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Chapter One


INTRODUCTION

THE CHILDREN OF the human race are dependent on their parents for a far longer period of time than any other living creatures, and there is a vast sum of knowledge that must be taught them in order that they may become acceptable members of the society into which they have been born. And ever since mankind invented the art of writing, floods of words have poured forth, some wise, some obvious, some plain silly, in regard to the twin problems of what to teach children and the best way of getting the information into their heads so that it has lasting value.

These theories have been argued throughout the centuries with remarkably little variation or conclusion, and for hundreds of years the additional problem of whether girls should receive the same education as boys, or go their own separate ways, has been discussed inconclusively. Nearly every generation has come up with the discovery, heralded on each occasion as new and well-nigh revolutionary, that girls can be as mentally agile as their brothers and as potentially able scholars.

The strongest instinct in any animal is to survive, and that involves the mating of the sexes. As a preliminary, the male and female, however promiscuous, or indeed unadventurous, must, even though for the briefest of periods, please each other, so it would seem that the battle of the sexes began very early in human history. Nevertheless, in prehistoric times, when mankind’s principal preoccupation was the eternal quest for food, men and women, recognizing that their natural functions were complementary, shared the work necessary to their survival intelligently.

As civilization and society developed and became more complicated, with the acquisition of property and the establishment of social classes, the relationship between men and women grew more controversial and subject to the vagaries of fashion and economic expediency. And so it has remained ever since. When work is hard to come by and jobs are scarce, woman’s place is in the home, well away from the labour market, but when labour is scarce and every hand is needed, then it is woman’s duty to take her place gallantly beside her menfolk. All the feminine wiles and graces, so carefully instilled into her during the years of prosperity and peace, must be suddenly shed and replaced by sterner and less glamorous attributes for the duration of the emergency. In fact it is only by being extraordinarily adaptable that she can keep her end up at all.

The social classes were formed, in the first place, by the conquered and the conquerors, and the status of women plumbed its depths in the pagan slave households of the Classical world, where their function in life was ‘caring only to serve the pleasure of men’, but amongst the upper classes of the free the eternal argument had already been under way for centuries. In order to please themselves, men and women must please each other. To conquer they must pretend to be conquered. To pursue each other successfully they must assume the role of the pursued, and until a stable relationship of marriage, based on love, affection, mutual respect, indifference or plain dislike, has been established, they must play hide and seek with their emotions and their intellects. There is a paradox to be found in every aspect of the game.

While the ancient civilizations of Western Asia waxed and waned before the growing might of the Persians, the civilization of Greece was taking shape—the civilization on which the whole of the western world has been based. ‘We are all Greeks,’ said Shelley. ‘Our laws, our religion, our art, have their roots in Greece.’

Homer, writing about 1000 B.C. gives a picture of Grecian women during the Heroic Age of Greece, romantic and beautiful creatures, full of grace and charm. The Greeks were monogamous and at this time the family was the important social unit. The married woman, as the mother of the family, was held in high regard, but legally she had no rights. Her only education was in the domestic arts, which she learnt from her mother. Her marriage was arranged by her father, who received a bride-price for her from the bridegroom, and her duties as a wife were to control the household, produce children and care for them.

Gradually the family units united into independent city states. Greece became a man’s world, where the state was more important than the individual. Women had no place in this new world of politics and their social position sank disastrously. They had no political rights and their main function in life was to produce worthy young citizens. These were the years of Greek colonization throughout the Mediterranean, but for the women it was a time of increasing seclusion in the home. They were excluded from nearly all the men’s interests, including the public games, and as the men’s importance in the community rose it was the wife who now brought a dowry to the marriage. She was no longer worth paying for and in most cases her marriage was little more than a political manoeuvre.

By the first half of the sixth century B.C. a group of women had led a minor revolt, asserting a right to recognition as individuals with minds of their own. They were led by the lesbian poetess Sappho, who established her community on the island of Mytilene, and here they devoted themselves to the arts of music, poetry and love, but the impact of Sappho and her cult on the lives of Greek women generally was negligible. The growing menace of the Persians was nurturing a mood of aggressive militarism amongst Greek politicians and men of affairs, and outside the home women had no place at all.

When the Athenian empire was founded in the fifth century B.C. the status of women continued to decline. Until the age of seven a girl was brought up at home with her brothers, under her mother’s supervision, and during these few short years she enjoyed the greatest freedom she was ever to know, for afterwards she was kept closely confined to the women’s quarters of the house and allowed out only on the rarest occasions, to watch some religious festival, perhaps, or even to take part in it, as a choral dancer.

Her mother taught her to read and write, to spin and weave, and sometimes the rudiments of music, but her most important lesson was to learn the virtue of keeping her mouth shut, both in and out of the house, and conducting herself as unobtrusively as possible.

Her marriage was arranged by her father or nearest male relative and her husband had the right to name his successor, should he die before her. Marriage was a political arrangement and the wife’s unquestioned duty was to live at home, take charge of the stores, control the slaves and produce more Athenian citizens.

As in any generation, there were, of course, women of outstanding intellect and character in Greece who came to prominence through the sheer force of their personalities. The Greek legislators recognized two groups of women—the wives, whose duty was to remain secluded and faithful to their husbands, and the courtesans, who themselves had their social grades. And it was from the courtesans that most of the women of intellect emerged. Many were extremely intelligent, delighting, like all Greeks, in debate and mental exercise. Some established salons, comparable with those of France in the eighteenth century. Aspasia, with whom Pericles fell in love, set up a school of philosophy in Athens which Socrates attended. She is said to have taught Pericles the art of rhetoric and to have composed some of his speeches for him. Men ridiculed these women. Euripides, in particular, poured scorn on them, maintaining, like any Victorian paterfamilias, that the only safeguard of a woman’s virtue and honesty lay in seclusion in the home and a life of retirement. They were undeterred. Thais was to follow Alexander to Persepolis and far beyond, into more distant parts of Asia, Phyrne, so beautiful that many believed her to be Aphrodite, was the mistress of Praxiteles and inspired some of his greatest work.

An exception to the rigid seclusion and suppression of most Greek women was to be found in Sparta, which was surrounded by hostile states and had living within its boundaries the subject Helots, who were always on the verge of rebellion. Of necessity, the Spartans were a race of warriors and their women were specially trained to produce strong men, the girls being taught to wrestle, throw the quoit and javelin, to box and run races.

As the physical characteristics of the child were thought to be inherited through the mother, Spartan women became socially of great importance and politically powerful. Their dowries were large and they were allowed to share inheritances with their brothers, so that some became immensely rich, and therein lay their undoing. They took to high living, which sadly undermined their physical well-being and moral fibre. And after the battle of Leuctra, in 371 B.C., when Sparta itself was threatened by Epaminondas, they disgraced themselves by fleeing in tears and lamentation to the refuge of the temples.

It was only a few years after this that Plato proclaimed his views on women and their education. In his Laws, the Athenian maintains that there must be public teachers in Athens, receiving a stipend from the state, and they must have for their scholars not only boys and men, but the girls and women. ‘For so long as the young generation is well brought up, our ship of State will have a fair voyage, while in the contrary case the consequences are better left unspoken…’ he said, a sentiment which has been repeated often enough during the ensuing twenty-four centuries.

Girls and women should be subject to the same laws as men and receive the same education, he declared. It was not that Plato had any particular regard for the sex. Far from it, for he felt that they had an ‘inherent weakness of the soul’ and were mischief makers. The idea of bringing them under control was a purely practical one, for the benefit of the State.

The mind reels at the amount of knowledge which did not exist at this time for the young to assimilate—the continents unexplored, sciences undiscovered, battles unfought and mountains of literature unwritten—but Pythagoras had paved the way for the heartaches and headaches of future generations of school children half a century before Plato was born and Aristophanes, Socrates, Hippocrates and Aristotle were all his contemporaries.

Plato defined education as ‘a training in goodness, which inspires the recipient with a passionate and ardent desire to become a perfect citizen, knowing both how to wield and how to submit to righteous rule’. ‘It was,’ he said, ‘the highest blessing bestowed on mankind….’

He advocated a nursery day school in every village for boys and girls from the age of three to six, under the supervision of nurses who were to watch over their behaviour. Then it was time for lessons and the sexes should be segregated. The schools should be public, with resident, salaried masters in the various subjects of the syllabus—dancing, mime and callisthenics, as well as choric art and the playing of the lyre—while for the select few who showed uncommon intellectual powers higher education would be provided which should include ciphering and arithmetic, mensuration and astronomy.

But most important of all was physical training in horsemanship and the use of weapons. ‘My law,’ said Plato, ‘will apply in all respects to girls as well as to boys; the girls must be trained exactly like the boys. And in stating my doctrine, I intend no reservation on any point of horsemanship or physical training, as appropriate for men but not for women.’

The Athenian women may not have been so enthusiastic about these plans for their education as Plato. He admitted that they were ‘used to the shady corner’ and would ‘offer a furious resistance… if forced from it’, but he argued that it was pure folly not to use their services for the good of the State. And the real sting was in the tail. ‘A legislator should be thorough, not half-hearted,’ he said. ‘He must not, after making regulations for the male sex, leave the other to the enjoyment of an existence of uncontrolled luxury and expense, and so endow his society with a mere half of a thoroughly felicitous life in place of the whole.’

Plato wrote at a time when Athens was dangerously threatened but he also pressed for the training of girls in the arts of peace as well as war and insisted that there must be a complete association of men and women in education as in everything else.

He advocated military service for men from the age of twenty to sixty and for a woman ‘whatever military employments it may be thought right to impose on her after she had borne her children’, up to the age of fifty.

Plato died in 347 B.C. and only nine years later Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great, marched south to conquer the city states of Greece. The women of Greece remained in their seclusion and during the next two or three hundred years the power of Greece in the Mediterranean rose to its zenith and then sank before the growing might of Rome.

As the Roman republic grew in strength it became increasingly, as Greece had been, a man’s world, in which women played a very minor part. Legally they had few rights, even in the home, and the father had absolute power over his wife and children, but natural affection is stronger than any law, and in practice women were, generally speaking, treated well and with respect, while in myth and folk history their virtues were extolled. Romans were grateful for the accommodating good sense of the Sabine women, they praised the morality of Lucretia and mourned the tragedy of Virginia: and they had a profound respect for the vestal virgins, although they were pitiless in their treatment of any who broke their vows of chastity.

There were elementary schools in Rome for the wealthy, where both girls and boys learnt the three R’s, but when the boys passed on to a higher education, comprising history, geography, rhetoric, elocution and the study of the Greek and Roman poets, the girls returned home to learn the arts and manifold duties of the household.

The Punic wars of the third century B.C. brought Rome vast riches and increasing power. By the second century B.C. Greece had come under Roman sway, and the effect of these events on the lives of many Roman women was profound. They found themselves not only with great wealth, but leisure in which to enjoy it, for they now had an abundance of slaves to perform the duties which had hitherto absorbed so much of their time.

 Though legally their position was to improve only slowly, they had always had more social freedom than the women of Greece, and now it became boundless. Some dealt with the situation wisely. Others lost all sense of proportion and began the slide downhill to degradation and depravity.

The women with brains became interested in Greek art, literature and philosophy, one of the pioneers of the intellectual movement being Cornelia, the mother of the Gracchi, who won the admiration of Plutarch by the manner in which she combined her learning with her care of her family. Aurelia, mother of Julius Caesar, was another intellectual who devoted herself to the well-being of her son; and of Cornelia, wife of Pompey, Plutarch, after describing her youthful beauty and long list of intellectual attainments, added that she had a disposition ‘free from all affectation and display of pedantry - blemishes which such acquirements usually breed in women.’

Yet learning did not rest so easily on the shoulders of many Roman matrons and most men quailed before their recondite erudition, no less than their impregnable virtue. Of the Elder Agripinna, courageious though she was and the mother of many children, Tacitus said that ‘her masculine preoccupation left no place for. . . feminine frailties in this domineering and ambitious soul.’ Quite clearly, most men felt that the subtler arts of the cultured Greek courtesan made for more comfortable living.

But more numerous than the women of true learning in Rome were those who, rich and restless and for ever seeking new diversions and experiences, turned to Hellenic studies as a fashionable pursuit, in much the same way as they adopted Greek dress. Yet their way of living was a complete contrast to that of the secluded women of Greece. During the closing years of the Republic thousands of them, emancipated from the ties of household cares, shed at the same time the moral restrictions of family life. Many became morally depraved and their excesses culminated in the frenzied orgies of the Bacchanalia.

With the days of the Empire, matters grew worse and immorality ever more brazen. The excesses of these times were recorded by Juvenal and Tacitus. They may have been exaggerated, but they certainly existed, and the standards set by the upper classes inevitably seeped down through the social strata.

The supreme examples of viciousness were the Empress Messalina, wife of Claudius, and her successor, Agrippina, mother of Nero. ‘They were rivals in their vices no less than in the gifts which fortune had given them,’ wrote Tacitus. And of Nero’s wife, Poppaea, he said that she ‘possesed everything but a sense of decency’.

In contrast to all this evil, the names of a few educated and steadfast wives of the Roman Empire have survived through the centuries. Octavia bore nobly and loyally with Anthony, while he dallied in Egypt with Cleopatra, and Paulina and Seneca were deeply in love all their lives. ‘For what is more pleasant than to be so previous to yourself?’ he said, in gratitude for her tender devotion.

Yet generally speaking, the Roman world into which Christ was born and the Christian church was eventually established, was as sorry a place as it had ever been, and Roman women, with their learning and social freedom, were doing nothing to improve matters.




Chapter Two



BEFORE THE NORMAN CONQUEST


DURING THE PERSECUTION and suffering, the trials | and debates which preceded the establishment of the Christian Church throughout much of the known western world, the position and function of women in society was defined. The legends of the Virgin Mary, which first appeared during the second century, confirmed that the way of life ordered for Christian girls was that which the Virgin had herself followed.


By the end of the century, Clement of Alexandria had reaffirmed the simple truth that men and women are equal in the sight of God, subject to the same laws of good and evil and sharing the same promise of ultimate salvation, but at the same time he laid down not only the functions which God had decreed for women in society, but the manner in which they should at all times comport themselves. Freedom was given with one hand and taken away with the other. They must be quiet and modest in demeanour, pure and chaste in their behaviour. At table their good manners should be an example to others and they should take no wine. They should never indulge in immoderate laughter, lest it distort their faces. Only a gentle smile might be permitted, however comic the situation in which they found themselves. In general deportment, they must walk with dignity, head straight, shoulders back and countenance serene. And more important than all this, Clement decreed that God’s plan for them was that they spend their time, when not at prayer, in spinning and weaving, the making and embroidering of garments, the care of the household and the preparation of food.


Later writers of the third and fourth centuries, including St. Jerome, pursued and developed this theme and the life of the ideal Christian woman became even more circumscribed. Extravagance in dress was deplored. Cosmetics were abhorred. She was exhorted to spend ever longer hours in prayer and meditation.


Thus the pattern of behaviour for the good woman was set for centuries to come—modest deportment and the quiet smile, constant prayer, humility and obedience to parents. It was in order for her to be taught to read and write. In fact, precocity in the young was regarded as an admirable quality and a sign of God’s special blessing, while handicrafts were a sacred duty. No music or dancing was allowed and a woman’s only creative outlet was the toil of endless needlework, with perhaps a study of the healing properties of herbal medicines, to justify the assumption that, in accordance with the legends of the Virgin Mary, she was especially endowed as a healer of bodily ills.


A girl’s upbringing was to be so sheltered and secluded that the logical outcome was the establishment of the nunnery, the only safe place for such a refinement of purity: and with a fine disregard for the future of Christendom, or indeed for the propagation of the human race, the virtues of virginity were extolled, girls being told that if they felt the call to the monastic life they should obey it, even if it were against the wishes of their parents.


There was a ready answer for every problem and doubt they may have had, and those who questioned the blessings of virginity, because they felt a natural desire for children, were told: ‘If thou desirest children, thou shalt bring forth daughters and sons of spiritual virtues that never can die, but ever play before thee in heaven.’


These exhortations applied only to girls of noble birth, however, who were considered to be closer to God in the first place than the general run of mortal clay.


It was not until A.D. 363 that the Christian faith ultimately prevailed in Rome and the first Bishop of Rome, the Pope, spiritual successor to St. Peter, was enthroned. Roman Britain became a part of Christendom and the first Christian churches were established in this country: but the Roman Empire was already crumbling and less than fifty years later Rome was sacked by the Goths and the great days of the Empire were over.


The barbarians who had been halted on its fringes rushed in to pillage and occupy the undefended countries which had lived under Rome’s enlightened influence. Yet on the mainland of Europe, after the first savage onslaughts, much of Roman civilization survived and was preserved. In Gaul the conquering Franks assimilated the high degree of culture they discovered, including the religion of Christianity, and the Roman tradition continued with hardly a break.


In Britain the story was different. The pagan Anglo-Saxon invaders, soon to be followed by the Jutes, needed land and were determined on total conquest, involving nothing less than the dispossession and annihilation of the British. A few stood to fight. King Arthur may have been one who checked the invaders for a while, but nowhere was the British resistance effective for long. Most of the survivors fled to the hills and mountains of Cornwall and Wales, the Lake District or Scotland, and those who remained became slaves in the households of the conquerors.


It was from these three nations, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes, that during the next three hundred years, the English nation evolved, though it was later to receive a fresh injection of blood from the invasions of the Vikings and Normans, who both belonged to the same Nordic race.


The pagan gods of the Angles and Saxons were terrible and ever hungry for propitiation, in stark contrast to the Christian concept of an all-powerful loving Father. The men were savage, rumbustious, flamboyant warriors, who deemed it the highest honour to die in battle, so that they might be chosen by the Valkyries, the virgin attendants of Woden, to join him in his celestial Valhalla. We know little about their womenfolk, but in a community which, despite its warlike propensities, was economically based on farming, they were skilled in the household arts of spinning and weaving wool and fine linen, and a few may have been literate, like their menfolk, who translated their thoughts into letters and words which they believed to have magical properties and were therefore called runes—secret, mysterious things.


While the ancient kingdoms of England, after years of struggle for supremacy, emerged as Northumbria in the north-east, Wessex in the south, Mercia in the heart of the country and East Anglia in the east, elsewhere in Europe the Christian church was gaining strength.


As early as A.D. 393 St. Patrick, the son of a Roman official and grandson of a Christian priest, was born in Scotland. As a youth, he was carried off by slave raiders to Ireland, from where he escaped to Gaul and then to Rome, returning eventually to Ireland, about A.D. 427 as a Christian missionary.


More than a century later, St. Columba sailed from Ireland to the island of Iona, to found a monastery and begin a Christian mission.


South of the border, the English, enjoying a period of comparative peace, established new contacts with the mainland of Europe, which included a trade in British and English slaves.


Then Ethelbert, King of Kent, married Bertha, the daughter of the Frankish king of Paris. Bertha was a Christian and with her to Canterbury, the royal city of Kent, came her Christian bishop. They found there the remains of a Christian church, which had been empty and forsaken for over a hundred and fifty years, and in it they began Christian worship once more. A few years later, in A.D. 598, the Roman abbot, Augustine, and his band of monks, were sent from Rome by Pope Gregory, to visit Queen Bertha and begin a Christian mission in Kent.


Within the space of two generations, the Roman church could claim that Britain was again part of a great cultural empire—the spiritual empire of Christendom. Monasteries and churches were built and the bishops and their priests travelled the lonely countryside, with its widely scattered hamlets and solitary farm houses, explaining to their newly acquired flock the meaning of the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, the significance of the celebration of the Mass and the office of baptism.


Yet the reign of terror of the pagan gods was not easily forgotten. For the poor and humble, these were harsh years, and many must have propitiated them in secret, terrified that their sorrows and afflictions were a punishment imposed by some abandoned and affronted god. Although pagan festivals were endowed with Christian attributes, they nevertheless persisted: and inevitably a new, disreputable priesthood arose, to prey on the credulity of the simple, a strange fraternity of sorcerers and dealers in amulets and talismans, witches and purveyors of black magic.


Queen Bertha had been educated in a French convent and Pope Gregory had applauded her learning. When the first religious houses were founded in England, therefore, there began a long tradition of learning and high intellectual attainment among the nuns. Latin was again introduced and with it the works of the poets, philosophers and historians of Greece and Rome, the Greek writers being mainly in Latin translations. Some of the monasteries were settlements for both monks and nuns, which were ruled by an abbess, one of the earliest being at Wimborne in Dorset, where the abbess gave her orders, which none might question, through a grille. The monks and nuns were strictly segregated, and the nuns’ only male visitor was the priest who, accompanied always by the abbess, came to say Mass.


Inevitably there were a few backslidings in such a strangely repressed community, but in the early years of religious fervour and simple piety remarkably few scandals came to light.


In addition to their religious duties and their embroidery and needlework, the nuns spent much of their time in study, many of them proving themselves to be profound and able scholars. They trained nuns to become the heads of new foundations and some of the bishops and other clergy also received their education from the nuns and abbesses. Royal children and a few from the nobility were sometimes sent to the monasteries to be educated, but in the main their pupils were those who intended to enter the monastic life permanently.


The most urgent need was for books, and these both monks and nuns composed or copied, with infinite labour and patience, on to precious parchment.


These first lesson books were Latin grammars and treatises on philosophy, science and mathematics, which the few privileged children who were received as pupils would copy, letter by letter, on to their slates. They began their education at the age of seven or eight and there was little in these early lesson books to lighten their labours. The author of the first children’s book in England was Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmesbury, born in the middle of the seventh century, and in a letter to the Bishop of Winchester, describing the difficulties of his profession, is a cry from the heart: ‘But what shall I say of arithmetic, whose long and intricate calculations are sufficient to overwhelm the mind and throw it into despair?’


It was Aldhelm who began the method of teaching by question and answer, which some twelve hundred years later was still being used in Victorian seminaries for young ladies, where the teachers leaned heavily on Miss Richmal Mangnall’s famous works, Historical and Miscellaneous Questions and Child’s Guide to Knowledge.


Whitby Abbey was another community of both men and women and during the seventh and eighth centuries it was one of the most important of the northern abbeys. The Abbess Hild, a member of the royal house of Northumbria, was born in A.D. 614 and became perhaps the most scholarly woman of her day. She was thirty-three when she took the veil, and Bishop Aidan appointed her first to the monastery at Hartlepool and then to Whitby, where she proved herself to be as able an administrator as scholar. Her nuns loved her, and to novices she gave special instruction before they took their final vows. She prepared some of her monks for the priesthood and encouraged Caedmon, who was a secular attendant at the abbey when he first began to write his poetry, before entering the order as a monk.


Hild died in A.D. 668 and her successor was Aelflaed, daughter of a king of Northumbria who had been placed in Hild’s care when she was only twelve months old, bringing with her a valuable dowry of land. She was in many ways as able as Hild, but after her death the importance of Whitby as a seat of learning declined.


It was for Hildelith, Abbess of Barking, that Aldhelm wrote De Laudibus Virginitatus, in which be advised her nuns on the course of study they should follow. These nuns of Barking could all read and write and some were able to compose Latin verses. One of their number, Cuthburga, sister of King Ina, founded the abbey of Wimborne, of which she became the first abbess. Her successor, Tetta, proved herself as able an administrator as Hild had been at Whitby, and among her pupils was Eadburga, who became Abbess of Minster, where she developed into an astute business woman, buying new properties to endow her house, importing goods from abroad, buying ships and engaging in the building of various extensions to her house. Like many other English abbesses at this time, she corresponded in Latin with the heads of other monasteries and convents, both in England and on the Continent, exchanging books and other gifts and sometimes paying visits.


The nuns, besides working on the farmlands attached to their abbeys, employed much of their spare time in weaving and embroidery, crafts which they sometimes taught to the women and girls in the district, and a few may have given elementary lessons in reading to small classes of boys and girls.


In the personal relationship of English men and women at this time, monogamy was the rule. The moral code was strict and for women the punishment for unchastity was severe, but socially and economically women were on an equal footing with men and were entitled to hold land in their own right.


During the eighth century, the monks continued to compile their textbooks for the instruction of their pupils and Alcuin, the Yorkshire priest who became tutor to the sons and daughters of Charlemagne, started the fashion for arithmetical problems which were astonishingly like those of our own schooldays—those workmen, A, B and C who were eternally building brick walls, the man who spent his life unproductively filling and emptying a bath, the goat which spent its days cropping grass at an unnaturally steady rate of consumption, never pausing for breath.


Here are two examples which were worrying children more than a thousand years ago, and half a century before King Alfred was born.


‘The swallow once invited the snail to dinner; he lived just one league from the post, and the snail travelled at the rate of only one inch a day; how long would it be before he dined?’


And again: ‘An old man met a child. “Good day, my son” says he. “May you live as long as you have lived, and as much more, and thrice as much as all this, and if God give you one year in addition to the others, you will be just a century old.” What was the lad’s age?’


Towards the last quarter of the century the saintly and well-beloved Bede was born, who became abbot of the monastery at Jarrow and the first English historian. The books he wrote for his pupils contained nearly all the knowledge that was then available on the natural sciences, natural history, botany, mathematics and astronomy. A studious nun at this time would have had access to the works of Aldhelm and Bede, the travels of Pliny, Aristotle and Cicero and the writings of Virgil.


Yet most English boys and girls knew nothing of these matters. They grew up in their isolated villages, learning only the lore of the countryside and the folk stories and songs told them by their parents or travelling minstrels, with perhaps a little religious teaching from a visiting priest.


By the end of the eighth century a decline in learning in the nunneries had become apparent, perhaps because there was a lack of abbesses with intellectual aptitude. It was at this time that the custom of fosterage developed, whereby boys and girls of noble families were sent as foster children to other families of similar social standing for training and education, some of the children of the more important families being received by the royal court. It was a Saxon custom, brought to England from the Continent, and may have had its origins in the holding of distinguished young prisoners as hostages.


In A.D. 782 Alcuin was persuaded to cross from England to administrate the school established by Charlemagne at his palace, and here he taught, on English lines, Charlemagne’s children and foster children and also a few adults, including Charlemagne’s sister, Gisela, abbess of Chelles, but Charlemagne insisted that the girls, in addition to the studies they shared with the boys, should also be taught spinning and weaving, embroidery and similar handicrafts.


A few years later Charlemagne ordered every monastery to establish a reading school, free to all children, whatever their position in life, the curriculum to include reading, writing and arithmetic and a study of the psalter. By A.D. 797 every parish priest was required to keep a school and receive all pupils who came to him. No fee was expected but it was made known that a freewill offering would be acceptable.


Throughout most of the ninth century these opportunities were extended to girls as well as boys, but at the close of the century came the beginning of the end, when the Bishop of Soissons decreed that the girls should be excluded from all the schools under his jurisdiction.


In England the girls fared even worse, for at this time the country was ravaged by the invasions of the pagan Vikings, during which dozens of monasteries and nunneries were destroyed and never restored. When King Alfred succeeded to the throne of Wessex, the only part of the country free from Viking domination, he declared that ‘there were few men south of the Humber who could understand their ritual or read a Latin letter. South of the Thames he knew not one such.’


He set aside a sixth of his revenue to establish schools for boys of both gentle and humble birth. It is uncertain whether girls were admitted or whether any provision was made for them, apart from that available in the remaining Wessex nunneries, but at Alfred’s court his daughters received the same education as their brothers, all of them taught, by both men and women teachers, to read and write in Latin and English and to study the Bible and Saxon literature.


There was a dearth of teachers in England and King Alfred sent to France for scholars to preside over the abbeys he founded at Winchester and Athelney, while he himself helped to translate many books for them from Latin into English, including the works of Bede: and his annotations and comments formed the basis of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.


Throughout Northumbria, Mercia and East Anglia during the tenth century, the conquering Vikings, despite constant wars, began gradually to assimilate the civilization of the English and adopt the Christian faith.


In Wessex the eight daughters of King Alfred’s son, Edward, were all carefully educated, and the tradition of training and education for the royal princesses was continued for the next two or three generations of the family, some being taught at the palace school, others at the abbeys of Winchester or Wilton, where, in addition to their scholastic studies, they received a training in needlecraft and the embroidery of Church furnishings—copes, chasubles, stoles and altar hangings—for which England was becoming famed.


Late in the tenth century there was a revival of monastic life throughout the country, and since it was now ordained that only those who had learnt their Creed and Pater Noster could receive a Christian burial in a hallowed grave, it became a matter of grave importance to the Church that every child in the country should receive at least this amount of education. Much of it was given in the churches, but priests were frequently ordered to keep schools for free instruction in every village, which should be accessible to both girls and boys. These were mostly very small gatherings within the church porch, where the children learnt their Latin prayers by heart, though knowing nothing of the language.


At the end of the century and during the early years of the eleventh century, England was again invaded by the Danes, and under the Danish kings there was a decline in learning among the clergy. The monasteries were under the Benedictine rule and when the rule was translated from Latin into English, and a knowledge of Latin was no longer a necessity for the nuns and monks, some no longer studied the language.


At the court of Edward the Confessor, however, the tradition of learning among the Saxon princesses was maintained. Edith, Edward’s wife, who was the daughter of Earl Godwin, was carefully educated and also a superb needlewoman, having learnt the art of embroidery at Wilton Abbey: and his great-niece, Queen Margaret of Scotland, wife of Malcom III, was a student all her life and a patroness of scholars. She was sternly devout, and after the Conquest she was greatly influenced by Lanfranc, the Norman archbishop of Canterbury, who continued to be her adviser in spiritual matters after her marriage to Malcolm HI.


She spent much of her time in prayer and meditation and gave dutifully to the poor. She founded a school of church embroidery for the ladies of her court and other Scottish noblewomen, but the régime was strict. Only in her presence was any man allowed into the room where they worked, for no ‘unseemly intimacy with men, never any impudent levity’ was countenanced, and ‘none of them would have dared even to use a low word, let alone do anything detestable’.


Not surprisingly, her eight children had a joyless childhood, and the governor of the royal nursery was told to restrain them ‘with threats and whippings whenever they erred in infantile naughtiness’.1


To the boys, Margaret herself gave religious instruction, but the two girls, Mathilda and Mary, were sent to their Aunt Christina, who had become Abbess of Romsey and was eventually to be Mother Superior of Wilton Abbey. Queen Margaret intended both the girls to enter the Church and after her death they stayed on with Christina. Mathilda was, in some respects, as scholarly and devout as her mother, but, despite all Aunt Christina’s furious bludgeonings and arguments, she had no intention of staying in the convent for the rest of her life. Christina sounds a termagant. She insisted on Mathilda wearing the black veil of the votaress. ‘I trembled under my aunt’s rod,’ said Mathilda. ‘When I threw off the veil she tormented and insulted me with sharp blows and shameful words, so that in her presence I wore it, groaning and shuddering, but whenever I could get out of her sight I flung it on the ground and trod it under foot.’


Christina had met her match, for Mathilda left the convent to become the queen of Henry I. She was the last of the scholarly Anglo-Saxon royal ladies, a good and devout woman, the patroness of musicians and poets and the benefactress of many religious houses and hospitals.


1 St. Margaret of Scotland, Lucy Menzies, 1947, pp. 107–114, 137–138.




Chapter Three


MEDIEVAL ENGLAND

WHEN KING WILLIAM of Normandy landed in England in 1066 this was still a pioneer country, with only half a million acres of cultivated land. In the heart of the country and to the west were vast stretches of forest and woodland, heath and moors, to the east and southeast miles of unreclaimed marshes and fens. Wolves still prowled in the forests of the north and men hunted the stag and wild boar as far south as London, in the forests of Epping and the woods of Hampstead. The widely scattered population was something between a million and a half and two million. They lived by the land and were self-sufficient.

It was a Christian country, but to many of the peasants, living in remote hamlets or isolated homesteads, far away from the nearest church and the influence of the priest, Christianity can have been little more than a new mystery, the cross a symbol to be revered in order to bring good fortune and avert evil, a rune of great power which it would be wiser not to ignore.

Though the feudal system which William created in England was a military one and legally different from the old Saxon arrangement of master and vassal, the lives of the English peasants did not change a great deal. Such great landowners as had not been killed during the Conquest were virtually dispossessed, for they had to sell much of their land to purchase the right to remain on what was left. The earldoms of Northumbria, Mercia and Wessex were abolished and sheriffs appointed for the government of each county, while the counties were divided into hundreds and the hundreds into manors.

King William allotted large tracts of land to his Norman barons, who paid him feudal dues and agreed to provide him with soldiers when the need should arise. The barons subdivided their lands among their military followers and subtenants, who in their turn, along with such farmers and peasants who happened to be established there, had to swear a similar oath of allegiance to him, pay dues or work for him and serve in time of war.

According to the Norman census in the Domesday Book, there were only 300,000 families in England during the eleventh century, of which 9,300, including the clergy, were large landowners and 12,000 owners of small estates. The rest of the populations were yeomen and villeins, who owned small plots of land, and the landless labourers.

Social distinctions were intensified and more rigidly defined. Everyone had his level in society and anyone who dared question it was sharply reminded that his place in life had been ordained by God and was part of the unalterable scheme of things.

This argument began to be applied to women. Though they worked alongside the men, for the same wages, and had been entitled to hold land in their own name, the feudal system tended to restrict some of their legal rights.

While the Norman barons built their castle strongholds, Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury, set about reorganizing such English monasteries as survived and King William began a great building programme of monasteries and churches. For his magnificent new stone buildings he borrowed heavily from the Jewish moneylenders who had followed him from the Continent, but numbers of very small and simple churches were also built, and by the end of the eleventh century nearly every village had its Christian church, however humble, and appointed priest.

For the majority of English men and women the most important influences in their lives were now their feudal overlords and the Church. These peasants had no education and few had ever travelled more than a few miles from the place of their birth. The Church services were conducted in Latin and were largely incomprehensible to them, but they attended Mass regularly, some because of a true faith, others for fear of the consequences if they stayed away. And they did dutiful obeisance at the wayside crosses which were built throughout the lanes and by-ways of the lonely countryside.

As in Saxon times, the Church was faced with the task of teaching these people the principles of the Christian religion, the meaning of the prayers and psalms they haltingly repeated by rote, and the stories and philosophy of the Bible. This was partly done visually, by the paintings on the church walls which depicted stories from the Old and New Testaments, spiced with horror pictures of the sufferings and torments of the damned in hell and their terrible remorse on the day of Judgment, but parish priests were also ordered to teach their flocks the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, without which knowledge they were not admitted to the sacrament, and by the end of the thirteenth century the ten commandments and the Ave Maria were added to the list.

As in Saxon times, the priests held small schools, usually in the church porches, to which boys and girls came for elementary instruction, but they seldom learnt more than the bare minimum to see them through the Church service, for many of the parish priests were themselves by no means well educated. Some had come from peasant families and had become first associated with the Church by helping the priest as a server. The priest, in return, gave the server a few Latin lessons: and the server could rise to become a ‘holy water clerk’, for which he would have received a small stipend, enabling him to afford to pay for more Latin lessons from a visiting master.

Though the education of the peasants was so restricted, for children of the upper classes it was a social necessity. With the advent of the Normans, French became the official language of England, spoken by the King and his Court, the barons, the nobility and the clergy, while the peasants and lower orders continued to speak their mother tongue. Latin, too, was a spoken language amongst the learned and the members of the Church, who were able to converse in it as easily as in French.

The Normans introduced to England the literature of Europe, which almost entirely supplanted that of the Saxon period, save in monasteries remote enough to escape direct Norman influence.

Along with many other romances, the Arthurian legends and the Beowulf stories, which had existed in England, as elsewhere in Europe, long before 1066, were re-introduced, imbued now with a new spirit of romance, which had first manifested itself in the languorous warmth of Provence and had been stimulated by the stories told by the Crusaders returning from their adventures in the East.

Early in the twelfth century Geoffrey of Monmouth developed and embellished the King Arthur stories and they were re-written by later writers and also translated from Latin into French. The tales were re-told by the wandering minstrels. The older legends of Merlin, the magician, were added to the cycle, as well as the independent Breton story of Lancelot, who was tempted by the love of a woman from his knightly duty. Thus the rough savagery of the earliest versions of these stories became romanticized into tales of knightly grace and chivalry. Walter de Map, court poet to Henry II, re-wrote them yet again, this time associating them more closely with the Christian Church by adding the story of the quest for the Holy Graal and the adventures of the most courtly of all the knights of the Round Table, Sir Galahad, who was ‘sans peur et sans raproche’.

It thus came about that while women were being stripped of their legal rights, they were being romanticized, by way of compensation, for amongst the upper classes of medieval England romantic love became high fashion, and every girl dreamed of the lifelong devotion of some pure-hearted knight.

To this end, young girls were carefully trained in rules which, though similar to those laid down by the Christian fathers, for the upbringing of Christian maidens, were for a different and more tangible purpose—the enduring love of a personable young husband.

High born girls were taught deportment and table manners, the correct conventions when greeting a stranger or welcoming a guest, the arts of conversation, singing and music and the skills of needlecraft. In the Romances, the heroines were usually the daughters of kings and princes, so it followed that they had been carefully educated in the royal tradition and that some were skilled healers or even wise in necromancy: but in practice, compared with the importance paid to the social graces, intellectual attainments did not play a large part in the new conception of a girl’s education.

Monks and nuns were now in separate establishments and the seats of learning were still in the monasteries, on which William had bestowed valuable lands, and to a lesser extent in the nunneries.

The most important monastic order in England was that of the Benedictines, and at these monasteries travellers were always given food and a bed for the night. There was an almoner’s office for distributing money to the sick and needy and sometimes a school for the sons of gentry and also an elementary school for poor boys. Nunneries were run on similar lines and occasionally they conducted small schools for a few girls whose parents could afford to have them educated, but nunnery schools for girls who were not intending to take their vows were often frowned on by the bishops, and from time to time, unless they were particularly short of cash, they were forbidden, mainly because it was felt that such close contact with the outside world would be too distracting for the nuns.

In early medieval times, in addition to the women who entered the convents, there were a number of anchoresses throughout the country, who lived in seclusion, either alone, with a maid servant, or in very small communities: and occasionally some of them took a few girl pupils, but the Church disliked the practice, declaring that an anchoress ought to think only of God.

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries movements were afoot throughout Europe which were to undermine the prestige of the monasteries and nunneries as places of learning and, at the same time, sorely to affect the education of girls for many years to come.

Returning Crusaders stimulated a renewal of interest in the literature and philosophy of Greece and Rome and also introduced the learning of the East, including the elements of science, particularly physics and mathematics.

Scientific knowledge was not welcomed by the Church, but the spark of scientific enquiry once struck could not be extinguished. Wandering scholars visited the cities of Europe and lectured to the people, and they were received with so much interest that they soon established themselves in small schools, which were the first universities. The earliest in Europe were probably at Bologna and Parma, but by about the middle of the twelfth century the schools at Oxford were established and early in the thirteenth century a group of scholars left Oxford to settle in Cambridge.

With the establishment of the universities, in which girls had no part, the monasteries lost their prestige as centres of learning, and the educational standards of the nunneries fell even lower. In fact, many medieval nuns could probably not write at all, even though they may have been able to read, and they spent their leisure time in sewing and embroidery, spinning and weaving. Eventually they were concentrating almost entirely on moral training and could offer very little real learning to any girl coming to them for an education.

Yet the Church still ordered and controlled the lives of the people and the priests still held their schools, either in the Church porch or perhaps, by now, in small, separate village schools. By the end of the fourteenth century two books had been compiled, with which everyone was expected to be familiar. These were the primer or psalter and the ABC, which contained the Pater Noster and Ave Maria, the Creed and the ten commandments. They were still in Latin, although the study of Latin, which remained the language of international finance, commerce and the professions, had declined both in the religious houses and at Court. At the same time, as the distinction between Normans and English faded, after two or three hundred years of Norman rule, English was more used in general conversation than French, although it was still something of a social distinction to be able to speak it. The convents, by now very class conscious, tried to make a knowledge of French obligatory for their nuns, particularly when so few had Latin, but ultimately, needing the dowries of the novices, they had to admit women who spoke only English.

In 1362 it was ordered that English be used in courts of law and the following year the Chancellor spoke in English during the opening of Parliament. Bishops and clergy gave their sermons in English and John Wycliff, preaching his new and revolutionary doctrine against the established church, wrote his pamphlets in English.

By this time the main purpose of the convents as places where women could dedicate their lives to the praise and worship of God was lost in the more practical idea that they were places where unmarried women of high birth could respectably live out their lives. It would be unfair to say that none had a real vocation, but the fact remains that a large number had been sent by their fathers, to get them out of the way. Medieval society had no place for the spinster who had passed the usual age of marriage, and even if she were still young, marriage dowries were a heavy burden, particularly when there were several girls in the family. Few nuns were accepted in the convents without a substantial payment, but for a parsimonious parent this was usually a more economical proposition. And once the girls had taken their vows, they lost the right to any inheritance which might have been coming their way, for in the eyes of the Church they were dead to the world. The money therefore reverted to the family, and this, in some cases of unscrupulous and mercenary parents, could have been sufficient reason for placing the girls in the convent when they were still young.

The number of nuns in England was never very great and during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, although there were more than a hundred nunneries throughout the country, only four had more than thirty inmates, apart from the servants, and there were probably never more than two thousand nuns. Life within the convent walls had become very different from the placid existence of the old days. Closely confined and with no real vocation, they grew jealous and peevish, lax in their religious duties and increasingly inclined to the pleasures and diversions of the outside world from which they had been arbitrarily banished.

In vain the bishops, on their regular visitations, after listening to their complaints against each other, begged them to lead more seemly lives and passed new rules for them.

‘None shall push up against another wilfully, nor spit upon the stairs going up and down, but if they tread it out forthwith’ ran one new order, after what must have been a particularly stormy session of airing petty grievances.

Throughout the day and night the nuns had seven monastic offices to say, although by this time they could barely understand a word of the Latin in which they were written. They were frequently reproved for arriving late for the services, falling asleep in the middle of them, leaving early or gabbling through their prayers with indecent haste.

When they were not at their prayers, they worked at their embroidery, helped in the convent garden or studied their psalter and any other holy books which the convent possessed: and if, against the wishes of the bishops, there were a few small girls boarding at the convent for their education, they might help in teaching them to read and sing and acquire such good manners as Geoffrey Chaucer’s Lady Eglentyne possessed.


At mete wel y-taught was she with-alle;

She leet no morsel from hir lippes falle;

Ne wette hir fingres in hir sauce depe.

Wel coude she carie a morsel and wel kepe,

That no drope ne fille up-on her brest.



For large parts of the day strict silence had to be observed in the convents, particularly during meals, and this disability they overcame by the use of an ingenious sign language. A sister who wanted fish would ‘wag her hands displayed sidelings in manner of a fish tail’. For milk she would ‘draw her left little finger in manner of milking’. For mustard she would ‘hold her nose in the upper part of her right fist and rub it’. Debarred even from asking someone to pass the salt, she would ‘fillip with her right thumb and forefinger over the left thumb’: and for wine the sign was to ‘move her forefinger up and down the end of her thumb afore her eyes’.

Far from being refuges of the poor, wealthy women would sometimes stay at the nunneries as paying guests, but the bishops disapproved of this custom even more than that of taking in small girls for their education. Another outrage to the bishops was that the nuns were constantly changing the style of their habits, to match the changing fashions of the outside world, but an even greater bone of contention was their habit of keeping pets. Dogs were the favourites, but they also acquired monkeys, squirrels, rabbits, birds and occasionally cats, all of which they brought with them to church, provoking more prohibitions in the visitation reports of the sorely tried bishops, who complained of the cost of feeding them, the inordinate noise they made during the services and the ‘foul defilement of the church and cloisters’.

When the Bishop of Lincoln tried to impose a rule forbidding the nuns to leave the convent on private visits, they ‘ran after him to the gates when he was riding away and threw the Bull at his head, screaming that they would never observe it’.

During the fifteenth century matters grew worse, with an increasing number of scandalous reports. At Godstow the nuns received regular visits from the choirs at Oxford. At Catesby children were sleeping in the same dormitory as a nun far advanced in pregnancy.
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