
Atlantis Vol. 14 No. 2 
Spring/printemps 1989 

Rape in Medieval 
Europe Stephen P. Pistono 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 

ABSTRACT 

In fourteenth-century Europe, Jean Froissart, an important French chronicler, defined rape as a crime of passion. Although some support for his view 
can be found in the sources, the greater body of evidence confirms the contrary interpretation of modern feminists, who regard rape as a crime of violence 
and hostility, and who further underscore the difficulty victims confront in deriving redress from the legal system. Similar circumstances prevailed in 
the Middle Ages as women were put through an excruciatingly painful and degrading set of procedures before charges could be brought against their 
attackers. Only the church began to develop a more equitable approach to the problem. 

RESUME 

Au qua tori zie me siecle en Europe, Jean Froissart, un chroniqueur francais important, a defini le viol comme etant un crime de la passion. Bien que les 
documents soutiennent partiellement son avis, la plus grande partie de l'evidence confirme Interpretation contraire des feministes modernes, qui 
suggereque le viol est un crime de violence etd'hostilite etqui, en outre, souligne la difficulteque les victimes rencontrentenobtenant le redressement 
du systeme legal. Au Moyen Age, des circonstances analogues predominaient puisque les femmes etaient soumises a un regime de procedures penibles et 
degradantes, avant de pouvoir porter une accusation contre leurs assaillants. L'Eglise etait seule a revendiquer une approche plus equitable a ce 
probleme. 

Late i n the fourteenth century, Sir J o h n of Carrouges, 
w h o was a vassal of the C o u n t of A l e n c o n , the ruler of a 
pr inc ipa l i ty i n north-central France, made plans to go o n 
an expedit ion overseas and received permission to do so 
f rom his lord. H e set out o n his journey and left his young, 
beautiful wife behind, attended only by faithful servants. 
Unfortunate ly for her, Jacques L e G r i s , the p r i n c i p a l 
advisor of the C o u n t of A l e n c o n , became obsessed w i t h the 
idea of tak ing advantage of Sir John's wife, w h o m he 
knew was l i v i n g alone w i t h only her servants for protec
t ion. Ul t imate ly , Le G r i s decided to pay the Lady a visit; so 
he left A l e n c o n and after some hours of hard r i d i n g , 
reached the Carrouges castle. T h e servants welcomed h i m 
because he and their Master served the same l o r d — the 
C o u n t of A l e n c o n — and were companions-in-arms. In 
the same way, S i r John's wife, not suspecting Le G r i s ' true 
intentions, gave h i m a friendly reception. H e asked to 
inspect the keep (i.e., the m a i n tower or s tronghold of the 
castle), e x p l a i n i n g that this was partly the purpose of his 
visit . T h e Lady agreed wi thout hesitation since she had 
complete faith i n L e G r i s ' honour and the two of them 
went into the tower alone. 

N o sooner had they entered the keep than L e G r i s shut 
the door behind them and put h i j arms around the w o m a n 
declaring, " L a d y , I swear to y o u that I love you better than 
my life, but I must have my w i l l of y o u . " 1 Sir John's wife 
was shocked and tried to cry out, but her attacker stuffed a 
little glove, w h i c h he carried, into her mouth to silence 
her, gr ipped her tight, pushed her to the f loor and raped 

her. W h e n he had finished, L e Gr i s exclaimed, " L a d y , if 
y o u ever ment ion what has happened, you w i l l be d ishon
oured. Say n o t h i n g and I w i l l keep quiet for your honour's 
sake." 2 T h e Lady of Carrouges revealed noth ing to her 
servants because she thought herself "more likely to incur 
blame than credit" 3 if she d i d . Undoubtedly, her decision 
was based u p o n the realization that there was st i l l preva
lent i n French society the o l d , tradit ional not ion of the 
greater sexual appetite of the female gender. T h a t is, 
women, it was believed, possessed an insatiable lust w h i c h 
made them incapable of resisting the temptations of any 
sexual contact w i t h the male. 4 

T h e Lady of Carrouges' apprehension about i n f o r m i n g 
her servants about the rape seems justified i n view of her 
husband's reaction to the assault. U p o n his return home, 
she hesitated i n tel l ing h i m about the attack. W h e n she 
f ina l ly worked u p the courage to do so, the kn ight at first 
d i d not believe her. Even when he eventually declared his 
wil l ingness to accept the accusation against L e Gr i s as 
true, he forewarned his wife that " i f I f ind that what you 
have told me is not true, you shal l never l ive w i t h me 
a g a i n . " 5 

It must have taken great courage for a w o m a n under 
these circumstances to come forward and b r i n g charges 
against the pr inc ipa l advisor of such a powerful lord as the 
C o u n t of Alencon. Once Sir J o h n of Carrouges decided to 
take action o n the matter, he, too, displayed s imilar cour
age. H e made the rape of his wife a question of personal 



h o n o u r and insisted u p o n a formal hearing before his 
lord's court where he c o u l d air his grievance against L e 
G r i s . T h e C o u n t listened to the compla int against his 
advisor a n d after hear ing the testimony of Sir John's wife, 
proc la imed L e G r i s innocent, suggesting that the Lady 
had s i m p l y dreamed the incident and further commanded 
that no more questions ever be raised concerning this 
issue. Carrouges disobeyed his lord by taking the case 
directly to the Parlement—the H i g h Court at Par i s— 
w h i c h , after proceedings lasting a year and a half, 
announced that Sir John's wife was unable to prove her 
charges against L e G r i s and that the only solution to the 
matter w o u l d be a duel to the death. It took place early i n 
1387 w i t h the K i n g of France and his uncles—the Dukes of 
Berry, Bourbon , a n d Burgundy—present a m o n g the large 
crowd w h i c h watched as the combat ended w i t h the slay
i n g of Le G r i s by the aggrieved husband. It was reported 
that just before he entered the lists against his opponent 
S i r J o h n had to reassure himself just one more time that 
his wife had been te l l ing the truth: " L a d y , on your evi
dence I am about to hazard my life i n combat w i t h Jacques 
L e Gr i s . Y o u k n o w if my cause is just ." " M y l o r d , " she 
responded, " i t is so. Y o u can fight confidently. T h e cause 
is just . " 6 

T h e whole episode concerning the rape of the Lady of 
Carrouges is painstakingly recorded by Jean Froissart, 
whose Chronicles cover the l o n g drawn-out struggle 
between the kingdoms of E n g l a n d and France for hege
mony over Western Europe i n the fourteenth century. H e 
delighted i n describing how knights and squires protected 
w o m e n of rank from the assaults of common soldiers and 
how they generally treated ladies w i t h great respect and 
digni ty . There was, for example, the incident i n v o l v i n g 
K i n g Edward III of England, who, upon occupying a 
castle i n northern France, found it deserted except for two 
noble maidens. T h e y were rescued by a pair of noted 
E n g l i s h knights i n his service f rom the danger of being 
raped by low-born archers. Edward's men acted on behalf 
of "the cause of c h i v a l r y . " 7 T h e rules of chivalry, as 
expressed by an outstanding writer of A r t h u r i a n ro
mances, defined a noble's duty w i t h respect to women as 
follows: 

If a knight found a damsel or wench alone, he 
w o u l d , if he wished to preserve his good name, 
sooner think of c u t d n g his o w n throat than of offer
i n g her dishonour; if he forced her against her w i l l , 
he w o u l d have been scorned i n every court. 8 

Clear ly Jacques L e G r i s had not been guided by these 
chivalr ic precepts, and his rape of the Lady of Carrouges, 

thereby, profoundly shocked Jean Froissart, w h o had to 
f i n d an explanation for how a nobleman could flagrantly 
violate the moral code of his class. H e based his under
standing of Le G r i s ' behaviour partly on the supernatural. 
D u r i n g the Later M i d d l e Ages, Europeans began to take 
the threat of the devil more seriously than ever before. T h e 
devil was blamed for plagues, famines and disastrous 
storms. T h e stress was o n the ubiqui ty and the resource
fulness of the devil , the relative helplessness of humanity . 
Consequently, Froissart argued that " t h r o u g h a strange 
perverse temptation, the D e v i l h a d entered the body of 
Jacques Le Gris . . .and ensnared by the wiles of the 
E n e m y , " 9 he had attacked Sir John's wife. O n a less dra
matic and a more thoroughly secular note, the chronicler 
maintained that Le G r i s had not come from a very good 
family , but indeed had been of humble b ir th—a person 
w h o had risen through the ranks to become a squire and a 
favorite of the Count of A l e n c o n . 1 0 In other words, the 
c u l p r i t had not really been a true member of the nobi l i ty i n 
the first place w h i c h could easily expla in his abominable 
actions toward the Lady of Carrouges. 

Another explanation for the sexual assault can be found 
i n Froissart's def ini t ion of rape as a crime of passion rather 
than of violence. H e describes h o w L e Gr i s proclaimed his 
uncontrol lable love for the Lady of Carrouges i n the most 
dramatic terms before he ravished her and h o w afterwards, 
the servants saw no evidence i n the appearance of their 
Mistress, as she was leaving the keep, w h i c h w o u l d suggest 
that she had been physically brutalized. She was weeping, 
but they thought that she had s imply received some bad 
news concerning her husband or her relatives. 1 1 Froissart's 
view of rape obviously runs counter to the interpretation 
of many modern feminists w h o consider it to be a crime of 
violence and hostil ity against the v i c t i m . 1 2 There is, never
theless, at least one recent study of a specific group of 
medieval religious women w h i c h w o u l d suggest that they, 
too, regarded rape as a crime of passion rather than of 
violence. Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg 1 5 has analyzed the 
lives of nuns i n the Early M i d d l e Ages (500-1100) to deter
mine h o w they confronted the very real and persistent 
danger of devastation and violence result ing from the 
attacks of V i k i n g s , Magyars and Saracens d u r i n g an age of 
invasions. A l t h o u g h they c o u l d be slaughtered or bur ied 
alive i n their convents, the sisters feared even more sexual 
assault w h i c h w o u l d rob them of their raison d'etre, 
namely mainta in ing total v irgini ty as a prerequisite for 
entering heaven as untarnished brides of Christ . T h e basic 
response of most nuns, as w i t h their male counterparts i n 
the monastic orders, was to flee for their lives, taking w i t h 
them their possessions and holy relics. 



Schulenburg, however, discusses four extraordinary 
rel igious women, l i v i n g i n such diverse places as England, 
France and Spa in , w h o responded i n a different manner to 
the threat of rape and the loss of v i rg in i ty . T h e y engaged 
i n self-muti lat ion as a means of "so hideously dis f igur ing 
themselves that n o m a n w o u l d be tempted to sexually 
assault t h e m . " M T h e case i n v o l v i n g one of these n u n s — 
St. Ebba—is especially instructive. She was the abbess of a 
monastery at C o l d i n g h a m located o n the coast of Scotland 
over looking the N o r t h Sea. W h e n a n army of Danes 
invaded the country i n 870, tales of the atrocities they 
infl icted u p o n the local inhabitants ultimately reached the 
sisters under Ebba's authority. A s the enemy approached, 
the nuns fo l lowed the example of their abbess by slashing 
off their noses and upper l ips to confront the Danes w i t h 
" a l ine of ghastly bleeding v i r g i n s . " 1 5 T h e would-be 
rapists were so horr i f ied at the sight that they gathered the 
muti lated w o m e n together i n the convent and burned the 
place d o w n . T h u s , the victims achieved martyrdom and 
their purpose of preserving their v irgini ty for Chr is t 
through the physical disfigurement of their beauty. " C o n 
vinced that rape was a crime of passion rather than of 
violence," Schulenburg argues, "they were f o l l o w i n g to 
the letter the constant admoni t ions for female religious to 
negate their physical beauty as a basic means of v i r g i n a l 
defense." 1 6 

N o such cautionary advice was given to lay women, 
w h o , i n any event, w o u l d have been u n w i l l i n g to engage 
i n self -muti lat ion as a means of preventing rape. If set 
u p o n , they either submitted to the sexual assault as d i d the 
L a d y of Carrouges or they fought back i n defense of their 
o w n physical integrity. O f the cases we k n o w about f rom 
medieval sources, there are few instances wherein women 
tried to defend themselves against their assailants. One of 
those rare exceptions involved Zaneta, a y o u n g wife f rom 
Venice, w h o was five months pregnant. In 1398, she was 
attacked by a w o o l worker w h o seriously wounded her i n 
the face w i t h a sword he was carrying. She so vigorously 
resisted h i m that the state attorneys p a i d her the unusual 
compliment of referring to her spirited defense as ' 'manly. ' ' 
Under Venetian law, rape was not considered to be a 
part icular ly serious crime either against the v i c t im or 
against society. In this case, however, the H i g h Court 
meted out a severe penalty to the accused because he had 
attacked a pregnant w o m a n , broken into her house, and 
most importantly , had struck her i n the face w i t h a b l o w 
w h i c h must have been d is f igur ing . T h e scoundrel was 
taken back to the neighbourhood where he and Zaneta had 
l ived, soundly beaten, branded three times i n the face, 
imprisoned for a year, and then, banished f rom the city 
and a l l its subject territories for l i fe . 1 7 

T h e real significance of the brutal attack o n Zaneta was 
the substantial amount of violence and hosti l i ty directed 
against the v ic t im, the very elements modern feminists 
underscore as the p r i n c i p a l characteristics of rape. G u i d o 
Ruggerio , w h o has analyzed Zaneta's p l ight as part of a 
larger investigation of c r i m i n a l activity i n fourteenth-
century Venice, observes that, i n some instances, rape, i n 
the historical documents he has examined "appears to be 
so violent and personal that its sexual dimensions are 
almost lost ." "Vio lence played a pr imary role i n the de
scription of the cr ime," he further maintains, "occasionally 
so major that the records are unclear about whether the 
rapist actually succeeded." 1 8 Such was the situation w i t h 
the culpr i t w h o assaulted Zaneta. 

Violence also played an important role i n the analysis of 
rape occurr ing i n the towns of southeastern France located 
a l o n g the Rhone River i n the fifteenth century. Jacques 
Rossiaud, a leading French historian, has examined both 
local and regional judic ia l archives i n his study of 125 
cases of rape recorded i n the sources for the period 1436-
1486. 1 9 Of these, he asserts, 80 percent can be described as 
gangrapes committed by groups of y o u n g bachelors w h o 
usually possessed n o previous c r i m i n a l record. W i t h o u t 
conceal ing their identity, they w o u l d go to the home of a 
w o m a n they wanted d u r i n g the night and create a p u b l i c 
disturbance by ca l l ing their intended vic t im a prostitute 
a n d d e m a n d i n g she come out. N o r m a l l y , neighbours d i d 
not interfere, and if necessary, the y o u n g men broke d o w n 
the door, seized the w o m a n , brought her outside, beat her, 
raped her and afterwards, tried to force her to accept 
money. Sometimes, they w o u l d even drag the v ic t im 
through the streets, eventually p u l l i n g her into a house 
where they d i d as they pleased w i t h her a l l n ight long . 
' 'A lmost a l l these rapes were carried out w i t h unbelievable 
brutality (pregnant women dragged through the snow, 
etc.)," Rossiaud concludes, "but the aggressors never 
attempted to m a i m or k i l l their v i c t i m . " 2 0 

Such consideration o n the part of the assailants pro
vided their prey w i t h little consolation as the rape of 
Jeanne Jacquet reveals. She l ived w i t h her mother and 
step-father i n a rura l vil lage near Troyes, a large town i n 
central France. F o u r y o u n g men broke d o w n the door to 
their home one evening and searched for Jeanne w h o m 
they eventually found h i d i n g i n the attic. They dragged 
her d o w n from that place, p u l l e d her outside where they 
raped her, one after the other, i n the garden. They were 
jo ined by a fifth m a n , a cleric, w h o attacked the y o u n g 
w o m a n only after his friends covered her eyes because he 
was afraid she w o u l d be able to identify h i m . W h i l e the 
scoundrels were dragging her outside, they beat her so 



hard that f o l l o w i n g the assault, she was unable to return to 
work and ult imately she lost her pos i t ion as a domestic 
servant. 2 1 

Jeanne Jacquet was one of those women who belonged 
to the poorest segments of society. A s servant girls, cham
bermaids, and the daughters or wives of common labour
ers or textile workers, they were the most vulnerable 
members of the c o m m u n i t y open to sexual assault. T h e i r 
v ic t imizat ion formed part of the larger social issue of the 
sexual exploitat ion of lower-class women by men from the 
upper ranks of medieval society. In 1364, for example, the 
Venetian state recognized the seriousness of the problem 
by enacting legislation directing its magistrates to actively 
seek out those masters w h o forced themselves u p o n female 
domestics and slaves because such women became vile, less 
efficient and often pregnant when so treated, m u c h to the 
detriment of the citizen body as a whole. The government 
admitted, however, that enforcement of the law w o u l d be 
di f f icul t and few nobles were prosecuted and fewer st i l l 
convicted under its provis ions . 2 2 Across the Italian penin
sula i n the sister republic of Florence, legislation passed i n 
1325 provided monetary penalties for commit t ing rape i n 
accordance w i t h a victim's age, marital status and social 
standing w i t h the lowest fines a p p l y i n g to assaults on 
serving maids. It clearly reveals the l o w esteem i n w h i c h 
they were held i n that c i ty . 2 5 S imi lar ly , laws existed i n 
fourteenth century Sardinia w h i c h provided for a gradu
ated scale of penalties for rape according to a woman's 
condi t ion and status, ranging f rom decapitation for 
attacking a married w o m a n to only a modest fine for 
d o i n g so to a female serf.2 4 In thirteenth century Spain , by 
contrast, royal Cast i l ian officials w o u l d not even consider 
prosecuting aristocrats for having ravished a household 
servant. A single w o m a n w h o l ived as a domestic servant 
i n the home of M a r t i n Ferrandes, a regional governor, 
accused her employer of h a v i n g raped her one night i n his 
house. T h e crime came under the jurisdict ion of a local 
court, but the governor appealed to higher justices for a 
verdict and they dropped a l l charges against h i m , warn ing 
other judic ia l authorities never to entertain such cases 
aga in . 2 5 

James A . Brundage, i n a recent study of law, sex, and 
society i n Medieval Europe, recognizes the marked class 
bias i n c r i m i n a l cases concerned w i t h rape: "the swineherd 
w h o ravished a duchess, if by some miracle he escaped 
mut i la t ion and death, w o u l d be enslaved; the duke w h o 
ravished a shepherdess, if punished at a l l , cou ld make 
compensation by p r o v i d i n g her w i t h a f u l l purse of 
c o i n s . " 2 6 I n most cases, however, the feudal l o r d d i d not 
have to worry about m a k i n g payment for the action he had 

taken against a female f rom the humble classes. H e could 
rape or seduce her w i t h i m p u n i t y . Indeed, the moral code 
of the feudal nobi l i ty , w h i c h presumably protected women 
from sexual assault, d i d not apply to lower-class women. 
Andrew the C h a p l a i n , a twelfth-century Frenchman, w h o 
was acknowledged to be the outstanding authority o n 
courtly love i n Europe at the time, encouraged his noble 
audience to forget about the rules of chivalry when deal ing 
w i t h peasant w o m e n and to take them by force if they 
should feel so inc l ined. It w o u l d be a waste of time and 
words to do otherwise. Moreover, he continued, if peasant 
women were distracted by the finer points of courtly love, 
they could not do their work effectively o n the manors and 
the product ion of food so necessary to sustaining the aris
tocratic way of life might be adversely affected. 2 7 

T h a t noble l ife style was seriously disrupted i n 1358 
when peasants i n northern France exploded i n a massive 
u p r i s i n g against their masters and lords w h o m they 
blamed for oppressive taxation and the miserable condi 
t ion of their lives. T h e rustics went o n a rampage through 
the countryside, b u r n i n g d o w n castles, cutt ing the throats 
of nobles, r a p i n g their wives and daughters and even 
slaughtering their livestock. In one incident, they broke 
into a manorhouse, tied a kn ight securely to a post and 
forced h i m to watch as several men ravished his pregnant 
wife and little daughter. Such savage treatment of aristo
cratic w o m e n especially horri f ied Jean Froissart, w h o , at 
one point i n his narration of events, exclaimed: 

I c o u l d never b r i n g myself to write d o w n the h o r r i 
ble and shameful things w h i c h they d i d to the ladies. 
But, a m o n g other brutal excesses, they k i l l ed a 
knight , put h i m on a spit, and turned h i m at the fire 
and roasted h i m before the lady and her chi ldren. 
After about a dozen of them had violated the lady, 
they tried to force her and her chi ldren to eat the 
knight 's flesh before put t ing them cruelly to death. 2 8 

O n l y people w h o were beyond the bounds of humanity , i n 
the chronicler 's view, c o u l d c o m m i t such ghastly atroci
ties. Even i n the wars between the Christ ians and the 
Saracens, this k i n d of barbarity had not occurred. Accord
i n g to Froissart, the French peasants were smal l and dark, 
v ir tual ly be longing to another race. W h e n they rebelled 
against the nobi l i ty , they became leaderless, mad dogs 
w h o destroyed the p u b l i c order w h i c h he so h i g h l y 
pr ized. 2 9 

Froissart was clearly prejudiced against the lower 
classes as his comments about the French peasantry reveal. 
H e extended those feelings to the urban poor as wel l , speak-



i n g , for example, of the lower-class E n g l i s h i n their capi
tal as "the foul-mouthed, a le - swi l l ing populace of L o n 
d o n . " 3 0 In that city, there occurred o n M a r c h 9, 1320, the 
single most detailed case of rape of w h i c h scholars are 
aware for Later Medieval E n g l a n d . It involved J o a n Seler, 
the eleven-year-old daughter of an artisan, w h o made, sold 
a n d repaired saddles i n a smal l shop. She was seized out
side her father's place of business by a n assailant w h o 
dragged her through the streets of L o n d o n back to his o w n 
lodgings where he fel l u p o n his frightened v ic t im. Accord
i n g to the later reconstruction of the crime based o n Joan's 
tes t imony, 3 1 the culpr i t took her 

between his two arms a n d against her consent and 
l a i d her belly upwards and her back o n the ground, 
and w i t h his r ight hand raised the clothes of the 
same Joan. . .up to her navel, she being clothed i n a 
blue coat and a shift of l ight cloth, and feloniously 
. . .wi th both his hands separated the legs and thighs 
of the same Joan, and w i t h his right h a n d took his 
male organ of such and such a length and size and 
p u t i t i n the secret parts of this same Joan, and 
bruised her watershed and l a i d her open so that she 
was bleeding, and ravished her maidenhead, against 
the peace of o u r L o r d K i n g . . . 

Joan's attacker turned out to be a French merchant, w h o 
later was acquitted of a l l charges of rape. A s a result, J o a n 
Seler f o u n d herself at the mercy of the court w h i c h c o u l d 
have had her arrested and imprisoned for false accusation. 

J o h n Marsha l l Carter has investigated 145 incidents of 
rape occurr ing i n thirteenth and early fourteenth century 
E n g l a n d and discovered that i n 49 percent of these cases 
the alleged v ic t im was arrested for false accusation, dem
onstrating that such legal action represented a serious 
obstacle for those w o m e n w h o wished to report crimes of 
sexual assault. A further deterrent to prosecution must 
have been the l o w rate of convic t ion of assailants. In o n l y 
21 percent of the cases under examinat ion by Carter was 
the suspect found gui l ty and not a l l of these were p u n 
i shed . 3 2 T h e usual punishment , rather than the harsh 
penalties urged i n legal treatises and i n the law, was a 
monetary fine. It had been solemnly enunciated by the 
famed legal theorist H e n r y de Bracton (d. 1268), for exam
ple, that a m a n convicted u p o n a woman's accusation of 
rape was l iable to be b l inded and castrated. T h i s doctrine 
was i n fact so far f rom representing actual practice that 
one mid-thirteenth century judge entertained his friends 
by m a k i n g jokes about i t . 3 3 In 1285, the Statute of West
minster stipulated that any m a n r a p i n g a married w o m a n 
or a v i r g i n w o u l d be considered gui l ty of a felony and 

punished by death. 3 4 In practice, the Statute of Westmin
ster was no more effective than de Bracton's doctrine had 
been. If the purpose of the statute was to secure the hang
i n g of a number of rapists, it failed miserably. N o t a single 
convict ion leading to a n execution can be found i n the 45 
years after the promulgat ion of the statute.5 5 

Under this system of justice, the onus of proof was on 
the vic t im i n E n g l a n d and elsewhere i n Europe as wel l . 
Spanish women i n the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
for example, were put through an excruciatingly p a i n f u l , 
degrading and h u m i l i a t i n g set of procedures before an 
attacker could be put o n trial for his crime. They were 
required to create a p u b l i c outcry over the crime as soon as 
possible. 3 6 In one town, Sepulveda, the vict im was required 
to walk around the walls of the place and cal l out her 
complaints and the name of the rapist as she made her way 
u p to the gate of the castle, there s u m m o n i n g forth the 
town's elected officials to hear her grievances. T h e fo l low
i n g Sunday she brought charges against the m a n i n the 
presence of two of her kinsmen and two other citizens. 3 7 

More widely required across the Iberian peninsula than 
ra is ing the hue and cry was self-inflicted scratches o n the 
victim's face. After c l a w i n g her face, she publ i c ly mourned 
for the loss of her chastity and her honour, removed her 
toca or headband symbol iz ing a wife's or widow's inv io la 
b i l i ty and then demonstrated her h u m i l i a t i o n by grovel
l i n g on the ground. These desperate measures were neces
sary if a w o m a n were to be believed. If a v i r g i n were 
assaulted, by contrast, she could be examined for signs of 
physical v io lat ion by a male assailant. Heath D i l l a r d , w h o 
has investigated the role of women i n the Christ ian Re-
conquest of Spain d u r i n g the M i d d l e Ages and provided 
the informat ion here o n rape, argues convinc ingly that 
"the veracity of a w o m a n w h o accused a m a n of r a p i n g her 
but failed to claw her face was h ighly questionable.. ." She 
notes, however, that " a woman. . .might forego tearing her 
face to hide the dreadful fact [of rape] or to maintain that, 
a l though forcibly abducted, she had managed to escape 
without being v io la ted . " 3 8 

T h e abduction of wives was a serious problem i n the 
frontier society of medieval Spain where women were 
h i g h l y prized as guarantors of permanence and stability i n 
the newly developing Chris t ian communities i n the 
peninsula. Daughters were sometimes carried off by men 
seeking a male, or sometimes they were s imply e loping 
w i t h their lovers to overcome parental disapproval of their 
intended marriage. W h e n seduction or rape d i d not force a 
reluctant family to reconsider their posit ion, i l legal mar
riage and migrat ion often resulted. T h e daughter was dis-



inherited and the couple permanently exiled from the 
c o m m u n i t y . 3 9 

F a m i l y disapproval of an undesirable marriage ran 
counter to the church's insistence that there could be n o 
interference w i t h the right of a m a n and w o m a n to marry 
or not to marry. F r o m the close of the pontificate of 
Alexander III (1159-1181), Brundage maintains that "the 
free choice of matr imonia l partners...took ascendancy 
over family interest and parental wishes i n Cathol ic mar
riage l a w . " 4 0 A contest developed thereafter between the 
church as a guarantor of choice and the family as an agent 
of coercion. In this struggle the family often ignored the 
pos i t ion of the church on marriage and ultimately by the 
end of the M i d d l e Ages parental authority began to over
w h e l m church influence i n matr imonia l affairs w i t h the 
support of the state. In E n g l a n d , the Statute of Westmin
ster of 1285 aided wealthy families i n preventing daughters 
from e loping w i t h undesirable suitors or later agreeing to 
marry a person w h o had forcibly abducted them. Before 
the law was passed, many of the "abductions" were 
n o t h i n g more than artifices whereby women exercised 
their freedom of choice i n marriage and compelled their 
family to accept their decision. T h e new law, however, 
al lowed the k i n g on behalf of wealthy families to charge 
the unwanted suitor w i t h rape. A later act i n the four
teenth century extended the right of accusation directly to 
the father or husband and regarded e loping couples as 
dead i n order to preserve the integrity of the family 
property. 4 1 

In France, the process, by w h i c h women lost the free
dom of choosing their o w n husbands, terminated i n the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries w i t h jurisdict ion over 
marriage passing f rom ecclesiastical courts to secular 
ones—the Parlements. Persons w h o married without pa
rental approval could be el iminated from the family, dis
inherited and charged w i t h the crime of rapt (rape) i n one 
of two forms—rapt de violence (forced abduction) or rapt 
de seduction ( w i l l i n g elopement), both of w h i c h were 
declared capital offenses and punishable by death. 4 2 " T h e 
crime of rapt," according to one scholar, "came to be 
regarded as a k i n d of treason against family and state." 4 3 

T h e church i n the M i d d l e Ages w o u l d have never have 
accepted such a harsh judgement o n either forcible abduc
tion resulting i n marriage or w i l l i n g elopement. Indeed, 
Pope Innocent III (1198-1216) specifically maintained that 
marriage between abductor and v ic t im could take place 
provided both parties consented freely to the u n i o n . 
Abduct ion fol lowed by sexual intercourse, i n his view, was 
not an impediment to marriage. A s one canon lawyer 

l i v i n g i n the first half of the thirteenth century observed, i n 
former times a n abductor had been prohibi ted f rom mar
r y i n g his v i c t i m , but that i n his day the law o n this subject 
had substantially changed. Couples c o u l d wed despite 
family oppos i t ion . C i v i l law s t i l l punished a w o m a n w h o 
eloped w i t h her suitor; the church, by contrast, held that 
a l though a father could disinherit a daughter under 
twenty-five w h o provoked h i m i n this way, she was s t i l l 
entitled to a dowry provided she married a m a n w i t h i n her 
social class. 4 4 

T h e church, to put the matter succinctly, was more 
concerned about the fate of the vic t im i n cases i n v o l v i n g 
rape and abduction than secular authorities were. C i v i l 
law, moreover, had often treated rape itself as a crime 
p r i m a r i l y against the victim's father or male gurardian 
rather than as a violat ion against the person herself as the 
church d i d . T h r o u g h o u t ant iquity and the Early M i d d l e 
Ages, rape had been viewed as a property crime against the 
male under whose authority the vic t im lived. C a n o n law 
beginning i n the late eleventh century made a great 
advance u p o n this pos i t ion by v i e w i n g rape as a cr ime 
against the w o m a n w h o suffered the assault. 4 5 S t i l l , 
according to Brundage, " m e n tended to be skeptical about 
rape complaints and defendants often complained that the 
w o m a n invited the attack.. ." 4 6 

It is f i t t ing to br ing this study of rape i n medieval society 
to an end by c i t i n g the one w o m a n w h o at that time spoke 
out i n anger against these charges. T h e w o m a n was none 
other than Chris t ine de Pisan, the first w o m a n i n Euro
pean history to write i n defense of her o w n sex. " I 
am.. . troubled a n d grieved," de Pisan exclaimed, " w h e n 
men argue that many women want to be raped and that it 
does not bother them at a l l to be raped by men even when 
they verbally protest." W o m e n , she urged, "take abso
lutely no pleasure i n being raped. Indeed, rape is the 
greatest possible sorrow for them. M a n y upr ight women 
have demonstrated that this is true w i t h their o w n credible 
examples . . . " 4 7 She concludes by a p p r o v i n g the supreme 
penalty of execudon for rapists. 
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SAVED 

you headed south 
to the sharp neon and needles 
of new Orleans. 
to that place where 
you had more guns shoved i n your face 
than you can count and men 
w h o relieved themselves i n you 
for o l d bi l ls or 
a slap i n the face. 
but you tell me that's a l l 
behind you now as we sit 
o n a d u l u t h porch d r i n k i n g cold p o p 
i n the summer sun w h i c h is not 
as hot as the one you are used to. 
it's a l l behind you and now 
you are married 
to a good christian man. 
to a good christian m a n w h o 
beats the shit out of you. 
you don't l ike that much but 
y o u love the jesus part i n h i m 
so you stay because you say 
it must be god's w i l l for you. 
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