Introduction

She is seated at a scriptorium desk, wielding the tools of writing (Figure 1).
He stands back, his hands open-palmed as if to bear the imprint of her
work. Reversing the conventional configuration found in many medieval
vernacular manuscripts, this miniature depicts a woman who supplants a
cleric at his customary post and assumes his function as guardian of tex-
tual culture. Further, as the rubric makes clear, this woman is busy com-
posing her response to the master’s text—“the response to the bestiary,
which the lady made against the request made by master Richard de Four-
nival” (la response dou bestiaire que la dame fist contre la requeste que
maistres richars de furnival fist). Her taking to writing gives her the
chance to answer his requeste directly, in the same medium. As she writes,
her eyes hold him with a challenging look: here it is a master who attends
to the word of a literate woman.

This image forms the initial H for the first line of the narrative: “Hom
qui sens a et discretion” (Man, who has sense and understanding). The
woman'’s response is placed within the very letter beginning the word
Hom. It is represented in a way that breaks apart the unitary, homogeneous
character of mankind. In so doing, her response breaks open the discourse
defining and figuring it. Her version of mankind is illustrated as a give-
and-take between a particular woman and man. What would ordinarily be
a subject for disputation among clerical masters such as Richard de Fourni-
val is taken over here by a woman. At the beginning of the narrative, the
confrontation between a master who disputes and a disputing woman en-
genders debate that, in the ensuing text, will be played out according to
their two positions. Questioning the concept mankind and its constituent
languages leads to a sustained interrogation of the learning of one exem-
plary master. Given that the opening sentence paraphrases the incipit of the
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Metaphysics, this woman’s response takes on a well-known treatise of the
Master Philosopher, as Aristotle was called in the high Middle Ages.

I begin my study of the medieval dialectic between masterly writing
and woman’s response with this miniature from the Response au Bestiaire
d’amour because it delineates vividly many of its key questions. First, the
image poses a question concerning the figuration of women in medieval
narrative. What does such figuration suggest a female figure writes in
response to what she reads? That women are represented as quarrelsome
interlocutors or even respondents was already an integral element of
European literature by the twelfth century. Their part is inscribed in the
numerous debate forms that characterize medieval lyric and narrative—
the Provengal tenso, the Old French requeste, complainte, and dialogue
poems, among others. Andreas Capellanus’s mock dialogues in the De
amore (On Love) project female voices that reply to and often foil the suits
of male lovers. The epistolary tradition pairs the work of male writers with
that of women who reply warily. Even in medieval versions of Ovid’s
Heroides, the letters attributed to female correspondents mark a type of
interaction. Yet what happens when a woman is portrayed reacting nega-
tively to a text already in circulation? What happens when her response,
once coded and contained within love literature, breaks out and is estab-
lished separately in the circuit of texts? What are the implications of a dis-
puting female figure whose opposition operates within literate and even
learned culture?

This illumination from the late-thirteenth-century Response au Besti-
aire d’amour also raises the issue of how such figures of master and dis-
puting woman register socially. It prompts us to consider the connection
between figurative languages and conventions of reading and writing pre-
vailing in medieval Europe. Such a connection needs to be gauged ex-
tremely carefully. We can neither reduce the figure to a symptom or effect
of those conventions nor regard them critically as distinct phenomena. In
this manner, the figure of the woman respondent occasions an inquiry into
the practices of vernacular literate culture.

To embark on such an inquiry is to face straightaway a heritage of
vying claims regarding the relation between medieval laywomen and the
domain of written texts. The first investigations sought to establish such a
relation empirically. In the early nineteenth century, critics set out to
prove that medieval women were indeed literate. The French historian
Jules Michelet exemplified this approach. His essay, “Fragments d'un mé-
moire sur ’éducation des femmes” (1838) established the standard for
tracing the development of women'’s skills. “They [women] were deemed
worthy of reading and writing . . . they became learned as well as pious.”
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Michelet’s claim launched the argument for laywomen’s entry into the
world of letters.! In most subsequent efforts to survey the European Mid-
dle Ages, critics collected cases such as the Bestiaire respondent as evidence
for women'’s participation in literate culture.? Whether those examples in-
volved known individuals or textual personae, they were used to substan-
tiate the argument for women’s involvement with written texts. Such a
quantitative way of proceeding laid the groundwork for the view that lay-
women presided over the two principal poles of vernacular literary pro-
duction—as patron and privileged reader. One of the first theorists of lit-
eracy, Herbert Grundmann, articulated this view best when he asserted:
“By women and through them, vernacular poetry achieved a literate form
and became ‘literature.’”? Grundmann’s formula typifies the habit of in-
terpreting the numbers of medieval women linked with bookish culture as
proof of their decisive activity.*

But because such literate women appeared prominently in a world
mediated by a figurative language, their prominence has merited closer
scrutiny. The presence of women readers in vernacular literature raises the
question of their function. As Georges Duby has observed, the instance of
women playing an authoritative role of patron and reader suggests a com-
plex mechanism whereby their bookish superiority works to the advan-
tage of their overlords.” Far from demonstrating women'’s influence over
vernacular writing, it points to their likely function as go-betweens in a
game of clerical control. The figures of “masterful” women readers show
the signs of a certain autonomy: they exercise the skills of reading and
writing associated with the clergy. Yet, at the same time, these figures be-
speak the designs of a small, literate caste that presents women in this
light so as to better discipline them. The long-standing link between
women and the literary sphere is too fraught to allow for a one-to-one cor-
respondence between textual figure and social role. Under the iconoclastic
pressure of feminist analyses, the convention of the female reader has
been effectively dismantled so as to reveal the fact that such images need
not necessarily confirm laywomen’s influential participation in literate
culture.®

For all their differences, what these two interpretative positions share,
paradoxically, is a very limited conception of women’s relation to the do-
main of written texts. Women are restricted to first-degree literacy. While
they are attributed the elementary skills of reading and writing, rarely, if
ever, are they deemed to use them practically. Their involvement in letters
is passive. Moreover, medieval laywomen in these accounts are missing
the “literate” mentality by which one interprets and adjudicates the world
textually. Such an understanding is discernible across much high-medieval
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vernacular literature. Women are commonly typed as literalists—unable
to pass beyond the letter of a text. From the scores of inscribed female
readers in romance to Dante’s Francesca, they are presented as reading
poorly, prone to misunderstanding.” And their poor reading record has
everything to do with their inability to gain access to the symbolic: “The
woman says: these things are too obscure for me, and your words are too
allegorical; you will have to explain what you mean” (Mulier ait: hi mihi
sunt nimis sermones obscuri nimisque verba reposita, nisi ipsa tua faciat
interpretatio manifesta; De amore, book I).2 Like one of Andreas Capel-
lanus’s personae in the De amore, women are represented as confused by
any level of signification other than the literal. They appear beholden to
their masterly interlocutors to make the symbolic comprehensible. Yet
even with such instruction, it is unclear whether they are ever fully initi-
ated into the symbolic mode (verba reposita).

By contrast, the cleric is singled out by his subtle and sophisticated fig-
urative understanding.’ Trained to extract the kernel of meaning from its
various husks—as the exegetical trope describes the process—the clerk
excels in working his texts symbolically. The figura is his characteristic
property.’® It is, of course, the master—the head of clerkly culture—who
champions the symbolic register.!! Like the cleric in the Response au Bes-
tigire miniature, the magister is meant to brandish the figura, and with it
all the tools of text-based learning.

This typing of the woman vis-a-vis the master brings us to the basis of
a literate mentality. As Brian Stock has argued, the difference between lit-
eral and symbolic makes sense only within the framework of literate cul-
ture. He writes: “Such a distinction [figure/truth, symbolic/literal], of
course, was unthinkable without a resort to the intellectual structures of
allegory, which were in turn a byproduct of the literate sensibility. For, to
find an inner meaning, one first had to understand the notion of a text ad
litteram.”"? In this sense, the idea of women’s participation in the work of
high-medieval literate culture looks compromised. Insofar as they are usu-
ally depicted laboring over a literal sense, they are not judged to be literate
in the fullest possible measure. Women's second-degree literacy appears
untenable. So too their capacity to operate within a world defined by texts.
The masterful act of symbolic interpretation seems out of reach, with the
result that women's engagement with such interpretation through writing
looks an even more remote affair.

Is the Bestiaire respondent then just another in the long line of literal-
ists represented by medieval narrative? When she takes stylus in hand to
write against the master’s requeste, does she concentrate only upon its lit-
eral sense? Early on in her text, she observes: “For truly I know that there
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is no beast who should be feared like a gentle word that comes deceiving.
And I think it well that one can be a little on guard against it” (Car je sai
vraiement qu’il n’est beste qui tant fache a douter comme douche parole
qui vient en dechevant. Et si cuic[h] bien que contre li se puet on peu
warder)."® This respondent recognizes the power of the symbolic and be-
gins to pick the master’s bestiary metaphors apart adroitly. She analyzes
the symbolic language they comprise as a form of damage to women. Yet
in so doing, she is represented as capable of deploying the symbolic her-
self. In fact, her reading exploits the figura as fully as would any master’s
lesson. In the Response, it is no longer a question of whether a woman can
interpret symbolically or not, but rather what her interpretation enables
her to do.

I shall argue that the encounter between the master and the woman re-
spondent changes the medieval type of the female literalist in significant
ways. There we can discern how women respondents emerge as decoders of
the symbols of masterly writing. More importantly, in such an encounter
we can find them becoming critics of that writing. If the case of the Besti-
aire d’amour respondent gives us any clue, women are seen to interpret
negatively the symbolic language associated with the masters. Far from re-
maining at a superficial level, stumped by the letter of a text, the respon-
dent comes to exercise her own skills in symbolic interpretation. With
these skills, she is equipped to contest the sexualized representations of
women—the various feminine metaphors of flora and fauna—that hold
sway, and to challenge the very symbol system that defines the clerico-
courtly discourse authoritatively.'* Indeed, the respondent disputes what I
call, after Pierre Bourdieu, the symbolic domination of a tradition of rep-
resenting women in medieval letters.!®

Once we begin to entertain such an argument, we should consider any
medieval models of a woman'’s response. There are, in fact, many, though
they have rarely been conceptualized as such.'é The first, pervasive model is
a rhetorical one. A variety of medieval topoi existed that associated wom-
an’s language with the format of response. Dante evokes them suggestively
in the De vulgari eloquentia where he surmises: “But although in the
Scriptures woman is found to have spoken first, it is nevertheless reason-
able for us to believe that man spoke first. For it is incongruous to think
that such an extraordinary act for humankind could have first flowed forth
from a woman rather than from a man . . . man spoke first by way of re-
sponse” (Sed quanquam mulier in scriptis prius inveniatur locuta, ratio-
nabile tamen est ut hominem prius locutum fuisse credamus: et inconve-
nienter putatur, tam egregium humani generis actum, vel prius quam a
viro, a foemina profluisse . . . per viam responsionis primum fuisse locutum
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(book I, iv)."” According to the standard topoi taken from the Bible, the first
human speech act in Eden is attributed to Eve. Yet even when this is denied
and reassigned to Adam, Eve’s speech remains situated in the framework of
response. If she did utter the originary word, she did so in reply to the Lord.
If she did not, she is still described implicitly as responding to her human
lord. This account of the first Edenic dialogue reiterates the scholastic belief
in the secondary status of human language. And in its puzzlement over
Eve, it accentuates the peculiar secondariness of her speech. Starting in par-
adise, women are allotted the role of respondent.'®

In the high-medieval didactic work known as the Miroir des bonnes
femmes we can see how the rhetoric of the woman’s response is further re-
inforced.’ Commenting upon the Biblical scenario in Eden, the Miroir fo-
cuses on Eve’s response not to God or Adam but to the snake. The rubric
reads: “The second stupidity of Eve was that she responded too frivo-
lously” (la seconde sotie de eue fu en ce quele respondi trop liegierement).
In this manual on noblewomen’s comportment, Eve’s responsiveness is in-
troduced as a negative exemplum. It is a preeminent illustration of how
not to behave. The passage continues: “I want you to know the story of the
wise lady who responded to the mad knight and who spoke of [his] folly.
She did not reply without her lord, but she would talk openly with him
[her lord] about it. If she took the knight for mad, he took her for wise.”?°
In this comparison between Eve and la sage dame, the first woman is one
with a loose tongue who does not recognize the dangers of her responsive-
ness. The wise lady, however, refrains from the linguistic errors of her pro-
genetrix. In an obvious courtly setting, the lady reacts circumspectly to
the problem of answering men. She is seen to recognize the dangers of
their “mad” language. With this exemplum, the Miroir promotes a lesson
of a wary response. The wise lady rebuffs the advances of unreliable suit-
ors who speak to her and follows instead the verbal lead of her lord. Who-
ever that lord might be, she is positioned to speak after, to take up his first
utterance. The wise woman’s response is defined by the moral “Don’t
speak until spoken to.”

These two cases from the late Middle Ages testify to the rhetoric of
women’s propensity for response. There are many others. Found in fic-
tional and didactic works alike, the topos of the woman respondent estab-
lishes the link between woman's language and the posture of replying to
man’s. This link could be constructed negatively or positively. As we have
seen, once responsiveness is labeled a fault, a woman'’s response per se is
colored pejoratively. And yet absolute silence being impossible, the form
and substance of a woman’s response were also addressed. In this sense
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the topos could be inflected positively, in keeping with the classical Latin
etymology of the verb respondere—to reciprocate, to promise or pledge
in return. As long as a woman'’s response conformed to the dictates of
a man’s verbal act, it could function usefully in the network of human
communication.

These rhetorical characterizations undergird the second, generic model
of woman’s response. Again, the etymology of the word makes the point
clearly: response is a Provengal, Old French neologism—a characteristically
medieval form. Already apparent in the range of Provengcal genres in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, it involves dialogue and debate poems that
evolve between a female and a male speaker.?! Of the various poetic genres
that fit this definition, the most noteworthy is the tenso, one that, signifi-
cantly enough, is well represented in the repertory of the trobaritz, the
women troubadours.?? According to Peter Dronke, all these “response”
forms share “the spontaneous movement of poetic answering.”?* Without
delving into the stereotypes that lead Dronke to associate spontaneity with
putative female genres—something we have already found to be amply
borne out rhetorically (compare spontaneous/legere)—I want to point out
the key element of “answering.” The Provencal tenso develops as a series of
responses to a statement of love. The genre depicts adversarial male and fe-
male personae who dispute various aspects of love. Invariably the woman is
in a position of resisting the man’s onslaught. The tenso between Guillelma
de Rosers and Lanfranc Cigala exemplifies this dynamic:

Domna, poder ai eu et ardimen

Non contra vos, qe.us vences en iazen,
Per q’eu fui fols car ab vos pris conten,
Mas vencut vueilh ge m’aiatz con ge sia.

Lafranc, aitan vos autrei e.us consen
Qe tant mi sen de cor e d’ardimen
C’ab aital geing con domna si defen
Mi defendri’al plus ardit ge sia.
(lines 49-56)*

Lady, I have the strength and the daring not to oppose you since I
could vanquish you lying down, for which reason I was crazy to
have started disputing with you, but because I desire that you
should vanquish me in whatever way possible. Lafranc, I grant and
assure you that I feel such daring of heart that with the savvy with
which a woman defends herself, I shall defend myself in the most
brazen way possible.
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These two final stanzas of the tenso reveal the twofold challenge of a
woman'’s response. Guillelma is reckoning with the various maneuvers
that typify Lanfranc’s language—here, the characteristic claim that the
man will prevail by being overcome by the woman. This paradoxical con-
tention is coded in terms of men’s force (poder) versus women’s savvy
(geing). Yet the woman interlocutor is confronting the designs of amorous
discourse the personae articulate. The defense she must mount is also di-
rected against the very tradition of speaking about love to women. Guil-
lelma and Lanfranc’s tenso dramatizes the formidable power of a prevail-
ing symbolic language.

In the Old French repertory of requeste/response, the problem of con-
testing that symbolic power also comes to the fore. Take, for instance, an
early-fourteenth-century case entitled La Priére d'un clerc et la response
d'une dame.?® The woman contends:

Dites quanque voudrez, je vous escouterai,
Mes ja, certes, pour cen plus tost n’ous amerai.
Ja pour toutes vos truffles plus fole ne serai.
Ausi com la cygoigne ne plus ne mainz ferai.

La cygoigne mengiie le venim et ’'ordure

Ja ne li mesfera, quer c’est de sa nature.

Mes non fera a moi, j’en sui toute seiire,

Trestout vostre parler, quant je n’i met ma cure.

(lines 181-88)

Say whatever you want to, I'll listen to you. But I will not love you,
that is more than certain. For all your foolishnesses, I will not be so
mad. Just like the stork, I'll do no more, no less. The stork ingests
venom and dung so that they will not hurt it, for that is its nature.
But so long as I take care, your talk will not do it [harm] to me, I'm
sure of it.

Her response focuses on the question of the clerk’s dangerous language.
The trope of truffles (foolishnesses) captures the flavor of a language that
is outlandish and at the same time disturbing. Further, it carries with it a
foul intent (venim/ordure). The respondent thus deploys her own symbol
of the stork not only to keep her distance but to expose the potential harm
of the clerk’s word. Implicitly she elaborates a critique. From within the
conventions of amorous discourse, this woman'’s response signals a chal-
lenge to that discourse. However discreetly, the response raises the issue of
the discourse’s possible destructive effects.

There are also signs of such a challenge in the epistolary genres of
Old French known as saluts d’amour. In the unusual instance of a late-
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thirteenth-century love letter attributed to a woman (salus d’amours fémi-
nin), the respondent takes her clerkly interlocutor to task linguistically:26

Biaus amis, qui si me proiez,

je ne cuit pas que vous soiez

si destroiz por moi com vous dites,

car trop de losenges petites

savez por la gent decevoir.

Honis soit qui a dame dira

qu'il l'aint, sil ne dit voir.

(lines 1-7)

Dear friend who beseeches me, I don't think that you can be quite so
distressed about me as you say, for you know too many of the little
slanderous expressions [losenges] to deceive people. “He who does
not tell the truth when he says he loves a woman shall be shamed.”

The problem, once again, resides in the disturbing and fraudulent charac-
ter of the clerk’s language. “Losenges” is no external threat here. It does
not refer to the paradigmatic slander of those outsiders called lauzengiers
or mesdisants who play a stock role in medieval love poetry. Instead
“losenges” is internalized. It comprises a danger intrinsic to the prevail-
ing discourse invoked by a lover to address his lady. The notion of verbal
destructiveness thus applies to its conventional figures. It is the woman
respondent who begins to say as much.

Such a concept of verbal destructiveness was taken over by many me-
dieval clerical writers to justify the model of the modest woman who
speaks circumspectly. Witness the late-twelfth-century didactic text, Le
Chastoiement des dames of Robert de Blois.”’ In a commentary on wom-
an’s social manners, Blois is concerned with instructing women how to de-
cline requestes or offers of love. His concern has everything to do with the
likely harmful quality of those offers. In Blois’s account, declining means
knowing how to avoid this harm by responding to the would-be lover in
an unambiguously negative way. To this end, he sees fit to include a trial
response for his women readers:

Quant vos sa plainte of avrez,
Tot ensi se li respondez:

“Beaux sire, certes a mon vuil
N’avroiz vos jai de par moi duil,
Et se vos por moi vos dolez,
Saichiez bien que fol cuer avez....
Ne sai qu’en moi veii avez,

Mes bien pert que vos me tenez
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A la plus nice, a la plus fole,
Quant dite m’avez tel parole.

De tel beaulté ne suis je mie,
Qu'ale face panser folie.

Et certes se je tele estoie,

Plus natemant me garderoie....
Ne le dites pas en riant,

Mes ausi con par mautalant.
(lines 68489, 714-21, 738-39)

When you have heard his complaint, respond in the following man-
ner. “Dear sir, it is certainly not my wish that you have any sorrows,
and if you are grieving on my account, you should know that you
have a mad heart. . . . [ don’t know what you saw in me, but you are
lost if you take me for the most gullible and naive when you speak
to me with that language. I am hardly that beautiful; it would be
madness to think so. And were I like that, I would be careful to be
on guard. . ..” Don't tell him [the knight] this laughingly, but with a
certain irritation.

Blois elaborates an unyielding “woman’s response”; it exposes the fallacies
of the knight’s beguiling pretty talk, just as it queries its ulterior motives.
Moreover, it is meant to be delivered sharply and judgmentally.

As the final recommendation in a comprehensive scheme to discipline
women’s conduct, Blois’s set piece gives us some sense of the net of ma-
neuver and manipulation in which a woman’s response is caught. That
Blois ordains what the response should say and how it should be spoken is
symptomatic of the habit in high-medieval culture to prescribe women'’s
voices. It is his prerogative as cleric to establish how the woman responds.
Further, it points to the larger social value of training laywomen to be
wary as far as men’s advances are concerned. This is part of the clerical
learning about women that I shall explore in part 1. Yet precisely this in-
terest of Blois’s in mandating a woman's response gives us a glimpse of the
response’s considerable strategic potential. His insistence on devising his
own version bespeaks a concern for all that women could say in response
to the dominant courtly and clerical discourse on them. Whereas Blois’s
response lets that discourse stand unscathed, there is always the possibility
for others to take on that discourse critically.

Here we circle back to our argument regarding the woman'’s response.
Throughout the high Middle Ages, the response increasingly became a field
for challenging the dominant feminine symbols in poetic discourse.
Rhetorically and generically, it provided a framework in which a critique of
the standard figures could develop. And in this it corresponded strikingly
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with the scholastic ritual of the disputation. While the woman’s response
displayed a contestatory aspect typical of so much of medieval literature, it
derived its particular force from the disputatio.?® Moreover, it resembled
the set role of the responsio (response) in these debates as they were con-
ducted in the schools and the universities. This is the role of the student set
the task of replying to the masters and disputing their propositions point
for point. The Bestiaire d’amour respondent epitomizes such a student; in
fact, the intense oppositional engagement of her response mimics the pub-
lic sparring matches of the disputation that defined intellectual life in the
high Middle Ages. This disputational character of the woman’s response
was further reinforced by a variety of social factors: the numbers of noble
and bourgeois literate women during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
were steady, the rudiments of education were placed in their hands, and op-
portunities for book learning were even available to them.? Socially, there
were reasons supporting women’s figurative affiliation with scholastic
practices such as the disputatio. By the late Middle Ages, at the time of
those heated debates known as the Querelle des femmes, the figure of the
woman respondent/disputant no longer conformed to the many powerful
courtly and clerical prototypes in the line of Blois.

But how could a woman's response intervene efficaciously in the do-
main of textual culture? Even when we account for the prestigious model
of the disputatio informing it, the question of its specific challenge still re-
mains. Faced with a discourse on women legitimated by clerkly scholar-
ship, how precisely could the response dispute it? The cardinal criterion
available to the woman’s response, I shall argue, is the idea of injurious
language: words in and of themselves can cause harm to the public. Such
an idea proves especially elusive to us today. In a society where our sense
of the power of language is so thoroughly attenuated by other media,
where violence is linked more and more with audiovisual imagery, the
possibility that words can enact harm is difficult to fathom. Were it not for
the reemerging concern over hate speech and the idioms of “fighting
words,” the idea of verbal injury would seem remote, little more than a cu-
rious avatar of an earlier mentality.*® Yet for much of medieval culture, in-
jurious language was an article of faith. “Sometimes words cause more
trouble than flogging” (aliquando plus turbant verba quam verbera). Greg-
ory the Great’s dictum, cited proverbially throughout the Middle Ages,
exemplifies this sense of the damaging power of language. The echo
“verba/verbera” gets at the heart of the analogy between words and phys-
ical blows. In a preprint society such as the medieval world, this link was
acutely felt, and with it the fundamental connection between words and
action. Simply put, words constituted action. Neither a substitute nor an
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alternative for action, they functioned as action. They were thus also
actionable.

The signs for this medieval understanding of injurious language are le-
gion. Inheriting the classical rhetorical conceptions of the languages of
praise and blame, many thinkers from the twelfth century on were preoccu-
pied with the good that words could incur and the harm that they could in-
flict.>* Among the many treatises on the language arts, there were those that
dealt specifically with disciplining the tongue. Take, for example, Albertano
of Brescia’s Liber de doctrina loquendi et tacendi (Book on the Doctrine of
Speaking and Being Silent) and Hugh of Saint Cher’s De custodia linguae
(Concerning the Care of Language).>? And there were those that focused on
the problem of wayward language, such as Robert Grosseteste’s De detrac-
tione et eius malis (On Detraction and its Evil).3® Given this preoccupation,
it is hardly surprising that catalogues of verbal transgression were drawn up.
In the high Middle Ages, we can point to a significant number of clerical pas-
toral manuals that identified every possible transgressive speech act. Slan-
der, perjury, rumor mongering, sarcasm, lying, invective, calumny, false
praise: all these types were laid out and assessed according to motivation,
defining features, and appropriate compensation.?* In these analyses, the
rhetorical categories of injurious language are approached practically. As a
result, their occurrence in everyday speech and writing can be judged. Acts
of verbal injury are subject to correction. Whether these particular pastoral
manuals were ever used to condemn individuals and mete out punishment is
a moot point. But what is clear is the governing mentality among the me-
dieval clergy and society at large that evaluated any number of speech acts as
punishable.? Indeed, such acts were criminalized. This is borne out amply
by the inquisitional record of public beatings and mutilation of those con-
victed of various verbal sins. The person who spoke injuriously against ec-
clesiastical or political authority was to suffer the consequences physically:
that person’s words were turned back against the body itself.3

What was already a profound understanding of injurious language
gained further technical weight during the later Middle Ages. This was
due in no small part to the revival of Roman law.¥” The canonists’ exten-
sive commentary on Justinian’s Code and other inherited precepts brought
to the fore the Roman conception of iniuria as the code defined it.>® “You
can bring an action for injury in the usual way against those who are as-
certained to have done anything for the purpose of reflecting upon your
character” (quin immo adversus eos, quos minuendae opinionis tuae causa
aliquid confecisse comperietur, more solito iniuriarum iudicio experiri
potes).?® This statute established a tort whereby any offense directed
against an individual’s or a group’s reputation was subject to legal judg-
ment. According to medieval canonists, it stigmatized any words intended
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to hurt a person’s or group’s public name.*’ The code’s statute and its me-
dieval interpretations thus served to reinforce the rhetorical and pastoral
principle of injurious language. Over the course of the fourteenth century,
this principle grew more and more prominent precisely because it was as-
sociated with the formidable apparatus of classical legal thought.#! In this
manner, it became a question of political discussion as much as a clerical,
ecclesiastical concern. By the fifteenth century, the problem of verbal in-
jury was focused in the public domain.*?

I sketch this background so that we can recognize the context for the idea
of verbal injury in the woman'’s response. Its use was by no means unique.
In fact, it was symptomatic of the pervasive concern over verba/verbera
animating high-medieval society. But it was nevertheless highly unusual
for the woman's response to employ the concept of verbal injury as a
powerful tool against the dominant symbolic discourse on women. Ordi-
narily, we are accustomed to attribute such a concept to the powers that
be. It is the prerogative of the prevailing authorities, who invoke it as a
way of securing the existing order. In periods of social unrest such as the
later Middle Ages, the Church used it to brand the delinquent believer, or
royalty employed it to single out the seditious language of citizens it sus-
pected. With the charge of verbal injury, the heretic and the traitor were
stigmatized, accused of the worst verbal infraction—blasphemy.** Yet in
the case of the medieval woman's response, this charge was taken right to
the center of a reigning poetic discourse. The criterion of injurious lan-
guage was a spearhead directed against the most orthodox symbolic lan-
guage about women, and thus against the most indisputable.* It was the
driving principle of a developing critique of the prevailing feminine rep-
resentation that passed for learning in vernacular medieval culture.

No work better stood for this learning than the Roman de la rose. Yet
significantly, no French work more powerfully elicited the problem of ver-
bal injury. Contained within Guillaume de Lorris’s and Jean de Meun'’s
text are both a stock of misogynous wisdom concerning women and an
analysis of slander—all this in a narrative that closely resembles a univer-
sity debate between masters and disciples. As many have remarked, the
Rose is a disputatio gathering together various authorities who speak ve-
hemently and often slanderously on the subject of loving women.® It is
the female allegorical figure, Reason, who addresses explicitly the danger
of such slanderous or injurious language:

Tencier est venjance mauvese;

et si doiz savoir que mesdire

est encore venjance pire.

Mout autrement m’en vengeraie,
se venjance avoir en volaie;
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car se tu meffez ou mesdiz,

ou par mes fez ou par mes diz

secreement t’en puis reprendre

por toi chastier et aprendre,

sans blasme et sanz diffamement. . . .

Je ne veill pas aus genz tancier,

ne par mon dit desavancier

ne diffamer nule persone,

quele qu’ele soit, mauvese ou bone.
(lines 6976—85, 6993—96)%

Quarreling is evil vengeance, and you should know that slander is
even worse. If I wanted vengeance, I would avenge myself in quite
another way. For if you misbehaved or spoke slanderously, I would
secretly find a way through my actions and my words to chastise
and instruct you without blame and without defaming you. ... I do
not wish to quarrel with people or to repel or defame anyone by my
word, whomever he might be, good or bad.

Reason distinguishes her own teaching by the absence of any defamatory el-
ements. It is, quite simply, blameless. Yet in making this distinction, Reason
draws attention to the potential link between authoritative languages and
slander. She suggests the possibility that those languages promoted as doc-
trine can prove injurious. Such a possibility inheres in the speeches of many
of the allegorical personages in Jean de Meun'’s Rose. We have only to think
of Genius, Ami, or Male Bouche, the emblematic bad-mouther. But in its
largest terms, that possibility of slander implicates the narrative as a whole.
The profound irony is that the text constituting the most encyclopedic me-
dieval knowledge of women, as well as the most elaborate symbolic lan-
guage representing them, raises the issue of its own injurious character.

This problematic of verbal injury was pursued specifically in relation to
poetic texts by the fourteenth-century writer Guillaume de Machaut. His
Jugement dou Roy de Navarre rehearses a dispute between a lady and
Guillaume over the slander of women in his love poetry:

Guillaume. . ..

Se je le say, vous le savez,

Car le fait devers vous avez

En l'un de vos livres escript,

Bien devisié et bien descript:

Si resgardez dedens vos livres.

Bien say que vous n’estes pas ivres,

Quant vos fais amoureus ditez.
(lines 862, 865—71)+
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Guillaume. . . . If I know it, you know it, for the matter involving
you is what you have written in one of your books and well de-
scribed and depicted. So look in your books. I really know that you
aren’t drunk when you compose love poetry.

Here the charge of “mesdisance” (line 831) is levied against the writing of
an individual poet. This disputant takes exception to one of his books, and
by extension to all of his work. She is unwilling to accept the usual excuse
of unruly behavior (ivresse) that is part and parcel of the lover-poet’s iden-
tity in medieval amorous discourse. Of course we must not lose sight of
the fact that her charge of verbal injury comes out of Machaut’s own text.
Like the Rose, the Jugement dramatizes the problematic. Indeed it goes so
far as to represent Guillaume’s desire for correction (line 911). Yet by dint
of explicitly presenting the problem, the Jugement attempts to deflect it.
Depicting the poet’s own judgment and punishment is one way of defend-
ing him against the claim that his work is slanderous.

With the early-fifteenth-century Querelle des femmes, the problem of
verbal injury gained particular momentum.* In this framework, it moved
out of the context of poetic works and into that of public polemic. The first
authoritative text targeted was, not surprisingly, the Roman de la rose. It
was the professional writer Christine de Pizan who launched the charge
of slander in an open debate with several Parisian humanists defending
Maitre Jean de Meun. This woman’s charge exploited the issue of verbal
injury in several innovative ways. To begin with, Christine’s dispute with
the Rose introduced a particular technical conception of defamation.*’ In
her first letter addressed to Jean de Meun’s humanist defenders, she asks:

En quel maniere puet estre vallable et a bonne fin ce que tant et si ex-
cessivement, impettueusement et tres nonveritablement il accuse,
blasme et diffame femmes de pluseurs tres grans vices et leurs meurs
tesmoingne estre plains de toute perversité?>

In what manner could it [the Rose] be valuable and directed toward

a good end, that which accuses and blames women so excessively,
impetuously and so untruthfully, which defames them by several enor-
mous vices and finds their behavior full of all manner of perversity?

Christine’s question draws attention to the effects of defamatory language.
And it refines the general idea of words that do harm by reintroducing the
classical notion that words can damage the fame (fama) of a person or
group.>! On a larger scale, Christine’s critique of the Rose made visible the
public reputation of women and its peculiar vulnerability to defamation.
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Consequently, it planted the problem of texts defaming women squarely
in the public domain. Her part in the Querelle du Roman de la rose made
it an issue for the community as a whole. As Christine asserted in the
same letter: “A work of no utility and out of the common good . . . is not
praiseworthy” (oevre sans utilité et hors bien commun ou propre . . . ne
fait a louer; Hicks, 21).

In this notion of “the common good” we can detect the second, far-
reaching innovation of Christine’s disputation. Putting the emphasis on
the public implications of defamation enabled her to transform the Que-
relle de la Rose ethically. Ultimately Christine is concerned with the dam-
aging effects a defamatory text can produce upon the public. What injures
a particular social group injures that society at large—the body politic.
Christine engaged with the Rose powerfully by gauging the social benefits
or liabilities of this text and by holding it publicly responsible. Following
her lead, we will examine this question of the value or end of medieval
works representing women; our inquiry will bring us to consider their
defamatory language from an ethical point of view.

However singular Christine’s disputation may appear, its ethical point
was by no means lost. Another debate in the fifteenth-century Querelle
des femmes pushed it still further. With the controversy over the poem La
Belle Dame sans merci by the well-known court poet Alain Chartier, the
problem of the value of a work became a matter of public adjudication. In a
response to Chartier’s poem attributed to three women, “Jeanne, Kather-
ine, and Marie,” the notion of defamation against women was exploited in
a fully legal sense. Such a juridical conception was already apparent in the
Querelle de la Rose: when Christine lodges her complaint against Jean de
Meun'’s text in the public forum, she speaks legalistically. Indeed there are
many cases, such as Guillaume de Machaut’s Jugement poems, where a le-
galistic force is brought to bear on literary language. The pattern reaches
all the way back to the Roman de la rose and the teachings of Reason cited
above, where she alludes to the right to plead the case of defamation before
a judge (par pleindre, quant tens en seroit, au juige, qui droit m’en feroit;
lines 6989-90).

What distinguishes the women's dispute with Chartier’s Belle Dame is
the move to charge an authoritative poetic text with a crime of defa-
mation. Jeanne, Katherine, and Marie indict the poet for his “writings
in which you defame us so greatly that we became infamous” (tes escrips,
esquelz tu nous diffames Tant grandement que se fuissons infames; lines
12-13).52 The women make the link between his defamatory writing and
their infamy—their complete loss of fame or reputation legally speaking.
Because the masterful writing of Chartier causes their name to become
infamous, they seek amends. This fifteenth-century woman’s response
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worked to make the language of an authoritative poem not only ethically
responsible but legally actionable as well.

This move comes from figures not easily associated with the privilege
of legal redress. In this late-medieval scene, the case of women disputants
“suing” an established and well-regarded poet is eye-catching. Once
again the roles are reversed, and women representing the public domain
with the power of the law behind them dispute the defamatory language
of a prominent poetic text: they take on a work of a master poet by re-
course to the magistrate.

“In the search to injure another verbally, is there not, in effect, the
idea of preventing the other from responding, of shutting the person up;
is there not also this idea of combat in words—of jousting, so to speak—
where the one who shuts up loses, and the art of responding is considered
a type of self-mastery?”* Evelyne Largueche’s description echoes haunt-
ingly with the problem and the promise of the medieval woman'’s re-
sponse. The woman’s response is bound by the dominant discourse on
woman that promotes the model of the modest and wary woman. It is
caught somewhere between discreet talk and silence, between reacting
politely and, in Larguéche’s terms, being shut up. Given the possibilities
that such a discourse is injurious, such silence seems all the more likely.
Yet the medieval woman’s response allows for a challenge. More impor-
tantly it forges that challenge in the well-known but seemingly inappli-
cable terms of injurious language. Entering the combat of words that is
the disputation, the woman'’s response reverses the usual dynamic of in-
jurious language by naming it outright. As a result, the concept of verbal
injury can be directed at the heart of the discourse on women relayed by
clerical magistri and master vernacular poets. This concept can be attrib-
uted to the very powers that promulgate the notion and reserve it for
stigmatizing outsiders. In the pages that follow, I shall track the various
rhetorical, ethical, and legal ways the woman’s response foregrounded
the problem of the social controls of discourse. Tracing the response in
late-medieval French culture will clarify what I take to be an important
chapter in the history of the conception of verbal injury. Within the
framework of the response, the conception is progressively shaped—
from the general notion of insulting language to the technical under-
standing of defamation. The woman’s disputational response attests to
major developments in the view that language found to be damaging can
be taken to public account. The polemical debates of late-medieval France
offer a particularly rich site for establishing such language as actionable.

In order to study the dialectic between masterful writing and women'’s re-
sponse, I have made this book a diptych, with one part for each position.
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These positions are by no means fixed. I do not intend to reinforce two bi-
nary opposites pitting master against woman respondent. I derive these
positions from the medieval disputation and use them pragmatically. My
pragmatic choice is especially crucial when it comes to the position of the
woman’s response. By attributing a role from the disputation to female
figures, I do not assign to them any particular definition of femininity.
Nor do I assume them to be women. In this study, the medieval figure of a
woman disputant is a role that can be played by anyone. This is already ev-
ident in the disputation, since its performative quality allows participants
to take on a number of different roles. The disputational figure of a woman
could be deployed by women or men. The Bestiaire d’amour respondent
illustrates how difficult it is to know which is the case. But we do know
that this figure was adopted by individual women, as the case of Christine
de Pizan demonstrates clearly. I shall examine all these cases together be-
cause, in the end, it is not the gender of those who use the figure of the
woman respondent that concerns me. Rather it is the functions and effects
of the figure. What are the implications of this figure emerging in late me-
dieval literate culture?

Pursuing such a question involves an enormous field of inquiry. This is
particularly true because of the disputational character of so much of me-
dieval literature. I have selected texts that explicitly stage the encounter
between the figures of master and woman respondent. And I begin by
studying the medieval institution of mastery so as to establish the context
and the terms of the woman respondent’s interventions. Part 1 traces the
ritual practices of the clerical world of learning as they appear in high-
medieval French narrative. Like their scholastic brethren, the vernacular
figures of the master and disciple test their knowledge of women in the
disputation. This testing process creates and reinforces a language about
women that proves domineering. I will look first at the various ways the
disputation over women functions as a binding agent between disciples,
that trains them for the role of magister. But I will focus principally on a
symbolic domination of women resulting from the language shared by
master and disciple. Two models of mastery, the Ovidian and Aristotelian,
will serve as test cases. Looking at a variety of debate poems that use
these models will enable us to clarify how such a domination operates. In
thirteenth-century and fourteenth-century narrative, however, there are
signs that the intellectual mastery of women is no sure thing, and corre-
spondingly, that the symbolic dominance it exerts does not hold. In chap-
ters 2 and 3 of part 1, I shall trace the uneven legacy of this symbolic
domination.

Part 2 investigates how the woman respondent came to dispute a
dominant masterly discourse on women. By shifting from the figures of
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masters disputing the subject of women to the figures of women disput-
ing, I sharpen the issue of a discourse’s accountability to its audiences. In
what ways did the woman’s response press the problem of the social
regulation of representation? There were already glimmerings of this
problem within thirteenth-century and fourteenth-century narrative;
the Bestiaire d’amour and the Response au Bestiaire illustrate this
amply. Yet in the later Middle Ages the problem intensified. Not only did
the woman’s response indict existing texts, but in the case of Jean
LeFevre’s Livre de leesce and the debate over the Roman de la rose it ar-
raigned the canonical works of earlier generations. The woman’s re-
sponse reached back in textual time, extending its challenge of verbal
damage to the literary tradition per se. In studying the later phenomenon
of the Querelle, I wish, then, to draw connections between the critique of
feminine representation internal to the masterly discourse and the cri-
tique coming from without, between a lover’s “wounding, beautiful
talk,” as one respondent puts it, and the injurious character of the dis-
course as a whole.





