'courtly' 

verse" (xii). In this light, the contributions written in wornan'~ voiœs--espeeially if they were 
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transcribed or compo!-.ed by women themselves--are especially significant. They are 

conscious contribution~ to courtly discourse from a female perspective. As Hanson-Smith 

point~ out, sorne of the women' s songs appear to be indirect responses to the male-voiced 

lyrics also found in the manuscript. Her example is the poem "My wooful hert this c1ad in 

payn" (lMEY 2279; Barrau 270) that presents the woman's version of the departure of the 

lover, so often lamented in the male-voiced songs: 

The man must depart, the beloved remains. The woman' s counterpart [to the 

male lover/poet] tells us what it is hke to stay at home and how a woman 

perceives the absence of the lover. (183) 

It 15 pos~ible, then, that the Findern manuscript is an example of women' s 

partil:ipation in the courtly love literary corpus. The Findern lyrics suggest that individual 

women, familtar with the courtly love tradition (as they must have been had they read the 

other contents of the manuscript) intended to add their voices as "minority reports" on the 

phenomenon of courtly love (Hanson-Smith 179). 

The Findem women 's songs are sorne of the most strildng examples of courtliness in 

women's voices. Yet only Elizabeth Hanson-Smith isolated the four women's songs in the 

manuscript as woman-voiced court lyrics. Unfortunately, she did not connect them with 

woman-voiced carols or the genre of women's songs in general. After adding these four 

lyrics and "Greuus ys my sorowe" to Plummer's list of carols it is evident that women's 

songs in Middle Engll';h are Ilot only anti-courtly. Plummer's interpretation of women 's 

song~ as organized contra st is valid in the sense that the songs add women's voices to 
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courtly discourse, which has traditionally been seen as "essentially a man's com:eption of 

love" (Dronke 9). 

By virtue of the gender of their narrator, woman-voiced lyrics are automatically 

outside convention al courtly discourse--positioned as the opposite of the "male" courtly IOVt·. 

Yet the Findern lyrics and sorne of the carols demonstrate thal women's songs may respond 

to the male-voiced corpus without sacrificlIlg the tradItIon of courtly love itself The woman 

speaker may present an experience of love that provides an "organizcd contlast" to the 

courtly male experience without necessarily being anti-courtly. Thcrefore, my study of the 

women's song will broaden the definitions of both women's song~ and courtly love The 

defining characteristic of women's songs is voice, not form or their courtly IOle. If wOJl1en's 

songs participate in courtly love both by anti-courtliness and womcn's courtline~~, thcn the 

traditionally male-dominated court)y tradition must be re-eva)uated to accommodatc women \. 

voices. In the next chapter 1 will address the contributions of individual womcn':-. song'\ ln 

courtly love. 
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Chapter Three 

Women 's Songs in Middle English 

Women's sangs participate in courtly love by responding to the courtly conventions 

found in male-voiœd courtly love songs. As in continental courtly literatures, representatIOns 

of women In Engli:--h court Iyncs are usually distillations of standard cOllrtly conventions, 

specifically the idealization of the lady. Middle English women's songs both undermme and 

~upport the courtly tradition. The women 's perspective on courtly love in these songs 

involve~ a wonderful range of opinion; much more 50 than most critics (Plummer, for 

instance), have acknowledgl"d. It is extremely important to note that Plummer excludes the 

Findern Iyric~ from hi:-- collection of women '5 songs, deciding instead ta restrict the list ta 

caroL'i, the .\(H.:alled "popular" form descended from dance-songs (138). ln hi~ eagerness to 

establish the role of "orgamzed contrast" for the woman's son:" Plummer excludes or 

deemphaslzes song:-- that are courtlier in nature. 

PI1l1l11l1er'~ emphasi), on this anti-courtly counterpoint as the role of the woman's song 

assumes that they were male-authored. By hmiting the woman's song to carois that were 

prcsumably ail composed by men, he cannot see the female narrator as anything other than a 

figure removed from the experience of the performer, a figure that is objectified accordingly. 

For Plul11l1ler, there is a "real distance between the speaker and audience" borne of the 

artifice of a male performer appropriating a woman' s voice (140). Plummer assumes that the 



audience would not connect the experience~ of a ~ong's felllalt' nanatol with real \\'olllen'~ 

experience if the song were a male creation, 

Plummer divides womer' s songs into two primary catagone~: cdebratlOtls and 

laments. The distance between tite speaker and the audience I~ mamtaltled whethel the 

audience respon~e is sympathetic to the narrator (non-Ironie di~tanel') 01 antlpatht,t1l' (IlOllll 

distance): "One thus fllld'l two axes: celebration versu:-, lament on the :-,pcakcl':-' pail, and 

ironie versu~ non-Ironie reaction on the part of the audience" (140), 

Even if the narrator is not intended as a fi!!ure of ridicule. Plummer ~llgge:-,b thal a 

non-ironie distance is maintained between her and the experience of real WOllll'n in tlll' 

audience. Maureen Frie), abc make), the point tllat the pre~cntation of the l'l'mail' VOlCl' d(ll'~ 

nothing to alleviate the position of women a" "other" ln courtly Ittl'rature or /lledrl'val 

literature a.'. a whole (172). Furthermore, Plummer condude.l. that the "nonic pole," li' if 

appears to him, "seems 10 predomlli~te" in woman's song), in Englrsh (140), 

My discu'ision of Middle English women \ ~ongs will begin hy que"troning 

Plummer'~ a),sumption that Engh"h women'~ 'iongs u:-,ually IIlvolvc an mlnrc di.l.tancl' 

between the character of the female narrator and the audience. Even If the "ong" wert' mak­

authored, and the authors obJectifled the woman narrator~ a,> they oblcltrflcd the lady in the 

male-voiced lyrics, their appropriation of the woman' 'i voicc woule! comproml'>c thclr 

intentions. Through what we might cali "a human connectlon" or even lia woman':-, 

connection" there i~ the possibility of the identification of the woman lJ"tener with the 
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woman' ... ~ong. 2') 1 feel that even the most anti-feminist surfaces of these songs contain 

more ~ympathetic ~ub-text~, since mo~t of these ~ongs tell of real women' s unpleasant 

experienLe\ of seduction, pregnancy, and abandon ment. 

After exploring the femilll~t ~ub-text~ of anti-feminist women's songs, 1 will 

remterpret other Engh~h women'~ songs that appear to have had more ~ympathy for the 

woman narrator~. Plummcr'~ rcadings of the songs are coloured by his behef in their 

e~~cntlal antt-femtnI~m. Sorne of the woman-voiced carols are Inore amblguou'\ III thelT 

attitude toward~ wornan than his rcadings admit. They contain possiblliue\ for vOiÎl feminist 

and anti-fcmml:-.t readmg:-. Finally, the discu~sion will rnove to reading" of women'~ "ong~ 

that resi:-.t Plummer's idea that "ironic distance" dommates repre~entations of women 111 

Engllsh womcll ':-. sangs. U~ing ~ome of Plummer's caroIs, and adding non-carol lyrics, 1 will 

explOlc the rcductlon of that dl~tance between characters and audiences in women's ~ongs. 

PhtmmCI \ a~~umption of the audience' ~ ironie distance from the narrator in women' s 

song~ is truc in fewer ca~c~ than he i~ willing to admit, although It IS undoubtedly true ln 

some. He b qUlte right to point out that the audience cannot honestly be expected to take 

seriously the ~peaker's IIlsistence in the lyrics "This enther day 1 mete a clerke" (IMEv 

!~ Anothcr cntlC'Ù IS~UC, ,L,,~m:iatcd with thlS one, IS not who composed the woman's songs, but who 
smIg thcm rcgulally. Not ~urpmI1lg1y, Plummcr, who reads the English lyrics as almost aIl unsympathetic 
to WOl1\cn, lïlld~ II "very ncarly I11concclvahlc" that the songs would he sung in puhltc by a young wornan­
-l'SPCCtally the hawdlcr songs of SCductlOll, ahanJolmlcnt, and pregnancy (150). 1 find this doubtful 
(altl'llll~h pcrhaps wc arc hoth gUllty of falhng into stcreotypes regarding the ideaIlzed nature of wornen. 
at the l'O~' olllIldcrl'~lIlJlatIJlg lem ale hravaJo and WH). Howcver, cven if the womcn only heard the songs 
1 mm ~an."lstll' IlIak \ oices. thcy "ti Il coult! have Idcntlficd sornc of me pro-fcmmist suhverslons dlscussed 
III this p.lpCr. Furthcnllllre. satmllng satirc oftcn empowers. as feminist humounsts demonstratc, so that 
a hrave WllIll.Ul l'llulll rCdallll thc most lllISogymst of songs by singing it --wnJl a certain flUIr--herself. 



3594; Greene No.454) and "Kyrie, sa kyrie" (lMEY 377: Gret'ne No.457) that the)' \\'l'fl' 

totally ignorant and helpless \Il the face of their dem:al sedm.:tions. In the til st l'aI nI. tlll' 

former mai den daims thm she lacked the mtelhgence (in the prev\Ou~ IlI1e~ sht' (k~LTlht'" 

how he tricked her into sex through hi~ derkly "gramery") ta refu~e 111111 (''To wallle hy~ 

wyll had 1 no may") and yet by the last stanza she has, after brtef con~\(kratlon, l'Oille up 

\Vith a deceptIon of her own to deflect the blame for her sltuation.
1O 

A, dere God, qwat 1 am fdyn 

For 1 am madyn now gane. 

[ 1 ] 

This enther day 1 me te a cIerke, 

And he was wylly in hy~ werke; 

He prayd me with hym ta herke, 

And hys cownsell aIl for to Jerne. 

[2] 

1 trow he cowd of gramery: 

1 xall now a gaod ~kyll wy: 

For qwat 1 hade slccurly, 

To warne hy~ wyll had 1 no may. 

30 The woman says that she will tell everyone she ha.1.., hcen on a pilgnmage Grecnc ~ugge,>b Ihal .,Ile 
meam; to explain her pregnancy a.<; Ù1c result of a ~eductlOn while ;lCtually 011 the pIlglllllagc (4<)\) 

Perhaps thh wa. .. morc cxcusahle necau.'>e the maiden W;l'> away from the ~ecunty 01 hcar1h alld hOlIIe 

Another pos.'>lhihty 1.'> the woman IS tclhng u'> 111 advancc of her allhl, whlch ,>he wIll lI'>C 11 ,>hc goe,> away 
ta have the baby In secret Thl~ would he a more clleltlve way 01 aVOldlllg the COII'>CtjllCIICC'> 01 ail 
iIleglUmate pregnancy. 



r3] 

Qwan he and me browt un us the schete, 

Of ail hys wyll 1 hym lete; 

Now wyll not gyrdyll met; 

A, dere Gad, quat xal 1 say? 

[41 

1 xall sey to man and page 

That 1 haue bene of pilgrymage; 

Now wyll 1 not lete for no qwage 

With me a clerk for to play. 

Rogers 61 

Similarly, the speaker in "Kyrie, sa kyrie" mocks the Church doctrines of 

transubstantiation and the immaculate conception, as she describes her seduction by a cleric 

during Christmas Mass. This carol has bath an antÎ-feminist and an anti-clerical agenda. Its 

anu-feminism exaggerates the woman's naïveté beyond the possibility of its being genuine. 

The woman overstates her case for being deceived, repeating several times that "yyt me 

thinkyt it dos me good" with each successive transgression of the cleric, until the inevitable 

re~mlt: 

'Kyrie. so kyrie' 

Jankyn syngyt merie, 

With 'aleyson.' 



[1] 

As 1 went on Yol Day in owre prosessyon. 

Knew 1 joly Jankyn be his mery ton. 

[Kyrieleyson. ] 

[2] 

Jankyn began the Off ys on the Yol Day. 

And yyt me thynkyt it dos me good. so 

merie gan he say. 

'Kyrieleyson • 

[3] 

Jankyn red the Pystyl fuI fa,vre and fui weI, 

And yyt me thinkyt it dos me good, as euere 

haue 1 sel. 

[K yrieleyson.] 

[4] 

Jankyn at the Sanctus crakit a merie note, 

And yyt me thinkyt it dos me good: 1 payid 

for his cote. 

[Kyrieleyson.] 

.................. 

Rogers fi:! 



17) 

8enedicamu'i Domino: Cry st fro schame me 

~chylde; 

Deo gracja~ therto: alas, 1 go with chylde! 

1 Kyrieley~on.) 
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Two other Iyric~ that involve an ironie distance between the speaker and the audien<.:e 

arc "Ladd Y the daunce a Myssomur Day" (lMEY 1849; Greene No.453) and "The last tyme 

1 the wei woke" (lMEY 3409; Greene No.456). It is quite clear the author intended the 

audience to be unsympathetic to the phght of the seduced maidens in these songs. As in 

"Kyric, ~o Kyrie" the woman'~ overstated protestations of innocence go beyond the 

boundancs of bchcf. Thb type of mock lament is not unique ta women' s songs in Middle 

English. Anne Howland Schotter reads sorne Latin women' s songs sÎlmlarly, and compares 

thcm to the goliardlc poem~ of the lament of the roasted swan. The audience is supposed to 

cnJny the "parody of the planctus" in which they pretend "for a moment to take seriously the 

suffel ings of a creature alien 1 ta themselves]" (29). Like Plummer and Fries, Schotter finds 

that women 's songs operate within an exclusively anti-feminist agenda of objectifed women. 

For SChottCI, the U'ie of the woman' s voice reinforces, rather than alleviates, that ironie 

obJcctiflcation: 

The genre as a whole is, in a StllSe, an extended use of prosopopoeia, in that it 

is an attribution of thought and feeling to a group which was historically mute . 

. . . The majority of the woman' s songs ... are cynkal, showing approval of 



the woman' s abandonment. ... IThey 1 express a strong sympathy tOWa! ds 

men and hosulity towards women. (30) 

1 agree with Plummer, Fries, and Schotter that sOllle lyrics, sU\:h as the foUI 

mentioned above, appropriate women' s voiœs in the cau~e of anti-femlllism. Howl'vel, 1 kl'I 

that the extension of thi~ aspect of \TonÎl.: distance or prosopopoeta cannot he extrnlkd, a:-. 

Sc hotter suggests to "the genre as a whole," Alan Deyermond also takes i\SUl' WIIh tlll' 

tendency of these authors to interpret woman-voiœd lyrÎl.:s, partll.:lliarly thosr in Latlll and 

English, as "mere cover--and a fairly transparent one--for the male p~int of vlrw" (145). 

Deyermond's solution, however, is to dismiss anti-feminist women':-. song:-. a:-. maie-Idenlliied 

or, a~ he puts lt, "in substance man' ~-VOlce poetry" whlCh io; not III the "aulhrnllc Il a({lIlOn 01 

woman' s song" (147, 13 1 )." While 1 agree with Deyennond that the~c ~ong~ are not 

"authentic" in the sense that they are not truly ~peaking for women, 1 do nol cllIilely aglrl' 

with his estimation that they are only a "dead end" III the study of wOlm.lll \ ~ong.,> (147). 

These women's songs may not redeem their women speakers, but they :-.till retalll sulwcr,>ivc 

references ta women's experienœ~ and women'~ realitle~. 

These four lyrics, which undoubtedly place thelr narrator at an ironic di ... tancc lrom 

her audience, neverthele~s retain ~ome value in the fIeld of women's song'> a ... l-ornmcntanc\ 

31 Deycrmond uses this phrasc, "thc authcntic tradition of woman's ~ong" Wllhoul havlIlg, 10 rny IJIl1ld, 
defined it adcquately. As this papcr has dbcusscd, thc "tradition" of thc woman \ song I~ ~() v;l ... 1 ami 111-
dcfined by scholarshlp ln gcncral that hls assertion thal it I~ not ncce~~ary 10 "wa~re lune hy argUlug Ihe 
overwhelmmgly strong ca. ... e for a widespread and very anclenl Iradllioll of wOl1lan ':-. ~()Ilg" 1\ lJuilc 
problematic (127) However, 1 sCllo;e lhrough hh choicc of ~()ng~ u,>ed 10 IlJu ... lralc hl\ anlclc Ihal Ih(' 
primary feature of aUlhcntlclty rcgardlllg womcn\ ~()ng~ 1'> Ihal thcy he lemalc-Idcllllllcd 'l'hall'>, Ihc 
songs must preo;cnt a morc or le~ ... ~ympalJlctJc rcprc~entatJon of their narralor ,Uld ally dl,>I,UILC ,>hc IIl1ghr 
have from her audience he nOIl-lrome JO nature 
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on the very real ~ocia) wnditions women may have faced in the Middle Age~. AJthough they 

are sarca~tit., mockmg ~ong~ that implicate the victim/narrator in her own downfall, they 

contuin a~ a ~ub-text realistic depictions of the nature of sexual abuse. 1 find the se four Iyric~ 

to be the mo~t unti-femini~t of the woman's song~. They are also the only women's songs in 

the corpus that deal with the clerical seduction of a maiden. 

Ail four of the poem\ dealing with clerical seduction include a seduction scene in 

which some degree of coercion is used to overpower the woman. The figure of the clencal 

rapist or seduœr IS a comman one in medieval literatures in virtually every Western 

European language.12 It appears that there is some correlation in this case between literature 

and history. The vow of celibacy was almost constantly challenged throughout the Middle 

Age~. "Poets and preachers may have exaggerated the seriousness of the problem for 

rhetolleal dfect," note~ James Brundage, "but reforming polemicist~ did not have to search 

dlligently to dl~cover ample evidence that the Catholic clergy often felt that although 

celibacy l1ught requne them not to maITy, it did not oblige them 10 renounce sex" (Law, Sex, 

and Christiarl Society 536-37). 

Kathryn Gravdal found lhat an astonishing percentage of rapists brought to court in 

medieval France wrre derics. In thirteenth and fourteenth-century England, clerics made up 

the large~t group of charged rapists in secular courts (Ravishing Maidens 126). She 

speŒlates that "(tlhe power and prestige of their office may have lead them to commit 

sexual ahuses \Vith a certain regularity" (126-27). Perhaps some women's songs, although 

1: For il discussion of the licentious denc as a "stock" characlcr in Middle English Iyncs, sec 
Plummcl, "WOl1lall'~ Song" 144-45. 



Rogers 66 

generally unsympathetic to the narrator's dilemma. are addressing thi~ abuse of del'ical 

power. Furthermore, the cleric 's privileged status over the servant woman in thesc lyrics ma)' 

have represented the normal male privilege in society. The motif of clerical ra Pl' in wOllll'n' ~ 

songs may have been an image for both gender and c1ass politiçs 11\ medieval !'.oclt'ty 

1 am fully aware that this reading of anti-feminist women's songs was prohahly not 

the reading intended by the writer or composer. The speaker!'. in thest' poel1l!'. WCfe nnt 

presented as sympatheuc charaçters. ln the least vlcious of the poem!'.--"Ladd Y thl' daunn' a 

Myssomur Day"--we suspect that the woman was not as oblivlou!'. to Jal<..' s 1 sic 1 IIltenti{)n~ LI' 

she implies. ln the poems "This enther day 1 me te a derke" and "Kyne, sn kyrie" there 1\ 

more of a suggestion of the intellectual çoerdon used by the derk who dupe!'. thl' ma id tu 

sorne degree, aIthough, her innocence is questionable. The lyric "The last tyme 1 the wd 

woke" come~ doser th an the others to depictmg a seduction that may in façt he a rape J Il'ad 

a certain amount of seriousness in the song, whJ(;h prevents il from bemg a sucœ~!'.fLJI ~atill'. 

There is a bitter realism to this woman's song. Even Greene, who inducies il in hl~ hst of 

"amorous carols," observe~ that this woman's song i~ "more realistil," hecau!'.c of the glll', 

insistence that she will bear the child and revea) the father (4<)2). 

The details of the rape are violent, starting with the ~emi-seriou~ image of "Ser John" 

[sic] catching the maid "with a croke." He then swear~ her to silenœ, takes her to a scduded 

weB and proceeds to rape her. ln case we might be tempted ln romantlcize or decmpha~ize 

the force Sir John employ~, the maid make~ It quite c1ear that he tore her dothc:-. ("rok my 

bell [-ey]") and stole her virginity without ceremony, and Wlthout her comphancc ("Ile gafe 
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my maydenhed a spurne"). However, it is the girl's embittered refrain in the burden of "} 

haue for~worne hit whiJ } life / To wake the well-ey"--her refusaI to participate ln well 

ceremonies in the future--that suggests the lasting trauma of a rape. Her apparent resignation 

to her situation and the belated acceptance of her rapist in the final stanzas of the song are 

undercut by the burden, which stresses her disgust and anger at her predicament: 

1 haue forswome hit whil 1 life, 

To wake the well-ey. 

Il ] 

The last time 1 the weI woke, 

Ser John caght me with a croke; 

He made me to swere be bel and boke 

1 shuld not tell-ey. 

(21 

Yet he did me a weI wors turne: 

He leyde my hed agayn the burne; 

he gafe my maydenhed a spurne 

And rofe my bell-ey. 

[31 

Sir John cam to Dure hows to play 

Fro euensong turne til light of the day; 



We made as mery as flowres in May: 

1 was begyled-ay. 

[4] 

Sir John he came ta our hows; 

He made hit wondur copious; 

He seyde that 1 was gracious 

To beyre a childe-ey. 

[5] 

1 go with childe, weI 1 wot; 

1 schrew the fadur that hit gate, 

Withouten he fynde hit mylke and pap 

A long while-ey. 

Although this poem is presented in a style similar ta the other male-identilîcd poem~ 

of clerical seduction--that is, with a jocular rhythm and a satiricaJ tone--its suhtext 01 !'>ociaJ 

consciousnes~ undercuts its anti-feminism. This same strand of sOl:JaI critÎCI'i1ll run,> through 

the other three "rape sangs," although in the other songs it is even more reprcsscd by thclr 

aggressive anti-feminism. It i~ difficult, however, to laugh at th~ predÎl.:ament of thl'> woman, 

and it makes us question our response to the other three Iyric~. 

The reality of such lyrics might hit a little too dose to home for women reader~. 

Even the poem "0 Lord, 50 swett Ser John dothe ky .. ," in which the woman narrator appear .. 

willing and looks for ward to her liaison~ with Sir John, end~ each stanza with the line "1 
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haue no powre to ~ay hym nay." While it does not appear that the woman in thlS particular 

poem has been a rape vlctim and her powerlessness presumably refers to her overwhelming 

desirc for her lover, the fmal hne of each stanza contains within it the possibility of 

ambiguous feeling" regarding her situation. 

1 do not want to dismantle that meaning of "0 Lord, so swett Ser John dothe kys" to 

the point where the readmg ruins its charm and, more importantly, its potential feminist 

a~sertlOn of fcmale ~exuallty. However, it is possible to read a reference to social realities for 

medieval women ln the line "1 haue no powre to say hym nay." Women's power over their 

own sexuality in medleval texts (and society) was problematic. The concept of rape as we 

understand lt dld not exi~t during the Middle Ages. It was confused with abduction, 

seduction, or adultery.11 While 1 prefer to interpret the lyric "0 Lord so swett Ser John 

dothc kys" a" what it appear~ to be at first glance--the sexual enthusiasm of a healthy, happy 

woman--I abo feel It i ... Important to locate this ~'oem, and others like it (such as "Al this day 

ie han sought") within lhe diverse range of wornen' s songs. 1 feel that it rests somewhere 

betwcen the poems of clerical seduction and the poems in which the women speakers are 

more positive about thcir sexual experielH.:es. 

Some of the women' ~ songs represent women in a largely negative light, and yet 

cOlltain ~llbversive po~~ibihties for positive representations in the realism of their stories, 

whkh lies heneatil the antl-feminist satire. This type of subversion is dependent on the 

tension bet~een Iitt'rary presentation (the speaker is a "fallen woman") and the possible 

n Brundagc'-; :U1ldc "Rarc :U1d Scduction \Il Medieval Canon Law" summanzes the Church's attitude 
in thl' Milldll' Agl'~ tllwallh sexual violence. 
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historical reality (the wornan is a rape vlctim). Other wornen' s songs are feminist 

interpretations of courtly love literary conventions. without references to Illstoricai suhtt'xts. 

Since women are idealized in courtly love, it would seem logical to aSSUI11l'. as 

Plurnrner and others do, that wornen would be degraded 111 anti-courtly Iylk~. While llll~ 

appears 10 be true of sorne women 's songs, such a ... those dlsclIssed above, il would be an 

over-generalization to extend this assurnptlOn to ail women 's songs. A~ 1 suggested aboYl'. 

even the rnost anti-fernmist of women 's songs contain sorne possibihty for the IcdcmptlOll ni 

their representations of women. Furtherrnore, 1 believe that the majonty of womcll'~ ~ong.-. 

are quite assertive--although not necessarily unambiguous--in thelr positivc rcprescntation.-. 01 

women. Still other Middle English women 's songs are extremely pOSItive reganhng wOlllcn. 

Such songs manage to question the conventions of courtly love wlthout neœs.'Ianly resorlÎng 

to the degradation of the lady. 

Scholar ... of Middle Englisb women's ... ongs suggest that women's songs cOlltra~t 

courtly love lyrics as misogyny contrasts idealization. Plummer and Fries read only ncgativc 

representations of wornen into Middle English women \ songs. Plummer fimh that cvcn thc 

songs in which the woman sings proudly of her own sexuality or beauty are not cmpowcring. 

because the y are actually condemnations of female pride and capriciousness: 

1 can be wanton and yf 1 wyl, but yf youe thouche me 1 wyll crye howc .. 

(lMEY ) 2X6.5; Wagner 452) 

While 1 do think such bawdy songs could be read this way, 1 al'io feel that they contain other 

possibilities. 
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Plummer admlt~ that he reads these Iyric~ within the conter.t of the more obviously 

anti-femini~t lyrics. The women who sing of their own sexuality are meant, Plurnrner 

~ugge~1'" to be a~"iollated wlth the seduced maiden~ of the other songs, who assume sorne 

amount of respomlblhty for their fate through the fauIt of their own arrogance: "[ilf pride 

doe~ not strike one a~ being a central trait of the betrayed maiden, the characteristic is more 

prominently di~played 111 another group of the English woman's songs" (147). This "other 

group" of !\ongo.; are, hke "1 can be wanton and If 1 will," song!'> of women's sexual pnde. As 

Plummer point!'> out, when these songs are connected to the ironie laments, the implication i!\ 

that the women of the laments are sexually irresponsible and should be held accountable for 

their own oppres~ion. In thi~ context, women 's songs of sexual pride appear to undermine 

they cau~c tlicy advocatc' wornen's sexual independence. Yet, if we remove from this context 

that reads women' s songs as essentially antl-feminist, then these songs take on a different 

perspectIve. 

If we choose to palT these songs with women's songs in which the speakers profess 

genuine affection for their mates, then they may be read as an affirmation of women' s 

sexuality. While 1 do not deny that the following song portrays the serving girl who narrate!\ 

it as somewhat mesponsible--she just wants to escape work, get drunk, and have a roll in the 

hay with Jack--the song is also a step towards other IYIics that are less disdamful of female 

desire: 

Rybbe ne rele ne spynne yc ne may 

For Joyghe that it ys holyday 



[11 

AI this day ie han sought; 

Spyndul ne werue ne vond Y nought: 

To mye he blisse ie an brout 

Ayen this hyghe holyday. 

[6] 

Jakke wol brynge me onward in my wey, 

wyth me desyre for te pleyghe: 

Of my dame stant me nan eyghe 

An neuer a god haliday. 

(7] 

Jakke wol pay for my seo th 

A Sonday atte the ale-sehoeh; 

Jacke wol sowse weI my wroch 

Euery god hahday. 

[H] 

Sone he wolle take me be the hond, 

And he wolle legge me on the lond, 

That al my buttocku~ ben of sond, 

Opon the hye holyday. 

Roger... 72 



191 

ln he puIt, and out he drow, 

And euer yc layon hym y-Iow: 

• By Godu~ deth, thou dest me wow 

vpon this hey holyday!' 

1101 

Sone my wombe began te swelle 

As greth as a belle; 

Durst Y ant my dame telle 

Wat me betydde this holyday. 
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Il is diftïcult 110t to read thlS character without sorne appreciation for her aggressive 

ambition to el1Joy hel ~elf We mlght 110t approve of her, but we laugh with her, not at her. 

Even her 1I1cvltable pregnancy ~eelm innocuous: it is Jess a jJunishment and more an 

anticlpated finale to her holiday. The following lyric, "If 1 be wanton 1 wotte weIl why" 

(lMEY 1269.5; Fehr 5X), i~ even less moralistic than "Al this day ie han sought": 

If 1 be wanton 1 wotte well why; 

1 wold fayn tury another year, 

My wanton wme 

shaH walk for me. 

My prety wanton ware 

shal walk for me. 



1 wyll nott spare 

to play with yow, 

He tygh, he tygh, 

he hyght he. l4 

The crudity of this poem suggests that it I~ meant iromeally, but II'. bla~h VOlll' al'lI 

suggests that the humour i~ not really mtended to be at the ~pea:·.cr's cxpcn~l'. 'l'Il\'. \" abu 

emphasized by the lack of a moralistlC endmg ~uch as one in which the :-,pcak.cr 1:-' pUIu-.Ilt"d 

for her tran~gre~.,ion wlth IllegItIlnate pregnancy. The charaeler hcre ,1I!!!!e~h Ihe ,tOL k. 

"whore-with-heart-of-gold," whlCh I~ aclmmcdly a masl,;ulmc con<;truct, but al ka,1 Olle Ih.\I l, 

more favorable in it~ dcplction of women. 

The assertive female .. exuahty in these poems i~ an impli<.:JI relel,;tion 01 Ihl' ,IC/lk 

(literally and figuratively) and pa~slve courtly lady. Yet they do nOI alltomatlcally ~lIh~llllIll' 

misogyny for ideahsm. The next lyric 1 will dISCUS~, "Of seruyng men 1 wyll bcgylll''' (\ M FV 

2654; Greene 446), i~ even more positive towards women' ~ sexuality thal thl' ahoyt' pOl'lll, 

The woman in thi~ ~ong seems truly happy and i<; appre<.:iatlve of her panner', ehanm Theil' 

is no punitive pregnancy at the end of the lyric The narrator Joyfully smg~ thal ~hl' and hel 

lover Will be together until death, suggesting that the relationshlp I~ a legitimate partncr,hlp, 

not a casual encounter. In fact, in thi~ song the courtly role~ of the man and WOlllun Ull' 

reversed. She sing .. of her man 's beauty the same way the male lover of the LOurtly lyflL 

sings of his lady'~ attribute~: 

34 Plummer glos~es "warc" as mOn!> venerÎs (147). 
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Hi~ bonet is of fyne scarlett, 

Troly, loley, 

With here as black as geitt, 

Troly, lolye. 

Nevertheles ... , there are important differences between male-voiœd courtly lyrics and 

thj~ song. "Of ... eruyng men 1 wyll begyne" appear~ to reject sorne of the more unrealistk 

aspects of the courtly tradition. For instance, there is the inference that the couple are not 

adultcrer~. Therc IS al'lo a rCJection of the class bias in courtly love. The beloved is a servant 

(indeed, the ~ong extend~ the celebration of his charm~ to all serving men), not a nobleman. 

Finally, although the man is cast in the traditlOnal role of the lady, there is no sign that he 

withhold~ his attentions From hi~ lover in the way the courtly lady might ("His kysse is 

worth a hundrcd poundc"). This poem i~ my first example of a woman's song that rejects 

some of the Jcss admirable qualIties of courtly love, without sliding into obscenity or 

• 1~ mlsogyny. 

1\ Plulllmcr suggest~ that women m the poems of fem.tk 3cxual pIide, including this one, are intended 
to hc the cpllome of ail femalc vlccs--indudmg non-sexual oneS--.d the manner of the Wife of Bath who. 
Ill' says. coml'~ "dlrectly from the pagc~ of anu-feminist htcraturc" (148) White there is no space here to 
pre~l'Ilt the argument ... lm the l' CIl1 Il li st Interpretations of the Wifc of Bath. 1 would Iike to pomt out that 
PIUllllnrr\ UIe,1 that the narrator of "0 Lord. so swett Seï Jolm dothe kys" follows the antl-feminist 
traditIon wllh li "eharartcr ml<xl wlIll pndc. Icehe!)'. and grecd" (149) does not apply to Ù1C narrator of 
"Ott ~l'ruyng men 1 wyll hcg"nr." ln fael. UliS woman is qUick to mentIOn that "Off men and drynk and 
leyr c1otlung. / By dere Gnd. 1 w,ml nonc." thu~ rctaining IlIC courtly integrity of deslring only her 
helo\'l'lI 
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1 find it difficult to read any of the satirical anu-femlllism of the irolllc women':-. 

songs in the woman's joyful refrain "So weIl ys me begone" ("So fortunatc am 1" GleCllt' 

486): 

So weIl ys me begone, 

Troly, Iole, 

So weIl ys me begone, 

Troly, loly. 

[1] 

Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne, 

Troly, loley, 

For they goo mynyon trym, 

Troly, loley. 

[2] 

Off mett and drynk and feyr dothyng, 

Tro)y, lo)ey, 

By dere God, 1 want none, 

Troly, loley. 

[31 

His bonet is of fyne scarlett, 

Troly, Iole y, 



With here a'i bla<.:k as geitt, 

Troly, lolye. 

15) 

Hi~ coytt itt is so tryme and rownde 

Troly, lolye, 

HI1'> ky~se is worth a hundred pounde, 

Troly, lolye. 

pq 

Whersoeuer he bee, he hath my hert, 

Troly, 101 y, 

And shall to deth depart, 

Troly, lolye. 

Rogers 77 

Other women 's ~ongs attack other courtly conventions more directly--especially the 

wonderfully inciignant "Summe men sayon that 1 am blak" (IMEV 3174; Schmolke­

Hasselman 320) in which a dark-haired woman takes to task courtly idealized beauty: 

Il) 

Summe men sayon that y am blae. 

yt ys a colour for my prow; 

-



• ther y loue ther ys no lac, 

y may nat be sa wyte as thou. 

[2] 

blac ys as a dur that ys gad-­

sa say y & many ma; 

blac ys my hat, blac ys my hod, 

blac ys al that longet ther-to. 

[3] 

blac wol do as god a nede 

as the wryte at bord & bedde; 

& ther-ta also tfeu i dede, 

& ther-ta y ley my Iyf ta wedde. 

[6] 

god saue ale hem that buth broune, 

for they buth trew as any stel; 

god kepe hem bothe in feld & taune, 

& thanne sehal y be kept fuI weI. 

Rogt.'1"S 7S 
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As Beate Schmolke-Ha~~e)man points out. the narrator's complaint 15 wholly legitimate. Any 

intended uony I~ muted by our identification with her challenge to the medieval "beauty 

myth"'(': 

... 1 How l bitter the feelings of aIl those English ladies must have been who 

did not correspond exactly to the literary ideal depicted in the poetry--an ideal 

that over the year~ greatly influenced the aesthetic tastes of men in late 

medieval Bntain. Seen in this Iight, it is not difficult to feel compassion for 

the oulcry of a woman with dark skin and black hair, asserting her self-esteem 

through makmg It clear to everyone that, in spite of that, she is white within 

and as true as any ~teel. (319) 

Gther poems challenge other courtly conventions in a less direct manner. The subtlety 

of these challenges have not alway . ., been appreciated by crities. For instance, Fries has 

suggested that the position of the woman in the woman's song is actually very similar to the 

position of the lady in the Œurtly love lyric. Fries reads the English woman's song, and, 1 

11' 1 ;un uS\IIg Ihe' COllvelllent phrai-.e cOll1ed hy Naomi Wolfe in her tremendously popular book, The 
Beauly My th Wollc use~ Ihis phrase 10 name the production (Iargely by the mass media) of the cultural 
Ideal 01 Icm il1111C hcauly III West cm contcmporary l ulture and investigates the impact this has upon real 
womclI living 11\ il~ shadllw SdllI1olke-Ha,,~ell11an dcscrihes the medlcval version of the beauly myth as 
Il is lound prctlollllll<lntly 1\1 courtly love'. She suggests that the Iiterary convention of the description of 
Ihe lally's heallly I~ a l'OllIllHm dcnol1llllator cOllnecting Middle Enghsh and French lyrical tfadition.~. She 
notrs Ihal the courtly Lady possC's~ell œnam stock charactcrisl1cS that described an impersonal idcal more 
Ih.Ul a rcal WOllliUl 

A hcaulllui woman III founcenth-cemury Enghsh poetry had a hly-whlle hody. a face wlll1 
rose-t'o!ourcd chcd .. s, fair hair g\cwning like golù and rcaclullg to the feet. She has arched 
eycbmws. hrown or hlack. LI long. swan-hke neck. long anllS. beautiful fingers. sm al 1 hard 
hrl'aSI~ .• \ MlliÙI \Vaisi. preHy legs and tect Her hps afe made for kissing. and whal is 
lllllùcn Ululer her ganllcnl Illit\o...es 11er admircr long 10 lie nex! to her. (300) 



.. 
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think, women'~ songs in general. as reinforcing the woman's status a~ "other" 111 the l'ourtly 

tradition. ln the woman's song. Fries asserts, the woman's attention l~ focu~l'd on tlll' mak 

lover. This fixation on the male is similar to the fixation of the lovcl on hlln~df in the mak­

voiced lyric, where he sees the lady as the mirror of his own qualities. The rl'~lllt. Fm'" 

concludes, is that both courtly lyrics and women's songs fo<.:u~ on the man, leaving the 

women as individual characters out of the picture (15l)). 

Furthermore, Fries points out that the woman' s fixation on the malc Illcans that 1\1:-' 

rnovements determine her emotions in the poem. She is either Joyful III his plescncl' OJ 

rniserable in his absenœ. Thus, she is just as pas~lve as thc lady in the cOUltly pOl'\Jy, 

neither of them can initiate any sort of connection with her lover, both are at the 1lll'ILy of 

the man' s whims (157). Finally, Fries claims that thi~ reflet:ts the lack of t:onuoi th al li 

woman has in a man's world and her inability ID "confine her man wlthlll the oounds of hl'I 

feminine world." that is to say. her sphere of domesticity (15l). 

Fries presents ail of these points separately; however they ail ~harc hcr condU'>lOIl 

regarding "the actual powerlessness, as opposed to the rhetoTlcal dominance, of the woman in 

the woman's song" (157). Fries readily admits that she l~ generalizing (171). and although 1 

believe that her conclusions are inappropriate if aophed to ail Engltsh woman' ~ ~()ngs, they 

are certainly applicable in sorne t:ases. To start wlth her final and, 1 think, her ~tr()ngest 

point--the observation that wornan' ~ song:-. lllustrate the rcal powerle'\ .... nc~~ of wOlllen III a 

man's world--I wish to consider the ironie lament,> dl'>t:us~ed above 1 feel that FTle'\'~ 

ob~ervation ~upports the idea that the women'., '\ong ... contain "orne lommentary Oll ,>oual 
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reality. Cenainly, given the di~advantage in her social position, a servant girl was bound ta 

suffer in a man' ~ world ·-a palOt these songs make quite without sympathy for the victim. 

Frie~, however, intends her observation to be extended to the motif of the lady who 

passively waits in her domestic sphere while her lover travels afar for worldly purposes. It is 

th,., concept wlth which 1 have more difficulty, as 1 see evidence in the song~ that the 

women were not alway~ pa~~lve, pmmg, or completely domestic in their affaus. Ta start 

wlth, Frie~' ~ ()b~ervatlLJn~ imply a dass bias based on the situation of a noble lady and her 

knight/lover. Many of the women 's songs are about the relationships of the lower classes-­

whcrc both men and women worked. 

Although servant girls were by no means worldly (nor were servant men, for that 

matter), neither were they c1oistered. Nor can they be described as passive. They had many 

othcr thing!. ln do aside from moping over sorne man's absence. lous, the tone of the 

~ervant-girl song~ is u~ually one of joyful anticipation for the upcoming release from 

drudgery, ralher (han the languishing tone found in courtlier song~. There is little indication 

in the woman' S ,>ongs "AI this day ic han sought" and "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" that 

the woman speaker "pilles in 1 her lover'sJ absence" in the manner that Fries suggests (172). 

The servant girl of "Al this day je han sought" barely distmguishes between her delight at 

hel release from work and her pleasure with her lover. Sex, for this wornan, seerns to be an 

expected part of the holiday festivities, like good food and drink: 

111 

AI this day il: han ~ought: 



Spyndul ne werue ne vond Y nought~ 

To myehe blisse ie am brout 

Ayen this hyghe holyday. 

[7] 

Jaeke wol pay for my seo th 

A Sonday atte the ale-schoch; 

Jaeke wol sowse weI my wroch 

Euery god haliday. 

[8] 

Sone he wolle take me be the hond, 

And he wolle legge me on the lond, 

That al my buttockus ben of sond, 

Opon this hye holyday. 

Similarly, the woman's praise of her lover in "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" ~('Clll'" 

to be qui te free from self-pit y or loneliness. ln fact, this woman under~cOle~ the point that III 

cases of true love, spatial distance is irrelevant, as they are bound together unl1l the end of 

their lives: 

[8] 

Whersoeuer he bee, he hath my hert, 

Troly, loly, 



And ~hall to deth depart, 

Troly, lolye. 
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AIl in ail, Frie" 's theorie~ are difficuIt ta support unreservedly wh en we consider 

lndividual womall'~ ~ongs III Middle English. Her assertion that the women in these songs 

are Just as pa~sive as the women in the male-voiced courtly lyrics is troubling if we consider 

lym;i'I sut.:h a'\ "If 1 be wantoll, 1 wotte weil why" and "0 Lord, sa swett Ser John dothe kys" 

ln whlt.:h the Ilarratori'l trumpet thelr dei'lires for one and ail to hear. Even if we interpret these 

sangs, ai'l Plummer doei'l, as irol1lt.: and anti-feminist, It is difficuIt ta see these women as 

passive, whatever thelT other fault~! But the ma st problematic aspect conceming the Idea of 

the passlvity of the woman speaker in the woman' s song is that she is, by the very act of her 

singing the lyrit.:, lIlverting those passive/active raies of the lady and her lover in the courtly 

tradition of love-serviœ. The love lyric was the courtly service offered by a lover to his lady. 

The woman who prvdallTIS her love in song has appropriated that active love-service with 

her tirst note. WOlllan's songs, by definition, are active, even when their subject is female 

passivity. 

A~ for the woman's constant fixation on her lover, 1 feel that here tao, Fries 

overstatt'~ the t.:ase. Naturally, the woman is fi,x.ated on her lover in songs such as "Off 

seruyng men 1 wyll begyne"; that is the pomt of the poem and, not surprisingly, it is a poem 

that WOlks very clo~ely within the structure of the courtly lyric. However, other sangs, 

particularly those ln which the woman is Irft pregnant, are not as concerned with the lover as 

tht')' are with the woman'~ unfortunate situation. 



• 

• 

Although much attention in the seduction/pregnancy Iyric:-. is devoted to thl' sedlKtioll. 

by the end of a song such as "The last tyme 1 the wei woke." the empha:-.is has s",itched tn 

the result of that seduction. It is the illegitimate pregnancy that i:-. the point of the :-.tOly. Ilot 

the emotions of the woman for her lover. In facto in Iyncs such as thl'sl' any H'lt'Il'lIet' lu tht' 

lover is usually restricted to (qUlte unromanticized) descriptions of hi:-. action:-.. not tht' girl\ 

feeling towards him, as is the case in this song: 

[1 ] 

The last tyme 1 the wei woke, 

Ser John caght me with a croke; 

He made me to swere be bel and boke 

1 schuld not tel1-ey. 

[2] 

Yet he did me a wors turne: 

He leyde my hed agayn the bume; 

He gafe my maydenhed a spume 

And rofe my bell-ey. 

1 do not wish to imply that Fries'~ conclusions are completely IIlvalid; they arc 

simply tao generally applied to English women 's songs as a literary corpu~. Unlikc PIUIllIlll'I, 

or Schotter, however, Frie., 's framework for Engli\h women 's sangs all()w~ for the po\\ihdity 

of more non-ironie than ironic mterpretation:-. concernmg the intended rc\pon'>c of the 

audienœ. 1 find sorne of her idea~ u~eful when <..:omldering woman '" ~()ng" that adhcre more 
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dosely to courtly convent~on. In these poems the woman doeJ more closely resemble her 

courtly SJ~ter in her passivity and her misery in her lover's absence, made necessary by his 

worldly obligation~: 

Wolde God that hyt were so 

As 1 cowde wysshe bytuyxt vs too! 

1 1 1 

The man that 1 loued altherbest 

ln al th ys contre, est other west, 

To me he ys a strange gest; 

What wonder est thow 1 be woo? 

12) 

When me were leuesy that he schold duelle, 

He wold nought sey onys farewelle; 

He wold noght sey ones farewell 

Wen tyme was come that he most go. 

151 

1 am H;omfortyd in eueryd side; 

The colures wexeth both fres and newe; 

When he come and wyl abyde, 



----------------------------

(6] 

1 loue hym tryweky and no mo; 

Wolde Gad that he hyt knywe! 

And euer 1 hope hyt sehal be sa; 

then sehal 1 chaunge for no new. 

Alan Deyermond suggests thot the audience is meant to respond sympatlll'ltcally tn 

the woman In ~ongs such a~ thi~ one and "Y louede a child of this l'untre." 1 Il' kl'l-. that 

Plummer' s inslslence upon the distance of the audience from the woman' ~ experielll'l' 1\ 

mistaken in the se ca~es (143). Like Deyermond, 1 teel that thl're \!'> genume sentiml'nt III 

sorne of the Middle English women'-; song!'>, slll'h a~ the carol "Y lourde li l'hilel of thi\ 

cuntre," (lMEY 1330; Greene 455), which 1 quatr hcre in ilS entirety: 

Were it vundo Ihat is ydo, 

1 wald be war. 

[ 1] 

y louede a child of this cuntre, 

And sa Y wende he had do me; 

Now rnyself the sothe Y see, 

Thal he is far. 

[21 

He seyde ta me he walde be trewe 

And chaunge me for none othur newe, 



Now Y sykke and am pale of hewe, 

For he i~ far. 

131 

He seide hl~ sawus he wolde fulfulle; 

Therfore Y lat him haue al his wille; 

Now Y sykke and mourne stllle, 

For he is fare. 

Rogers 87 

Here, the woman'~ lament contain~ no sneering suggestion of her own responsibility 

for hel unhappine~s. She ~ay~ 'ilmp!y that she gav~ up her virgmity out of a misguided 

confIdence in the man \ vow~ of fldelity. ln keepmg with the gentler tone of the lync, the 

audienœ i~ not ~ure of the woman's ~ltu,.it1on at the end of her lament. Is her illness due to 

hel bro!..en heart? Or pregnuncy'! Either way. thi~ speaker's simple tale, in contrast to the 

<.Tude sexual pUllS and fantastic circumstances of the ironic laments. inclInes the audience 

towards identIficatIon with her. It IS mteresting ta compare the presentatIOn of this narrator !o 

the plcsentatlon of the nanator of "Al thi~ day ic han sought." The licentiousness of the 

woman of the hawdicl carol is not her only fault--she is al~o lazy and, it is implied, drinks 

too Illuch. The sad-volced woman of "Y louede a child of this cuntre" is portrayed as 

indisclt'et or naÏve--or at worst. stupid. 

Womun's songs that aIe non-ironie in tone do not stray as far from the established 

courtly conventIOn" found in mule-voiced lyrics. While Frics' s theory that a woman in the 

woman' s !'.ong i), constrained by counly convention--witne),~ her passivIty, her fixation on the 



man and her powerlessness in the male world--does have more weight hell'. hl'I rOlldu:-'Il111 

that this reinforces the courtly repre:-.entation of the woman as "other" dol':-' IlOI. 1 kd. gIn' 

credit to the 1egitimacy of sentiment found 111 some woman' ~ song:-.. 

Slmilarly, Plummer ground:-. hlS argument that women's :-.ongs partll.lpale III LOUI Il)' 

love by "defining what courtesy was not" in the observation that the womell' s VOll"l'-; weil' 

actually male ~reation~ intended to uphold the ma:-.cuhnc arti:-.tlr domlllanù' III rOllltly loVl'. 

Both criucs locate the woman's song in courtly love by tran:-.fcrnnr, the courtly rOllwntlon 01 

the dehumanization of the lady/love-obJect found in the male-vOlLcd lyriL tn the lemak­

voiced lyric Plummer also points ta the antl-fem1l1Îsm of some women's :-.ongs as 11ll' 

defining contrast to courthne:-.:-.. Whlle 1 appreciate the attempt:-. of thc\l' allthor\ to mallltalll 

the courtly integnty of the woman':-. song through orgalllzed contra~t, l ,UTI dislIlI"llI1<.:d 10 

read aIl of the woman':-. \ongs as extensIOns of the oOJectlfication 01 anti-femirm/ll :lppall'1I1 

in male ver~ion~ of L"Ourtly love. 

The woman's \ong create-; a space for the woman':-. voire and viSion III LOurtly love 

Whether thi:-. is done by mü<.;king the idealism of courtly love (in ~()ng:-. ot lu\ty WOllll'n 

mstead of pri'aine ladle\, or laments of disgraced :-.ervant:-. instcad of convcl1Icntly stenle 

adulteresse~) or by slmply offering a woman'~ opil1lon on the \.:OlIrtly expericncc, the 

women's song:-. provide an alternatlve voice to the male e~pericnce. Sorne WOlllCn'\ \Oll/-!\ 

appropriate courtly discoursc to pre~ent women'~ perspective~. The lyric "The man that 1 

loued altherbe-;t" ((MEV 3418; Greene 451) i-; an excellent examplc of an Englr\h womall\ 

song that contribute~ a .,ÎI1l;ere female voiœ to the LOUltly traditIon: 



Wolde God that hyt were so 

As 1 cowde wysshe bytuyxt vs too! 

[1) 

The man that 1 loued altherbest 

ln al thys contre est other west, 

To me he ys a strange gest; 

\V'hat wonder est thow 1 be woo'! 

[2] 

When me were leuest that he schold duelle. 

He wold noght sey onys farewelle; 

He wold noght se ones farewell 

Wen tyme was come that he most go. 

[3] 

In places of te when 1 hym metc. 

1 dar nought speke, but forth 1 go; 

With herte and eyes 1 hym grete; 

So trywe of loue 1 know no mû. 

[4J 

As he myn hert loue, 

My dyrwar dyre. iblessed he he; 



1 swere by God, that ys aboue, 

Non hath my loue but only he. 

[5] 

1 am icomfortyd in euery side; 

The col ures wexeth both fres and newe; 

When he ys come and wyl abyde, 

1 wou fui weI that he ys trywe. 

[61 

1 loue hym twywely and no mo; 

Wolde God that he hyt knywe! 

And euer 1 hope hyt schal be so; 

Then schal 1 chaunge for no new. 

Rogers 90 

This song retains many of the primary courtly conventions found in the male-voiced 

lyric the distant lover (spatial in this case, bL,t often emotionally distant); the distraught poet, 

"icomfortyd in every side"; secret, agoniziag; raeetings and declarations of love and Iife-long 

devotion. 

The poem contains two Iines that are commonly found in male-voiced love lyrics. 

First is what Robbins jocularly caUs the "metaphysical 'portable heart' topos" ("Middle 

English" 219). The offering of the poet's heart to the belov(.d is found in man y English court 

lyrics, especially in situations where the l'est of the lov~. is :tbsent: 



RlIgcn- l) 1 

Surgery [sic]like this was not uncommon ln medieval COllrt poetry. In ont' 

lyric, the poet offers his heart to his mistress. sinl;e he will 'he syldyn in youn .. ' 

syght.' In another, the poet instructs his heart to go with Ills lady, while tlll' 

poet remains 'alone in heuynes ... as a hertles body.' (21 X) 

Robbins goes on to note that the portable heart is secn in a "rar~" woman-voiced 1 y Ill: 

from the Findern Manuscript, even though we find it In some carols that are wriuen in the 

woman's voice.37 Our narrator in the lyric "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" dallns that her 

lover carries her heart with him "Whersoeuer he bee." Narrators of Jess courtly women's 

songs tend to offer other body parts to their admirers, such as their "wanton wure:-. " 

The second common convention appears in the song "The man thal 1 loued 

altherbest." The final line of the poern reads, "Then sehal 1 chaunge for no new," whit:h 

Greene glosses a~ a "cliché frequent in love poetry in both Middle English and Early Modern 

English" (4M8). Of course this also indicates the broacler ·,·ourtly convention of pledging one'!,> 

etemal love, a motif that also appears III "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" whcrc the narrator 

uses the more matrimonial "he hath my hert . . . / And shall to deth deparl." 

The idea that the lyric "The man that 1 loued altherbest" has an essentially courtly 

character, is reinfon;ed by the fact that in the original manuscript a second sl,;ribc went 

through the poem and changed the masculine pronouns representing the beloved lG ferr.illine 

37 Il is only fair to note that this is not an oversight on Robbins's part--he excludes the carol a.~ a 
courtly fonn (208). 11us is the sort of definition Plummer was arguing against whell he stres~ed the courtJy 
possibilities in the English woman's song and, by extension, tlle carol (115-37). 
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pronouns, so that the song could be adapted to a male speaker bewailiilg his lady's 

absencc. 3H This is sorne indication, then, that mectieval scribes did not re~trict themselves to 

the respective catagories of the "courtly" rnale-voiced love lyric and the "popular" female-

voiced love lyric as rigidly as modem day editors would have them do. 

Nevertheless, aIl edited versions of the song that 1 have found have becn recorded in 

the fernale voice, as the original version was written. 1 feel that this is appropriate because 

the situation of the man leaving the woman is more realistic than the reverse, given the 

sodal patterns illustrated in other courtly texts. Often, men are depicted as being unwillingly 

drawn away from their ladies by the obligations of nobility and knighthood while the woman 

stay at home: 19 

[E]ven a \\ell-bom lady who commands sorne material wealth and 

distinguished social position docs not possess freedorn of movement; and 

though she may givr her love freely, she is constrained bY'30cial 

circumstances in a variety of ways not felt by men. While we often hear men 

compJaining that their rnistress is haughty, we do not find them lamenting that 

a business trip or a war has taken her out of reach, unless of course the 

husband or the jaloux have carried her off. (Hanson-Smith 183) 

lM Greene notes that trus "changing in the MS. of the gender of the pronouns throughout a medieval 
love-lyric IS rare. if Ilol uniql:e to lhis text" (488). See also Barratt 287. 

39 Some scholars helieve thal absence of men as a result of the Crusades was one of the impetuses for 
the estahlirhment of the counly love convention. Sec Bogin 29-32. 
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Furthennore, this lyric, when read as a woman' s song. \.:ontains in !t subtle departurcs 

from standard courtly tradition, which might indÎl.\te sorne differenœs unique to a woman's 

experience of courtly love. In sorne ways, this poern acts as a mild defenœ fOI the rl'mote. 

silent ladies of the male-voiced lyric. Often, in the male-voiced lyric. the lady is pOItrayed as 

keeping aloof from her besotted lover/poet, or else as rejecting him altogether: 

1 askid the cause why and wherfor 

She displeside was with me so sore; 

She wold nat tell, but kepe in store; 

Pardy, it was no nede. (lMEV 3179; Greene 442) 

By contrast, the female speaker in the woman 's song app~ars fI'"' be very rnllch in love. Nor is 

she presentcd as a fickle woman who toys with her lover for fun. Indccd, "he plcdgcs that 

"Non hat:-: my loue but only he." If she seems relm;tant to express her feelings for hi m, she 

explains that it is only because of her shyness and nervousness during their dande~tinc 

meetings: 

ln places of te when 1 hym mete, 

1 dar noght speke, but forth 1 go; 

With herte and eyes 1 hym grete; 

So trywe of loue 1 know no mo. 

Although it is not stated overtly in this lyric, there is the possibility that the 

relationship presented is a secret--in fact, there is the p1ssibility that the man himself i~ 

unaware of the woman's feelings! The woman's admission that she "dar noght speke" points 
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to the reality of a situation often C"'erlooked in male-voiced lyrics, but emphasized so weB in 

the ironic laments of abandoned women: the consequences of a love affau might be greater 

for women lhan for men. 

The realistic perspective of this carol is found again in the lyrics of the Findern 

manuscript. These lyrics, which were quite possibly written by women, also are sympathetic 

towards women separated from their men: 

My woofull hert, this clad in payn, 

Wote natt welle what do nor seyn: 

Longe absens grevyth me so. 

For !\akke of syght nere am 1 sleyn, 

Ail JOY myne hert hath in dissedeyn: 

Comfort fi 0 me is go. 

Then thogll 1 wold me owght comp1ayn 

Of my sorwe and grete payn 

Who shold conforte me do? 

Tner is no thynge can make me to be fayn 

Butt the syght of hym agayn 

That cawsis my wo. 



Nonc;- but.' ~.(' may mt: snl\teyn 

He l',", ~'\\, ' "'~\, ,)rt in alY payn: 

y toVl, .d' '11 .dT' .' , ~ moo. 

1'-0 hym 1 woH h~ 'w." e and playn, 

A ne:' 1.!vyr l.:" y,' II" , .. '.' teyn 

My hert shaH î ny < (' f', 'jym refrayn; 

1 gave hitt hym withowte &.'.on~trayn, 

Evyr to contenwe so. (IMEV 2279; Barrau 27) 
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The inclusion of the Findern women's song~ mitigates against Plummer's Iheory that 

most woman-voiced lyrics were male artistic constructs that were meant to be read ironically. 

The Findem woman's songs manage ta display the disadvantages of being a woman in a 

man' s world without portraying their protagonists as passive victims. 

The wonderful poem in the Findern manuscript, "What-so men seyn" OMEV 3917; 

Barratt 268), hovers between lyric and carol. It is probably the best ex ample of a woman' s 

song that criticizes male versions of courtliness, while maintaining the dignity of the femalc 

speaker. Tilis is the one woman's song that moch the entire courtly phenomenon outright. 

claiming that courtly love is just a game in which women are the prizes. Like the ironie 
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lament~, the implication in this poem is that women would do weIl to avoid the game 

altogether. 

However, the poet doesn't iIIustrate this point by mockbg the poor maiden who runs 

afou] of the gap (with ail its biological consequences) between courtly love and love in real 

life. The female narrator assumes the voice of wisdom and experience, not th~ vdce of the 

betrayed vÏ<:tim. "A rapier sharp, yet subtle humour," notes Elizabeth Hanson-Smith, "is 

deployed in defense and defiance" (190): 

What-so men sayn, 

Love is no peyn 

To them, serteyn, 

For they constreyn 

Ther hertis to feyn, 

Ther mowthis to pleyn 

For when they pray 

Ye shaH have nay, 

What-so they sey: 

Butt varians. 

Ther displesauns. 

Beware, for sham. 



For evely daye 

They waite ther pn,y, 

Wher-so they may 

Then semyth me, 

Ye may well se 

They be so fre 

Hitt were pete 

Butt the y shold be 

Begelid, parde, 

Rogc~ \)7 

And make butt game. 

ln evyry plase, 

Without grase. 

The author offers a second defence of the sibylline lady who so frustrates the male 

poet--a defence that is quite the opposite of the admission of shyness of the spedker in "the 

man that 1 lourd altherbest." If men insist on playing their foolish and dallgerous games, our 

author suggests, then our best defence is ta deceive them in kind (Hansoll-Smith Il) 1). Suc h 

a spirited, wholesale rejectioll of courtly love is rare however, and the other poem~ of the 

Findern manuscript tend to bemoan one negative aspect of courtly love without reJectlIIg the 

tradition altogether. In fac!, sorne of the sangs employ courtly discourse against courtlille~~ 

itself. 

Another poem from the rnanuscript is not really a lyric, and therefore not a wornan' ~ 

song, but it is nonetheless another ex ample of courtlines~ written in a woman'~ VOil.e, ft 
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describes the disadvantaged position of the lady waiting for her lover. The woman's voice 

manages to express the true sentiments of an individual without violating her appoimed role 

in the courtly cirama. Since the poem is too Ion$ to quote in its entirety, the first three 

stanzas will have to provide adequate evidence of its character: 

Come home, dere hert, from tarieng; 

Kuasith me to 'vepe, bC'the weile and wring, 

Aiso to Iyve I!vere in distresse 

So gret there may no wright expresse: 

Al my joye ye tome to mtJurnyng. 

Soro\ve is in myn hene digging; 

To dethe, 1 trowe, he woul me bring 

ln woful trans withoute redresse. 

Whanne 1 have of you sume tiding, 

Oret joye 1 have, withoute failing, 

Right as me ought with rightwisnesse; 

But yet may not m:'n heveynesse 

Depart frome me til your comyn[;. (IMEV 3878; Barratt 271) 

The humanized representation of the lady found in this poem also occurs in the 

woman's songs. They provide a contrast to courtly convention by making the woman an 
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active participant in the tradition through her description of her experietll·cs. Even in pocm, 

whrre the woman adheres to the pr .)scribed passivity of the lady in courtly love. hcr vOlet' 

has an effect on the readeT. Therefore, she is active in the sense thul her song creates li spact' 

for women 's experiences in courtly love. With the addition of women 's songs. courtly low 

must be restructured to include women 's voices ln its discourse. 
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Conclusion 

The majority of courtly love texts are written from the male perspective, in the male 

voice. The ~paœ for wamen in conventional courtly love is extremely narrow. The idealized 

lady is ~everely restricted, her power IS temporary and limited. She is at the mercy of the 

male voice~ that describe her. She cannot speak for herself or of her own perspectIves. Her 

primary functlOn 1 .... to be the object of her lover's desÏTe. She reaffums his masculmity, his 

individuality, hi!'> humanity. The most immedinte effect of women's songs is to break this 

female silence in courtly love. 

But what are the implications of the addition of woman' s voices to courtly love? 

Previous scholarship has suggested that women 's songs participate in courtly love by setting 

up a binary Opposition ta courtline~s, by "defining what courtesy was not." Women'~ voices 

are the "other" to male voice~. Like the courtly lady, they affirm male identity by providing 

"orgal1lzed contrast." The courtly tradition in male-voiced texts i~ reaffinned by the anti­

courtly femaJe-volced texts; just as the ntasculinity and mdividuality of the male poet/lover is 

reaffirmed by the idealized femininity of the courtly lady. 

This reaolllg of Middle English women' s songs, espoused primarily by Plummer and 

Fries. i!'> dependent upon a very hmited selecti0n of woman-voiced texts. Plummer's 

convktion that women's songs were exclusively popular is both the cause and effect of his 

restrktioll of the genre to the carol fonn. For Plummer, "women's songs" are IlOt simply 



lyrics written in women 's voices. They axe more narrowly defllled by their l'mm, .md thl'II 

function as a foil ta male courtliness. 

Bath Plummer and Fries read From a eritlcal perspective privdcging male V01Cl'~ and 

male realities. For these erities, the courtly male tcxt IS tht" dormnant rcality, lcinforl'cd by 

anti-courtly women's sangs. Not surprisingly, Plummer's restriction of the gellle of wO\llcn\. 

sangs ta exclusively popular texts supports hl:-' readmg of wOl1len'!\ ~ong!\ a-. rxdu!\IVl'ly antl­

courtly. However, in my analysis of the woman':-. :-.ong 1 have inc\uded text:-. that f ail ollt~l(k 

Plummer's initial defmltlon. These additional women' s sangs are Ilot restncted 10 one Iyrical 

form or literary function. 

These women 's song~ bring with them addltional perspeltlvc\ and broadcll thc 

dimensions of the woman' s song as a genre. No longer restricted to a slIlgle f Ulll! ion of 

courtline~~, women' s song:-. now dialogue with eaeh other on eourtly love and. hy cxll'ntio\l, 

love in general. Not only is the contribution of women'~ ~ong:-. to the courtly love traditIOn 

muIti-faceted, but the songs themselve:-, are an autonomous ~ub-genrc of eOUltly love IWled 

on women 's experiences, on women's vOlces. The new, expanded collection of WOlllcn ' ... 

sangs do not simply reaffirm male courùy identity, but also create a parallel dl1llcn\lOn of 

courtly texts centered on female identity. The expanded collectIon of womcn'~ :-.ong\ ... ct ... up 

an alternative courtly discourse privileging female realities, not malc realitle~. It l'reale ... , III 

effect, a woman's version of courtly love. 

Thi~ shift of contexl, from male ta female courtly love, allow:-, u~ to re-reae! the 

women 's songs Plummer interpreted a~ only intended ta bolster male courtly experience .... 
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Certainly, in lhe context of male courtly lyrics, wornen's songs such as "Kyrie, so Kyrie" and 

"Al this day ic han sought" are satires of courtly convention found- in rnale-voiced lexts. But 

when we shift the context of these songs to the sub-genre of wornen's songs based on 

wornen's experiences, these lyrics can he read differently. Now they are contributions to 

female courtly discourse based on wornen's realities. Unlike the courtly lady, the wornen in 

these lexts have a voice; and lhey speak of such uncourtly subjects as rape and illegitirnate 

pregnanry. They highlighl women' s disadvantaged position in both rnedieval society and 

medieval lexIs. 

At the other end of the spectrum of women' s songs are texts that reappropriate 

courtliness in women's voices. The wornen in the songs such as "The man that 1 loued 

altherhest" and "Y louede a child of this cuntre" reject the convention of the sHent lady 

without reJecting courtliness itself. These songs reverse the courtly roles of the ciistant lady 

and the lovesick poet. The speakers in these songs give the lady a voice in the courtly role 

usually reserved for the male poet. They songs do not, however, reject courtliness itself. 

Furthennore, hovering in the background of these courtly women's songs are the anti­

courtly carols that point to the brutal realities of female t:xistence. This creates a tension 

between the two versions of women' s realities in the game of love. This tension is the space 

for dialogue in the genre of wornen' s songs, and many of the songs inhabit that space 

between the two extreme perspectives of women in courtly love. 

White the extremes of these two poles of women's songs implicitly respond to each 

other. other women's songs debate courtly convention and female realities more directly. The 
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woman's song "Summe men sayon that y am blac" challenges the male courtly ideal of 

beauty, exposing il for whal il is: an èIJ'bitrary standard created by men that bears no relation 

to women's true selves. The speaker of "Off seruyng men 1 wyll begyne" appropriates the 

courtly convention of singing the lady's praises and instead sings the praise of hcr 

servant/lover. Both these songs cali attention to a particular courtly convention and approach 

it from a woman's perspective. 

As a collection of texts, women' s songs both respond to and rcereate courtly love. 

The Findem lyric "What-so men sayn," epitornizes this new eourtly discourse. The speaker of 

this lyric is not playing the courtly game; she does not pander to male fantasies of fallen 

women or angelic ladies. She is not a victim of the biological realities of love, nor is she 

silenced by playing the role of the courtly lady. She addresses a femate audieOl:e, urging 

them to either avoid the game of love altogether or to reappropriate it to their own 

advantage. This speaker envisions a new courtly reality, one in whlch the woman, not the 

man is privileged. As a woman discussing the game of love with other women, this 

narrator's song embodies the genre of women's songs as a whole. Women's songs. as a 

genre in all ilS diversity, disrupt the convention of female silence that is the defining 

characteristic of courtly love. Scholars of Middle English must adjust their definitions of 

courtly love to accommodate women's voices. 
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