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Conventions

Texts and Translations

In view of the large amount of primary and secondawaterial
that | discuss in this study, | have tried to keébp bibliographic
information in my chapters and footnotes to theimimm conson-
ant with user-friendliness and also standard peadti the field.
Short titles have been used for all primary anesdary sources;
full references to all works cited are given in thibliography. All
secondary sources are cited in the usual way hyoaiushort title,
and page number. Primary sources are cited by a\ifhlonown)
and short title; the editor is named in the firsation only (except
in the case of different editions of the same teRé€ferences to spe-
cific passages in verse texts are to line numbelss maferences to
prose texts are to page numbers (chapter divislmasometimes
given too where appropriate). There are some eimepto these
rules, however. All classical and patristic texte aited from the
Loeb Classical Library editions, unless otherwisged, and refer-
ences are given by chapter or division number diflgse Loeb edi-
tions are not listed in the bibliography | alstecsome standard
legal texts, such as Justinia€®dexand Gratian'Decretum by
chapter or division numbers onMalory is cited simply as Malory,
since there is some dispute over the title and raerrobhis work(s).

| have used the Loeb translations, where availdbleclassical
and patristic texts, though | have sometimes matlieem where
they seem too old-fashioned or inaccurate. Traislatof all other
texts are my own unless otherwise indicated.

Names

| have generally preferred to use one standardirspédbr proper
names which appear in several texts in slightlyedéht forms,
though | sometimes give a variant form if it diffesgnificantly
from the standard (e.g. Gower’s Thaise for the iBaxd the
Historia Apolloni). The Anglicized forms of classical names are
taken from standard reference works.



A Note on Terminology

It is striking how often incest is discussed oud#d to by modern
historians and literary critics, and yet they dd mzlude an entry
underincestin the index. Sometimes the topic is subsumed under
consanguinityor endogamyor marriage It is more likely to appear
in its own right in very recent works, perhaps hesmincest has
‘come out of the closet’ in our own society over thst decade both
as a serious social problem and as a prominentdlierautobiog-
raphy, biography, and fiction. Possibly this pregageluctance to
confront the subject explicitly also accounts fbe small number
of references to words derived from the Latioestumin the spe-
cialist dictionaries for the major vernacular langas of the
medieval West, most of which were compiled many desaago.
But it may also be that the word in its variousis; Latin and ver-
nacular, was not very commonly used in the Middige# In Old
French and Middle English dictionaries, for instanttie examples
given for the nourincest(e) are almost all from the mid-fourteenth
century or later, though the subject was certaimdptioned in earl-
ier didactic and fictional texts.

My own reading suggests that the Laiticestumand its deriva-
tives were generally used as technical terms. Ldiilactic texts
written mainly for use by ecclesiastics—Ilaw codesfessional or
penitential manuals, theological treatises—ofteruiie a rubric
de incestUabout incest), but the description of the sin angece
is more likely to use verbs likernicare (to fornicate) orstuprare
(to debauch or ravish), and related nouns and tfecin didac-
tic texts, both Latin and vernacular, the convemti® to explain
each concept under discussion, however familiaraiy in fact be to
the reader or listener. But the comments on incesbme vernacu-
lar didactic texts give the impression that it veaearned term not
much used in common parlance.

Often the sin is explained or discussed without argntion of
the word ‘incest’, under the heading of fornicationadultery or
lechery. In Robert Mannyngidandlyng Synnewhich was intended
for a lay audience, incest is laboriously explaiaed flagged as a
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clerical term; but it is not mentioned in the Frierspurce, which
was intended for priestdle know that the medieval Church wor-
ried constantly about breaches of the very compitancest pro-
hibitions (see Chaptd); one problem may have been that many of
the faithful did not understand what incest was.

The nobility were probably better informed, but ghvédence of
romances and other fictional narratives suggests tia term
incestwas not widely used in the courtly world either.eTtery
popular story of Apollonius of Tyre begins with aHat's rape of
his daughter, but this is seldom described as incethe many
Latin and vernacular versions, or in allusionshe story in other
texts (see Chapt®). In Hartmann von Aue'§regorius written at
the end of the twelfth century by a pious laymablirsy incest is
followed by mother/son incest (see Cha@Bethe narrator and the
protagonists refer techulde(guilt), missetatmisdeed), andiinde
(sin), rather than using a more specific term. Sometimesin stor-
ies incest is subsumed into some other sexuahsiultery or for-
nication or lechery, as in the didactic texts; stimes it is
described by a derogatory term for irregular or atomal sexual
behaviour such gsutage(debauchery, prostitution), or by a more
general term or phrase such laantage(shame) orageyn kynde
(against nature). A sample survey of some of theimessof the
popular Flight from the Incestuous Father storysqdssed in
Chapter dindicates that Latin writers were readier to gg®ng
terms such ascestumor stuprum(violation, debauchery). In the
vernacular versions of this story, when the fathealates his inten-
tion of marrying his daughter, she tends to replgamnror that this
would be a sin, without giving the sin a specificnea

Both medieval and modern writers distinguish betwegrious
different kinds of incestuous impediment to sexwddtions inside
or outside marriage, though in the Middle Agesdbgrees of pro-
hibited relationship were much more numerous. Tha complex
topic, and so is the terminology: here | mentiodycsome fre-
guently used Latin terms and their modern Englighialents.
Words for ‘relationship’ in medieval Latin inclugeopinquitasand

! Handlyng Synne7367—72 ed. Furnivall (the French source is printed besthe
Middle English): ‘The thryddé synne ys the wersth clerkes calleth hyt ‘yncest’ . ..’
(The third sin is the worst, | Clerics/learned roeliit incest). Elsewhere Mannyng often
uses the formula ‘men call it’, but not ‘clerksla&l
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cognatig parentelacan mean both the concept of relationship and
the actual kin-groupConsanguinitas(consanguinity) means a
blood relationshipAffinitas (affinity) is the relationship created
between the families of a married couple, what weldi@hink of
as the ‘in-law’ relationship. In medieval thinkirg permanent rela-
tionship of affinity was created by any act of seximhércourse
(copula carnali. If a man slept on different occasions with twe si
ters, or with a mother and her daughter, he noy cammitted
incest but also created a relationship of affinitywsen these
women and his extended family, and between himsedf their
family. Affinity created by legitimate marriage emtied much fur-
ther than we would expect, beyond the nuclear fatoithe in-laws
of one’s in-laws (and for several centuries to thieiaws too).
Cognatio spiritualis(spiritual kinship) had several meanings. It
could mean kinship with one’s godparent or godghildd with
his/her immediate family; a special vocabulary waseloped to
describe these relationships which paralleled tlod$ke biological
family. It could mean the relationship between gryson in reli-
gious orders and a lay person, or between twoioelg In this spir-
itual context, incest could also mean intercoursénva nun or
other religious. For further discussion of the coexpind changing
definition of incest in the Middle Ages, see Chapter



Introduction: Dangerous Propinquity

Home, home—a few small rooms, stiflingly over-inhabiby
a man, by a periodically teeming woman, by a rablbleoys
and girls of all ages. No air, no space; an undsligtl

prison; darkness, disease, and smells ... And hoawas
squalid psychically as physically Psychicallywias a rabbit
hole, a midden, hot with the frictions of tightly gked life,

reeking with emotion. What suffocating intimaciefiat dan-
gerous, insane obscene relationships between theere of
the family group!

Aldous Huxley,Brave N ew Worldl

Everysociety has taboos about incest, but they diffeiscterably,
and so do literary representations of incest. Is tiook | shall
explore medieval uses of the incest motif in a variet literary
genres, including romance, hagiography, ardmplaln order to
establish the social and literary context, in thst fthapter | con-
sider the historical development of medieval indests by the
Church and the extent to which they were accephedodserved by
the laity; in the second chapter | discuss clabsigéhs and legends
about incest, and their reception and adaptatiothé& Middle
Ages. | have arranged the homegrown medieval neesadiscussed
in Chapters3 to 5according to the main type of incestuous rela-
tionship they include: mother—son, father—daughtéfing, and
other (more distant blood-relatives, relatives bgrrnage, ‘spirit-
ual’ relatives). In each of these three chapteosli$ on one major
text in considerable detail, but | also discusarmrge of other texts
which offer variations on the theme and indicatdgras of influ-
ence. Just as incest creates convoluted and amlsdamily rela-
tionships, incest stories do not necessarily feab iclear-cut literary

! This epigram is taken from the discussion of oldifased family life in ch.3 of
Brave New WorldThe title of this chapter, ‘Dangerous Propinquitg’borrowed from
Elizabeth SmartBy Grand Central Statigr25 though she uses it in a different context,
it seems a most appropriate metaphor for incestleast becausgropinquitasin Latin
means closeness in kinship, as well as in spatenet
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categories. One can arrange them by genre, byolatemposition,

by type of source, or by type of relationship, buthemf these
schemes proves entirely satisfactory, and theséién some overlap
or repetition when several types of incest appear @#ingle text. |
have found it necessary to use two different andesehat incon-
sistent approaches in order to separate medieatnents of clas-
sical plots from stories apparently invented in khieldle Ages by

Christian writers. The stories of classical orignChapter2 are

not categorized by the type of incestuous relatignsmnd are not
discussed again in the later chapters.

The use of the incest motif in medieval literatura isuge topic.
My main aim here is to show the remarkable poptyaof the
motif and the variety of ways in which it was used rhgdieval
writers. Medieval incest stories are so numeroas$ ithis impossi-
ble even to mention them all, let alone to dis¢chssn all in detail.
Nor have | attempted to interpret them systemdyidgalthe light
of current thinking about incest by anthropologigeciobiolo-
gists, psychoanalysts, and social workers; thislevoequire several
more volumes, and also would be inappropriate fgmpunrpose of
trying to understand medieval attitudes to inckeshare the view
expressed in a recent essay on Artemidorus’ maomidhe inter-
pretation of dreams, which was written in the secoerturyad:

Incestuous dreams and their indigenous interpaiatire mutually
dependent, and a Freudian interpretation of thgedléatent content is an
arbitrary intrusion into the patterns of thought obgher culture.

I think of my project as literary archaeology, and | hope totter
literary critics will build on the foundations | have excéed,
using whatever approach they find most useful, just as haster
build on the fieldwork of archaeologists. My discussion oé thul-
tural context in which the medieval narratives were produaed

of the classical tradition in myth and literature which laghiind
them can only be brief overviews; each of these chaptersidoail
expanded into a book. As for the medieval texts, the crititada-
ture about some of them is vast (for instance Hartmann von Aue
and the Arthurian legend). | have largely confined myself he t
areas | know best—medieval Latin, Old French, and Middle
English—with occasional excursions into German, Spanish,

2 Price, ‘Future of Dreams22.



INTRODUCTION: DANGEROUS PROPINQUITY 3

Italian, and Celtic material. | have tried to suggest paiseboth
in terms of literary structure and of historical developmdput
also to emphasize differences. The same basic plot may lye ver
differently treated in a romance and a saint’s life. In onerative
a protagonist may be harshly punished for an unwitting simjex
in another version the same sin is easily absolved. Broadtipunes
which run through this study, and which will be discussediaga
the final chapter, include the ways in which Christianityeaftéd
the retelling and inventing of incest stories in the Middige&; the
representation of women in medieval incest stories; andré¢lze
tionship of incest literature to real life in this period, $o far as
it can be reconstructed.

It is also revealing to compare medieval attituttegncest with
our own today In1997 Kathryn Harrison published he Kiss a
memoir of her affair as 20-year-old with her father, whom she had
not seen since she wdgboth were aware of their relationship).
One review appeared under the headline The lust tlare not
speak its namé&Homosexuality is no longer shocking and unmen-
tionable in our society; incest is still shockimagd has only recently
become mentionable. It has been found to be alayiwide-
spread in late twentieth-century society, and éxiglicitly and pub-
licly discussed in two main aspects. At the maexell we ask what
circumstances permit or encourage incest: cleangmy is not the
only cause, as was once supposed. Do abusersdesuirte from
dysfunctional families themselves? To what extemtmbthers col-
lude in abuse of young girls by fathers or maletieda? What are
the effects of incest on ‘survivors’ (self-mutilanipopromiscuity, dif-
ficulty in maintaining relationships or raising drién)? How
should abusers be treated? At the micro level, mamyen (and
some men too) are declaring themselves to be irsastvors;
indeed it could be argued that incest has becom#éléhour of the
month’ in terms of a childhood trauma which ‘expHlitater diffi-
culties in life. False memory syndrome is a newbpem caused by
the ‘outing’ of incest as a mentionable traumasinbt only the
abused child who is seen as a victim, but als@imescases the par-
ents who are—or claim to be—falsely accused.

One catalyst for the ‘outing’ of incest has been tWmmen’s
movement. Feminists see incest as one of many fofm®lence

3 See thdndependenfLondon), 17Apr. 1997.
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against women, an example of the patriarchal dortnaand

male sexual aggression which have been acceptsd fong but are
now being vociferously challenged. In a study of ifesm and

incest, Vicki Bell comments on this new approach:

Sociologists and anthropologists have traditionedlyarded incest as dis-
ruptive of the family and therefore as disruptive tbe social order.
Feminism has suggested that, paradoxical as itsey, incest is actually
produced and maintained by social order: the oodler male-dominated
societyt

The feminist approach mirrors general attitudes to incest i
assuming that it is largely a problem of male aggression tdwa
vulnerable women, many of whom are below the age of consent.
Judith Herman, author of an important early study of father—
daughter incest, takes a similar line: ‘The terms “offeridend
“victim” describe the situation accurately, even thougmypeople
find this language objectionabl . . Rather—daughter incest is not
only the type of incest most frequently reported but also- rep
resents a paradigm of female sexual victimizatiofeminists
naturally reject the charge that some young women ‘ask for it
and they have little to say about mothers and other older wvaome
who seduce young male relatives. Mother—son incest ceytainl
does happen; but in our society both feminists and the mau tr
itional find it hard to accept the idea of women, especially
mothers, as sexual predators and seducers of adolescestirboy
their care.

Bell gives a very interesting account of the debates in Brgjla
in the early twentieth century and in tH®8G over incest legis-
lation, and the attitudes to incest that they re¥emMuch was
made of the genetic argument that inbreeding producestikefec
offspring who are imperfect human beings, and also a burden t
society. As Bell points out, this was an argument for treatin
incest legislation separately from that relating to rap&t & she
also points out, it presupposes that incest involves a mahaan
fertile woman, and that they are blood relatives. Anothempin-
ent feature of these debates was the emphasis on the family as
a valuable institution which should be protected: incests wa
understood not as morally repugnant in itself, but as deniral

4 Bell, Interrogating Incest57. 5 Herman,Father—-Daughter Incest.
& See also Wolframin-Laws part II.
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to family life. This affected the parameters of incest lgisn: it
was argued in th&986debate that there was no need to include
in-laws among the prohibited partners, since nowadays ety
dom form part of the nuclear family; adopted children, on the
other hand, were included, although they are not blood ivekt
One speaker in the debate pleaded, ‘If the law is to be seniibl
will not prosecute wrongs because they are nameless wrbuogs,
wrongs which do harm.” Bell compares this with attitudes é&-s
uality in the eighteenth century, when, according to Foli¢au
was seen in relation to the problem of governing societypeat
than as a question of individual behaviour or morality.
Furthermore, the incest debate in the early part of the tiegnt
century considered incest as a form of child abuse, and edok
the expertise of the National Society for the Prevention odelty

to Children; in thel98G there was more discussion of the long-
term psychological effects on young female victims.

The situation in the Middle Ages can be contrasted with tHat o
the twentieth century in almost every respect, at both therma
and the micro levels. In fact it is hard to differentiate théwo
modern levels in relation to medieval thinking; althoughitesrs
like St Augustine and St Thomas Aquinas did discuss the inces
taboo in terms of family and social structure and the value of
exogamy, it was Christian spiritual values which predoreda
While the medieval Church certainly wanted to support thra-fa
ily as a Christian institution, the fate of the individualgevas its
first concern (at least, this is always the claim in literargrks
about incest, but some modern scholars argue that the tad@o h
more material advantages for the Church—see my discussion in
Chapter 1). Incest, which was much more broadly defined in the
Middle Ages than it is today, was a matter for private rathen
public confession. There was no concern for the safegugrdin
the family from an incestuous member, the emotional andiphys
al damage to young victims, or the social rehabilitation bfier
victims or abusers. The dismantling of a family unit was mleds
serious than the damnation of a soul, and punishment mostly
took the form of contrition and penance (though the lattes wa
sometimes to be performed publichkY.he dangers of inbreeding

7 This was the theory, at least, and is certainlyithygression conveyed by medieval
literature. In real life, churchmen seem to haverbprepared in some cases to tolerate
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are almost never mentioned by medieval writers, for whoneshc
included intercourse between relatives not linked by bldbttest

was seen as the most extreme manifestation of lust and bodily
appetite, the constant enemies of the soul; the gender o$ithe
ner was immaterial. In fact in the many cautionary tales @abou
incest produced by clerical authors, the initiator of a cons
mated liaison known to both partners to be incestuous is more
likely to be a woman than a man: women’s sexual appetites were
notoriously insatiable, and like their ancestor Eve theg ha self-
control. But it was not only clerics who described women afg-in
ating incest. In a digression on the power of love Rarzival
Wolfram von Eschenbach uses incest to illustrate the lengph
which passion can drive women:

frou Minne, ir pflegt untriuwen
mit alten siten niuwen.

ir zucket manegem wibe ir pris,
unt rat in sippiu &mfs.

(Mistress Love, with old ways ever-new you fostelaal ties. You snatch
their good name from many women; you prompt therrake lovers over-
near of kin.)

The example that follows to show the power of loveranen con-
cerns a very different kind of transgression, agafagdal vows
and the bonds of companionship.

Medieval incest stories differ significantly fromaskical ones,
which were well known in the Middle Ages, becau§eCbiristian
attitudes to sex, sin, and salvation. Medieval evgtwere much
more explicit about incest than our supposedlyrédbeociety has
been till very recently They had no doubt thatdis a severe social
and spiritual problem which had to be confronted aiscussed.
Not only was it frequently cited as a branch of Luawr Lechery
in definitions of the Seven Deadly Sins, but fromtihelfth century
on it became very popular among clerical writergtees literary
‘péché monstrueux’ or monstrous sin which demonstrahat

incestuous relationships if the spouses were notctogely related and the incest had
been committed in ignorance—see Ch.

8 For further discussion see my comments in Cand the Conclusion.

% Wolfram von EschenbachParzival vi. 219.19-22 ed. Lachmann, revised
Nellmann, trans. Hattd,52 He could have found this argument in clericalting and
also in classical sources such as Ovid and JuysealCh?2).
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divine grace is available to even the most wickedey, as long as
s/he is truly contrité It also became a popular motif in secular
stories of adventure, which often feature foundlings anpheated
families: the hero may or may not recognize his mother oesist
time to avoid disaster (the fall of Camelot is attributed tdhAir’s
incestuous begetting of Mordred in some versions of the
Arthurian legend).

There seems every reason to believe that the incidence estinc
does not change much over the centuries; what does change is t
level of public acknowledgement that it happens, and d&ouns
of what to do about it. One might have expected that the
medieval Church would have avoided telling stories abowesh
for fear of putting dangerous ideas into people’s heads. b t
other hand, to be plausible and powerful, cautionary talastm
bear a strong resemblance to real-life situations, mustebegr
nizable as within the bounds of possibility The frequen¢ o$
the incest theme by clerical writers shows that incestucasire
was not regarded as a rare and barbaric perversion, butrrashe
a constant danger for all, rich and poor, powerful and humble
male and femalé& Some writers went so far as to acknowledge
the possibility of consensual incest between close resativho
love each other deeply, though of course this was no excuse fo
sin. By insisting that even this heinous sin could be absblve
through contrition and grace, Christianity put a new spintoa
incest theme, and on plots which must have been circulating f
a long time in oral literature as well as in written sour&eghe
late classical story of Apollonius of Tyre, which begins lwithe
brutal rape of a princess by her father, elicited from sdvera
medieval writers the comment that just as one can find gold or a
jewel in a dungheap, according to proverbial wisdom, so saich

10 See Payerl,e Motif, esp. 54f.

11 Bell offers the analogy ol%h-cent. discussion of children masturbating, para-
phrasing Foucault's commentterrogating Incest 18: ‘masturbation was simultan-
eously spoken of as a natural inclination and asgdr, both physical and moral,
individual and collective’.

2 Indeed, some modern critics consider that the slhazfdncest hangs over a great
deal of medieval literature. According to Méla, ‘paurimpression des images, les
amours médiévales prennent-elles toujours peu cau peoloration incestueuse’
(‘Edipe’, 23 by a superimposition of images, medieval love ismalways take on a
slightly incestuous colouring). He sees the inflgenicthe Oedipus legend in a great deal
of medieval narrative, including the Arthurian leden
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shocking story can have moral value for the Christian re&der
But even without the moralizing Christian angle, the indégme
would still have had considerable appeal, for as Shelleytevto

a friend, ‘incest is like many othdncorrect things a very poetic-
al circumstance®

13 For references see Archibalipollonius 205 (V3) and224 (A16).
14 Letters ii. 154 he is discussing the work of Calderén in a letteMaria Gisborne.



1
Medieval Incest Law—Theory and
Practice

Although the Church holds that certain impedimeants of
divine law origin, the precise nature and effecfstlese
impediments have not been clear throughout histbhgre
has also been debate over the dispensing powerdfishops
and even the Holy Father in certain cases.

The Code of Canon Law

It is often claimed that the incest taboo is universat as anthro-
pologists have demonstrated, kinship structuressaoilly con-
structed: rules about endogamy and exogamy andkgtioims on
intercourse or marriage between certain memberkekin-group
vary from culture to culture and from century tonaey It is a
considerable over-simplification to say, as doesant commen-
tary on the contemporary code of canon law, thati¢es have
generally condemned sexual relations between bteladives as a
sort of perversior’. Most communities forbid marriage between
persons related in a vertical line—parents and ohrld grand-
parents and grandchildren; but beyond that practiave varied
widely over the ages, and still do today. In someieties sibling
marriage has been allowed in the royal family (irciant Egypt,
Peru, and Hawaii); in Egypt in the Graeco-Romarnque(300 bc to
ad 300) brother—sister marriages among non-roy&eois were
recorded quite frequently in the census recéidslatives by mar-
riage may or may not be counted as full family mensbthe pater-
nal kin-group may be privileged over the matermatlyice versa.
When it comes to uncles and aunts, nephews anéspieousins,

! Code of Canon Layed. Corideret al 758.

2 Code of Canon Laywcanonl091, 772.

3 See Taubenschlagaw of Greco-Roman Egyp111-12 Hopkins, ‘Brother—Sister
Marriage’; Shaw, ‘Explaining Incest’; Frier and Bedl, Demography 127-37.
Taubenschlag notes that in some families siblingriage occurred in two successive
generations.
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relatives by marriage, and adopted, illegitimated atepchildren,
there has been much variation over the centuriéisérapplication
of the incest taboo. In the ancient world, for imste, levirate mar-
riage, the practice whereby the widow of a man wiea @¢hildless
was married to his brother, or even his father, gmamon among
the Hittites as well as the early Israelitdés.Catholic Europe in the
Middle Ages such marriages were forbidden (hencari&Ill’s
difficulties). In nineteenth-century England margag a brother’s
widow was not permitted, but marriage with a deaf'svsister
was legal till Lord Lyndhurst’s Act 01835 then forbidden for sev-
enty years till the unpopular act was repealei9d7® In England
incest remained under the jurisdiction of the edalgal courts
till 1908; in Scotland, however, it has been under the cdwfrthe
common law courts since 1567. At present, English law defiroest
in the Sexual Offences Act of 1956 as sexual intercourse drtva
man and his mother, sister (full or half), daughter or graadghter,
and between a woman over 16 and her father, brother (full tfy, ha
son or grandfathérAccording to the Church of England, the range
of relatives whom one may not marry is considerabbre exten-
sive, including adoptive daughter, aunt, niece, heoin-law,
grandmother-in-law, daughter-in-law, granddauglmdaw, step-
mother, and stepdaughter (and the corresponding rektives for
a womany.In Scotland a wider range of relatives by blood agd
marriage is included in the prohibited degrees ating to the
Incest and Related Offences (Scotland) Actl®886 In the United
States the incest laws vary from state to stategdout not all pro-
hibit marriage to a first cousin, or to an adopthéd.®

The Catholic commentary quoted at the beginninchaf ¢hap-
ter is refreshingly honest about the difficultiesrsunding the
incest prohibitions, which are by no means pecutia€hristianity.

4 See Ziskind, ‘Legal Rules’; and also Hoffner, ‘Iste

5 See Wolfram)n-Laws 30ff., and Gullette, ‘Puzzling Case’. Marriage toslsort of
sister-in-law was legal in many continental couggrand in America during this time;
some English couples perjured themselves to marBngland, while others fled abroad.

5 On incest law in Britain see appendix | in Béfiterrogating Incest186—8 and the
excellent discussion in Wolfrann-Laws esp. ch2. English law has changed consider-
ably in this century, and is still changing, sotthias now possible to marry a relative by
marriage such as an ex-mother-in-law.

7 SeeCanons of the Church of EnglanB 31, 22-3.

8 There is a convenient list arranged by state in #ppendix of Herman,
Father-Daughter Inces221-59.
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As Mary Douglas notes in her broad-ranging studypoliution
and taboo, ‘It is the nature of a moral rule to leeeyal, and its
application to a particular context must be undartaSome soci-
eties appeal to natural or divine law as a justificafor their own
practices, but many writers recognize, as medieuéthorities did,
that their laws are in fact human constructs, argjext to change
for a variety of reasons. These reasons may notyalb@ rational,
nor the changes logically consistent. Alan Watsogues that
‘though there is a historical reason for every legvelopment, yet
to a considerable extent law in most places at moss does not
progress in a rational or responsive Wayle notes that ‘the diver-
gence between law and the needs or wishes of thagawolved
or the will of the leaders of the people is markedaid that laws do
not always reflect the people’s best interests:

Rules of law which produce results which are intatge to the society or
its ruling class will no doubt be replaced. Buargue that in consequence
any given system of law will reflect the needs ansirds of society or its
ruling class is anon sequiturunless we take that proposition in a very
restricted sense indeed. Society and ruling classesin practice, able to
tolerate a great deal of private law which servaghee the interests of
society at large or its ruling class nor the insesef anyone else.

In the Middle Ages the prohibitions relating to mage and also
intercourse with relatives were extended to a degrgprecedented

in any other society; the family was defined so bipas to include
not only biological and social relationships budaaspiritual ones.

At their most draconian, in the tenth, eleventhd awelfth cen-
turies, these prohibitions banned sexual interecourstween all
relatives connected by consanguinity or affinity ttee seventh
degree, and between persons linked by compate(syitual
affinity) to the fourth degree. This was disadvaetags for most of
the population, and the rules were often brokennetones
through ignorance but sometimes quite deliberaltsy did such

an unworkable system develop, and whose interests did it
serve? In this chapter | shall briefly consider the medieval
inheritance from Graeco-Roman and Judaic law, the ways in
which the medieval rules about incest developed and changed
and attitudes to incest in medieval society (whether attechpr

% Douglas,Purity, 131. 10 Watson,Society 5-6.
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achieved, actually committed or merely imputed), in so fatley
can be reconstructédl.

THE GRAECO -ROMAN TRADITION

The Greeks, like most other societies, forbade bo#nriage and
sexual intercourse between ascendants and desdsndaiotz
notes that in their attitudes to incest they wess free than orien-
tal societies, but less rigorous than Roman so€ikiyXenophon’s
MemorabiliaSocrates reminds Hippias that those who transgress
this unwritten law of the gods are punished by hgtiad children;
he implies that the incestuous child will be imnratand therefore
will produce unsatisfactory offsprirtg. In Plato’s Laws the
Athenian argues that unwritten law and the forcpuiflic opinion
restrain parents from sleeping with children, anehnfrom inter-
course with attractive siblingg.(838a—838). But Just notes that
there were few specifically prohibited relationshipad Harrison
comments that ‘we hear of no action at law whiclhaitwas or
could be brought against those guilty of incest, anfhct there is
in Greek no technical term for ince$tParker discusses incest in
his study of pollution and purification in Greek sigi but notes
that the wordmiasma(pollution) is never in fact used to refer to
incest!® In Sophocles’ play Oedipus is exiled from Thebegfarri-
cide, not for incest. Athens was notably toleranit$ interpreta-
tion of the taboo, and indeed favoured endogamijasnotes: An
Athenian’s first loyalties were towards his kin It. was thus among
his kin that he first sought for a husband for tasghter, sister, or

1 I mean by this the evidence for actual occurrentéscest, and historical responses
to potential or actual incest, rather than commmnitathe form of myth or fiction; such
commentary is discussed in the chapters that follroughout this chapter | am
indebted to the magisterial study of Brunddgey, Sexand also to part of McCabe,
Incest, Drama3-63.

2 ] am much indebted here to the excellent entrieSimtz (Greece) and Humbert
(Rome) inDictionnaire des antiquités.v.incestum

3 Memorabilig 4. 4. 19-23see alsdrepublic 46D. Aristotle in thePolitics criticizes
Plato for proposing a communal life which would cloe family relationships and
therefore permit incestlg62); the potential liaisons he mentions are exclisikemo-
sexual (father and son, brothers).

14 See JustWomen 76ff.; and HarrisonLaw, 22-3 Glotz cites a number of Greek
terms used for incest, includiggmos anosio@inholy marriage).

15 parker,Miasma 97.
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any girl in hiskyrieia.'*¢ Siblings could marry if they were born of
different mothers, and a number of examples of suatriages are
known”Uncles and nieces could and did marry each otinekrsa

did adoptive sibling® There seems to have been no concept of
affinity in Athenian law; if Phaedra had succeededaducing her
stepson Hippolytus, in legal terms she would hasenbguilty of
adultery rather than incest. Glotz notes that thvexe no formal
punishment for incest in Athenian law, unless adtparty was
injured by it (as Theseus would have been in Pletedase).

Rome was less endogamous than classical Greetsrnrairiage
practices, and stricter in its legislation abouwtest?® The Romans
did have a specific word for incest, though in dtzdd atin inces-
tumhad much broader connotations than its modern atgmt; In
the sense of ‘unchaste behaviour’ this term coveredhriety of
offences relating to pollution and incontinencepugh clearly
sexual incontinence was the most importéiftor instance, Horace
refers to Paris as ‘incestus iudex’ (unchaste judiprause lust
influenced his decision to bestow the apple of didcom Venus,
who had promised him as a reward Helen, the moatudtifal
woman in the world* But the term was also applied to intercourse
with a Vestal virgin, a usage which was continuedrie Middle
Ages when incest was used to mean intercourserwitis or clerics
as well as with relatives. Lactantius Placidus akpd in his influ-
ential commentary on thehebaidof Statius, written in the fifth or
sixth centuryad, thatincestumis derived from theestonor girdle

16 Just,Women 80.

7 Themistocles’ son by his first wife married his dateg by his second wife; see Cox,
Household Interests 216-19 When sibling incest is discussed in Seneca’s
Apocolocyntosisa character remarks Athenis dimidium licet, Alexiaiae totum’ (ch.

8; half is alright in Athens, and whole in Alexandri€uriously, at Sparta the situation
was reversed: siblings with a common father werepesmitted to marry. Sparta also
permitted a form of levirate marriage during thetfirasband’s lifetime.

18 See JustWomen 80 and 95and Pomeroyamilies 34-5 An Athenian could adopt
his daughter’s husband, and could also marry higdger to his adopted son.

1 See TreggiariRoman Marriage 37-9 and Shaw, ‘Explaining Incest269-70.
Humbert attributes this Roman rigour to the fadttthepaterfamiliasstoodin loco
parentisto all the members of higensor clan, so that they could be regarded as closely
related to one another.

20 By the beginning of the empire the idea that incesated pollution may have been
regarded as old-fashioned; Tacitus reports thaudies was mocked for ordering
purification ceremonies after the suicide of a maoused of incest with his sister
(Annals 12. 8). 2l Odes 3. 3. 19.
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of Venus, which binds mortals in matrimony; adult&syan undo-
ing of this girdle, thusncestum??

Although there is no reference to incest in the Wev@ables, an
early codification of Roman law, a remark of Cicesuggests that
it was in fact a capital crime, and Tacitus retera Spaniard who
was thrown from the Tarpeian rock for committingest with his
daughtef® Claudius had the law forbidding marriage between
uncle and niece changed in order to marry his Egldaughter
Agrippina; Tacitus describes the embassy of Vitsllio the Senate
on behalf of the emperor, and attributes to him ayueaent which
places incest firmly under the rubric of customary, lather than
natural law?* According to Plutarch, the marriage was justified on
the grounds of public necessit\By the second centurgd a man
was not permitted to marry his sister’s daughtegranddaughter,
his aunt, stepmother, stepdaughter, mother-indawaughter-in-
law, nor a woman her equivalent male relatives;iage between
siblings by adoption was valid only if one had bgmeviously
emancipated® Gaius notes that because of Claudius’ example
marriage to a brother’s daughter was permitted nlotito a sister’s
daughter; no reason is given for this discreparapdy have been
connected to questions of inheritance (marriage wittaunt was
strictly forbidden, perhaps because it carried feimancial advan-
tages); or it may be that there was greater cestainout the blood
relationship with a sister’'s daughter than withrather’s (this is
presumably the logic behind the Athenian prohilmitagainst mar-
riage between uterine siblings). Watson cites Clagiduccess in
changing the law as an example of the random wayhiich laws

22 | actantii . . . commentup®. 62 ed. Sweeney.

% Cicero,De legibus 2. 9. 22 Tacitus,Annals 6. 19 See the comments of Gardner
(Women 125-73, who suggests that nuclear family incest was &endor the family or
for the pontifices, and that ‘marriages within tbebidden degrees would simply be void
in law; sexual relations between the couple did indhemselves constitute an offence’
(126). But incest cases do seem to have come to caurdcoasion. Cicero refers to a
famous speech by Curio in defence of Servius Fulvwiso was accused of incest
(Brutus 122; he also notes that slaves could be torturedddyrce evidence in cases of
incest and conspiracyg partitione oratoria 122).

24 Annals 12. 5-7 the wordincestumis not used. Tacitus comments that only one
senator, a notorious toady, took advantage of thelicence.

% Quaestiones romanas; discussing why it is customary for women to kidatives
on the lips, Plutarch notes that the ancients @idmarry blood relatives, just as mar-
riage to aunts and sisters is forbidden at Romeygh the marriage of cousins has
recently been allowed. % See Gaiuglnstitutes 1. 58—-62ed. Seckel and Kuebler.



MEDIEVAL INCEST LAW 15

can come into being, in this case to suit the nedéds particular
individual, without any thought for the needs ofistgin general,
or for any supposed rationale for the previous baruncle—niece
marriage, and comments: The same senators, moreeveelld
have favoured any different rule of law if that wouldve enabled
them to please Claudius. In slightly altered cirsteimces, one
could easily imagine that the decree of the senaialdvhave
allowed marriage with a sister’s daughter, but wih a brother’s
daughter? Marriage with a niece, whether brother’s or sister’
daughter, was pronounced a capital crime by Cotistarand
Constans in ad 342, but 86Arcadius and Honorius reduced the
penalty to disinheritance of the wife and the claéld(who were
considered illegitimate). There seems to have kbeasiderable dis-
agreement about how bad this type of incest was. Marriagedset
first and second cousins was legal, but appareaitlly frare?®

In Gaius’lnstitutesall the rules about incest are grouped together
and clearly laid out. Diocletian seems to have tese for anxiety
about the inefficacy of the incest laws, forad 295he issued a
stern edict spelling them out again and insistimgteir obser-
vance; he notes that the gods will continue to dal@ome only if
Romans live piously and chast&yn the Codex Theodosianus
(issued i438 there is a section on incestuous marriages,rbtite
Digest of Justiniar(issued in533 the incest laws are interspersed
with many other aspects of marriage fn Justinian’s code only
the most vague justification for the rules is giyeatural law and
pudor, decency). In some cases blood relationship séerhe the
crucial factor—it is legal to marry an adopted sistdaughter—
but by no means in all: it is illegal to marry axtstepmother, a
grandmother-in-law, a step-granddaughter, the nrottfiean ex-
fiancée, or an adoptive aunt. It is legal to mamyadoptive sister
who has since been emancipated, but unthinkablmaory an
adoptive daughter or granddaughter. Treggiari ntitasthe treat-
ment of incest in the works of Roman jurists is cairig; some
cases seem to have been treated as adultery acdtiom. She also
notes that ignorance of the law, or of the relatiogmsbonstituted
grounds for acquittal, especially for women, thoubk marriage

27 Watson,Society 37-40(the quotation is taken frodD).

2 This is the argument of Shaw and Saller in ‘Close-Kiarriage'.
2 SeeM osaicarum. . . collatio, 6. 4 ed. Hyamson.

% Codex Theodosianu8. 12;Digest of Justinian23. 2.



16 MEDIEVAL INCEST LAW

would still be considered invalid and the childridlegitimate.
Charges against women were dropped if the incestofvastype
forbidden by Roman law rather thaure gentium(by the law of
mankind), though they might still be charged withukiery®* The
distinction betweelius gentiumand local Roman law was import-
ant for Roman attitudes to incest, but there iglpar rationale for
the taboo. There seems to have been some sendadésttcaused
pollution and offended the gods, but it was not elyidor clearly
articulated. Justinian was responsible for a véggiicant innov-
ation when he forbade marriage between children thed bap-
tismal sponsors on the grounds that God had alreadgtioned
intercourse between their so#d his is the first overtly Christian
reference in justification of an incest law (for faet discussion see
below). The prime consideration in the structurafghe Roman
incest laws during the early Empire seems to haentihe moral
responsibility of a male in authority over femalenfly members
(in loco parenti}, though this principle was ignored in the case of
Claudius and Agrippina, and could also lead to samdous
anomalies. Treggiari cites the marriage of Nero atiepted son of
Claudius, to Octavia, Claudius’ natural daughterowtad been
emancipated; this was quite legal in Roman eyesesClaudius
was no longer in authority over his own daugfter.
Asaresult of these complicated considerations of the ratfin-
ship and familial responsibility, Roman law never acknaged a set
number of degrees of prohibited relationship, as mediamba law
would. What did medieval Christians inherit from riRan incest
law? That the incest prohibitions included relaineeyond the
nuclear family; that there were different kinds n€ést, some for-
bidden universally by natural law and some onhidmpal law, and
therefore that the laws against incest could alome flexibility;
that ignorance was an excuse for incest, espedéialielationships
forbidden by Roman as opposed to natural law, &ad in some
circumstances incestuous marriages might be tadrat

31 Treggiari,Roman Marriage38-9 and 281.

%2 Codex Justinianysb. 4. 26 This prohibition follows a discussion of the dosilof
earlier jurists as to whether it was permissiblenarry an emancipatedlumna(foster-
daughter); Justinian argues that anyone who has t@ésedin loco filiae(in the place
of a daughter) is ineligible as a wife, and goes@add the prohibition on marrying a
goddaughter. See the comments of Lyr@bdparents224—6.

33 Treggiari,Roman Marriage 38.
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OTHER EVIDENCE FOR CLASSICAL ATTITUDES TO INCEST

What historical evidence is there for classicaitades to incest
other than law code¥?%Greek and Roman writers tended to sneer
at incest as characteristic of barbarians. Herodtels how the
Persian king Cambyses insisted on marrying higrsishe royal
judges could find no precedent for such a marriagd,so declared
diplomatically that legally the king of Persia cowld whatever he
liked.® Strabo reported that the Persian magi slept widir thwn
mothers, as did the Irish, who also ate their déatthers®
Tertullian repeats a story from Ctesias’ lbsstory of Persisabout
some Macedonians who saw a performanc®eflipus Tyrannus
and could not understand why Oedipus thought iessary to
mutilate himself after discovering the truth aboug hirth; they
booed the actor, and urged each other ‘Go for ynather.®” In
Seneca'sHippolytus Theseus, believing that his son has propos-
itioned Phaedra, can only think that it must be the barbarlaad
of Hippolytus’ Amazon mother coming out in him, for even aiis
avoid incest906—14. Ovid’s Myrrha, who fell in love with her own
father, takes the opposite view, envying animals dojoying a
sexual freedom denied to humamdefamorphosesl0. 321 ff.).
But the view of incest as bestial in a negative sevas widespread
in the classical world. Ovid refers in passing tenéphron, who
slept with his own mother ‘saevarum more ferarukheg. 7. 386:
as wild beasts do). Imhe RepubliSocrates remarks that in sleep
men’s animal instincts are released in dreams: saigge aspect
‘does not shrink from attempting to lie with a methn fancy or
with anyone else, man, god, or brut@’ §71).

Dreams about incest seem to have been common iclabscal
world, and much discussed. Artemidorus covers guesgible vari-
ety in his famous treatise on the taxonomy andrpregation of
dreams written in the second half of the second cgnauwl, the
only classical dream book now extant; he challertgesviews of
other interpreters in relation to dreams of interseuwith one’s
mother, and refers to a book on Oedipal dreamsgnfliddorus of

34 Classical myth and literature are discussed inZh. % Histories 3. 31.

% Geography 15. 3. 20 and 4. 5.. &imilar charges against the Irish were still wirc
lating at the time of the Norman Conquest of Irelamd 172 see the letter of Pope
Alexander Ill to Henry Il, quoted in translation Bpeehy inWhen the Norman48.

87 Apologeticus9. 16 quoted by McCabéncest, Drama7.
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Talmessus, which is otherwise unkno##rtemidorus divides his
discussion of dreams about sex into three categdttiesnatural,
legal and customary’, the illegal, and the unndturasome cases
he cites, the illegality and horror of the incestretate with the
significance of the dream: possessing a young chélans either the
death of the child or the disgrace of the dreamer,rfio man with
any self-control at all would possess either higs@an or any other
child of so tender an agel.(78. He devotes one whole section
(1. 79 to dreams of incest with one’s mother, which caralispi-
cious, depending on the precise circumstances fasitions): is
the mother alive or dead in real life, and is sieefto face with the
dreamer, looking away, or in the ‘rider’ positiocB@phocles’ Jocasta
says that Oedipal dreams are quite common; themangioned by
various classical historians in connection with éars political
figures® According to Herodotus, for example, the exiledatyr
Hippias dreamed of sex with his mother and mistakémier-
preted this to mean that he would reconquer Atherssgad he
died° According to Plutarch, Julius Caesar had a singiteam the
night before crossing the Rubicon; according tot&uies, this
dream occurred when Caesar was in Spain, and as ta mean
that he would conquer the whole earth, the univgraeent®
Dreams of incest may have been auspicious in somsescaut
charges of incest were often made in the classioaldvto blacken
the characters of unpopular figures, especially tyathe trans-
gression of the incest taboo is a common metaphothf® misuse
of political power*> The enemies of the conservative fifth-century
Athenian politician Cimon accused him of both palitiand moral
crimes, pro-Spartan sympathies and incest withsister Elpinice;
there had been rumours about their relationshipnwhe was
young, and these were revived to blacken his néileibiades, the
controversial politician, soldier, and friend of 8aies, was a nat-
ural target for similar gossip: Athenaeus repohs tomment of
Antisthenes that Alcibiades was so perverted andyBcuous that

38 Artemidorus,Interpretation trans. White; see also Price, ‘Future of Dreamst
Foucault History of Sexuality Il 3-36.

%% Oedipus Tyranny€981-2 and see White’s notes on Artemidofiu97.

4 Histories 6. 107.

4 Plutarch Life of Caesar32. 68 SuetoniusThe Deified Julius?.

42 See McCabédncest, Drama25 ‘Perversions in the sexual politics of the fanghp-
vide ready analogies for corruptions in the powalitizs of the state or the ideological
politics of church and academy’ 4 Plutarch,Cimon 4. 5, 15. 3.
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he slept with his mother, his daughter, and higesisas Persians
do’.** A fragment of a speech by Lysias offers more evideot
Alcibiades’ immorality: he and Axiochos shared aman in
Abydos and did not know which of them was the fatb&mer
daughter, so when the girl became nubile they tiuwks to sleep
with her, each claiming that she was the child affiend®

In late Republican Rome, the tribune P. Clodius belfeved to
have slept with one or more of his sisters. Ciceegtently refers
to this gossip, though ironically he himself wasuwsad of incest
with his daughter Tullia, to whom he was famoustyated* The
satirists quite frequently mention rumours of incégtough
according to Richlin, they seem to have been muaherfascinated
by oral sex}’ Juvenal includes affairs between stepmothers and
their stepsons in his list of female failings 8atire 6 (402—4).
Augustus, the first Roman emperor, exiled his o@yghter Julia
because of her adultery; but his great-grandsongGlalispread a
rumour that Augustus had committed incest withaJudind that
Agrippina (mother of Caligula) was the result. Apgrity Caligula
preferred to be the descendant of an incestuous rempather
than of his real grandfather, the soldier Agrigp@aligula himself
was widely rumoured to have committed incest with sisters;
Nero was reputed to have desired his mother Agngpand to
have had sex with her when they travelled togethea litter®
Suetonius, the purveyor of this gossip, also claimas Titus had an
affair with his sister-in-law, and Domitian withshniece (Plutarch
makes this latter charge to8)As in Athens, powerful public fig-
ures in Rome were often accused of incest, whichpeaseived as
symbolizing excessive appetite and abuse of poveer (e discus-
sion of Periander and Semiramis in the next chaptecest was
also a charge used by rulers to remove enemiesbstades.
Agrippina wanted her son Nero to marry Octavia,gldaar of the
emperor Claudius, but Octavia was already engage8ilanus.

4 Deipnosophistaeb. 220 c—d.

% |ysias, Fragmentaxx, in Discours ed. and trans. Gernet and Bizos. It is possible
that Athenaeus is referring to the same situasarce there is no possessive pronoun in
the Greek, it could mean ‘he slept with a mothet bhar daughter’, rather than referring
to his own relatives. But clearly anything couldb®ieved of Alcibiades!

4 On Clodius see also Catullu&. 1-2 On Cicero see RichlirGarden 96-7.

47 See RichlinGarden 15 incest does not appear in her index.

4 SuetoniusCaligula, 23. 4 SuetoniusCaligula, 24 and 36N ero, 28.

%0 SuetoniusTitus 10 andDomitian, 22.
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Agrippina accused Silanus of incest with his sidi@ivhom he was
well known to be devoted; Silanus was struck offgbeatorial roll,
and committed suicide on the day that Claudius marr
Agrippina®

Given that incest charges were so popular as po#dnristru-
ments, it is hardly surprising that accusationsnekest were made
against the early Christians. Pagan writers pourmcedhe novel
Christian emphasis on the importance of love, theeafsbrother’
and ‘sister’ as a standard form of address betwdwarstians, and
their communal meals or ‘love-feasts’; these pi&stiwere inter-
preted as conclusive evidence of cannibalism anesindinucius
Felix is one of the early Christian writers who givexamples of
these charges:

They fall in love almost before they are acquaintse@rywhere they intro-
duce a kind of religious lust, a promiscuous ‘brotteed’ and ‘sister-
hood’ by which ordinary fornication, under cover ahallowed name, is
converted to incest.

Similarly, Tertullian makes frequent and mockingerence to the
supposed orgies in the dark at Christian feasts:

We are said to be the most criminal of men, on tweesof our sacra-
mental baby-killing and the baby-eating that goéhw and the incest
that follows the banquet, where the dogs are ompgiin the dark, for-
sooth, and make a sort of decency for guilty lustsolerturning the
lamps®®

He asks his pagan interlocutor to imagine the sibmafor a
Christian who is certain of eternal life:

. catch the infant blood; steep your bread witheat and enjoy it.
Meanwhile, as you recline on your couch, reckon pleees where your
mother, your sister, may be; make a careful notbag when the darkness
of the dogs’ contriving shall fall, you can make mistake. You will be
guilty of a sin, unless you have committed incest.irgtiated, so sealed,
you live for ever. | wish you to answer: is eteynitorth it?

It is striking that the tendency to accuse minogtyunpopular
religious groups of incest has continued down thewsges; later

51 Tacitus,Annals 12. 4. 2this sad episode is the background to Senecasmant
on the diversity of attitudes to sibling incest ah@ns and Alexandria which was quoted
earlier Apocolocyntosi8—see n17). 52 Octavius 9. 2.

5 Apologeticus7. 1 and 8. 2-4See Roussell®orneig 107-13.
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targets include the Albigensians, the Quakers, ewntly the
Branch Davidians of Waco. It may be that one reagioyymedieval

Christian writers did not use incest as a majomé&é exemplary
and hagiographical tales until the eleventh or filvedenturies was
that it had taken them so long to dismiss thes@apagcusations.
Early Christians felt no compunction, however, aboaplying in

kind rather than turning the other cheek. Patristitters poured
scorn on pagan Romans for allowing such shockinges to be
told of the promiscuity of their gods, including isteous affairs
(see my discussion of the Christian reception ofsata$ myth-

ology in the following chapter).

THE JUDAIC , BIBLICAL , AND PATRISTIC TRADITION

Christians in the Middle Ages inherited a complezhiand often
contradictory series of attitudes to incest fromidbvand biblical
tradition. The crucial biblical texts were Levitel8: 6-18 and 20:
10-21 which list the relatives with whom sexual relaisoare for-
bidden: the taboo is explained in the context ofimigaiishing the
Jews from neighbouring races, specifically the Eigyrst and the
Canaanites 18: 3)>* The list of prohibited relatives includes
mother, stepmother, sister (father’'s or mothersagtdaer), grand-
daughter, aunt (by blood or father’s brother’s yyigaughter-in-
law, sister-in-law (brother’s wife, and also thster of a living
wife); but curiously daughters are not mentioneat, are niece®

It is also forbidden to sleep with a woman and tvéh her daugh-
ter or granddaughter; it8: 12, 13and17the prohibited person is
said to be ‘near kinswoman’ of another close retatby way of
explanation. It is striking that both here an®@t 19-20aunts are

5 R. H. Helmholz has pointed out (in correspondetitaj medieval commentators
on canon law did not often refer to the Leviticegts; he doubts whether they played
much part in the development of the medieval intzss. There is a huge literature on
the interpretation of Leviticus; | have not attentht extensive survey.

5 Ziskind considers the omission of daughters insigaift, arguing that few Near
Eastern incest laws are comprehensive (‘Legal Rule8-J). But it must have provoked
some debate, judging from the tone of St Ambroséfet to Paternus in which he insists
that father—daughter intercourse is obviously priveibby natural law, divine law, and
individual piety Epistolag 1. 60 PL 16: 11895). Leviticus also appears to ban only half-
sisters. Rabanus Maurus, writing in the e&tly cent., found this puzzling, but argues,
like St Ambrose, that full sisters must be intendhedle too; see hiExpositionum in
Leviticum 5. 9.
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singled out; aR0: 19-20relations with an aunt are said to consti-
tute ‘iniquitas’ (wickedness) and ‘peccatum’ (sitgrms which do
not appear in all the other prohibitions, thoughiduitas’ is
applied to a half-sister i20: 17 (I discuss the Latin terms here,
rather than the Hebrew ones, since the Wilgatethastandard
text used in the Middle Ages). This seems to imiblgtt natural
shame and reverence will only prevent relationshwiéry close
family members, and that the prohibition againshtay half-
sisters, and step-relatives has to be reinforcedutther injunc-
tions, explanations, and threats (it is not a sangistinction
between relations by consanguinity and by affinitygest is one of
several pollutions prohibited in Leviticus; othdrglude inter-
course with a menstruating woman, adultery, masttioh, blas-
phemy, and bestiality In Chapt20the penalties for breaking the
various taboos are spelled out. It is striking tekate forms of
incest are to be punished by death (as are adutienyosexuality;
and bestiality): intercourse with the father’s wifdth a daughter-
in-law, with a wife and also her mother. Incesthwit sister incurs
exile. Surprisingly, it is only in relation to ingewith an aunt by
marriage or sister-in-law that the issue of childieraised: in both
cases the transgressors will die childless. Thiddceuggest that the
children will not survive, or it might mean stetylii—but as a divine
punishment rather than the biological consequefagcest, since
the sinners are related by affinity, not consandgyini

Ziskind stresses that these prohibitions are all addressed
men and that the prohibited family members ardeafiale® He
concludes that ‘the priestly writer was not onlymgiling rules
relating to the purity of family life but was refoing them with the
objective of improving the status of women within fh@mework
of ancient Israel's patriarchal structure’. The phitions in
Leviticus include various widows of male relativébe option of
handing around these women either as wives or diines to other
men within the family was foreclosed . . . The woneenld not be
forced to remain within the extended family as ¢gh&borers or
child bearers ..." Mitterauer agrees that there wasrong ten-
dency to exogamy among the Israelites, but pointstbat they
were also very concerned about pure bloodlinesedslly in
priestly families, a concern which encouraged -emdgog’

5 Ziskind, ‘Legal Rules’104. 57 Mitterauer, ‘Christianity’,310-13.
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Carmichael argues that the inclusion of some retatigps in the
Leviticus prohibitions and the omission of othera te explained
by reference to the stories about incest in thegalieag books of the
Old Testament; in his reading, the writer is regting to those
narratives (Lot, Abraham, Judah, Amnon, etc.), afsdb adding
some contrasting examples, rather than offeringtsamis to real-
life problems®Whether or not they provide the explanation for the
rules in Leviticusl8 and 20 narratives involving incest in the first
section of the Old Testament presented serious gmubfor early
Christian theologians. The dying Jacob cursesdrisReuben for
having sex with his stepmother, the concubine Bjtaan.49: 3—4),
and Absalom has his half-brother Amnon murdereddping their
sister Tamard Sam. 1R But other incestuous characters are not
punished in any way. No moral comment is made & @enesis
account of Lot’s seduction by his daughters afterdastruction of
Sodom (Genl9: 30-8, though later we learn that their descend-
ants, the Moabites and Ammonites, are excluded ftbencon-
gregation of the Lord (Deu23: 3. Lot’s incest is often mentioned
in medieval commentaries as an example of the e¥idrunken-
ness; patristic writers stressed that the daughbensght that Lot
was the only surviving man in the world, and ttiatias their duty
to continue the human rag€lamar, the widowed daughter-in-law
of Judah, deliberately disguises herself as a hadatempt her
father-in-law, and bears him twins (G&8). Perhaps she is justified
in that he had promised her to his youngest soh{lmimarriage
had never taken place; she does not seem to imgupwnishment,
nor does Judah. Particularly striking is Abraham’s open iadion
that his wife Sarah is in fact his half-sister (Gen. 20: 1)-Nb fur-
ther comment is made in Genesis, but accordingeach, tlhe
barrenness of Sarah is an aspect of her incest. Upersatural
intervention which ultimately ensures that she Ishear a child is
evidence that the incest is condon&dl'his marriage appears to put
Abraham on a par with the reviled Pharaohs, but Leach ardnads t
other biblical episodes make Abraham’s sin seem minor:

The myth requires that the Israelites be descendenbiguously from
Terah the father of Abraham. This is achieved onltha cost of breach

% CarmichaelLaw, 39ff.
%9 See for instance Origeklomilies on Genesi¢omily 5; ChrysostomHomilies on
GenesisHomily 44. 17-23. 8 Leach, ‘Genesis’10.
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of the incest rule; but by reciting a large numbgsimilar stories which

entail even greater breaches of sexual moralityreletions of Abraham
and Sarah stand out as uniquely virtuous. Jusdasnfand Eve are virtu-
ous as compared to Cain and Abel, so Abraham’ssincan pass un-
noticed in the context of such outrageous characésrdHam, Lot's

daughters, and the men of Sodém.

Certainly this prominent instance of incest app¢asass without
comment in the Old Testament.

Medieval theologians were well aware of the probleirincest
among the patriarchs, and dealt with it ingeniousiyAugustine
provided a determined lead. In a passage irCiheof Godmuch
guoted by later writerslb. 16, he acknowledges that there is a dis-
crepancy between biblical example and current @hrigeaching,
and even credits pagans with a growing desire ¢aamcest (here
he shows a generosity rare in patristic writerspwiere usually
quick to criticize pagans for their lack of inhilaiti in relation to
incest). He explains that incestuous marriages—is/hh means
sibling marriages—were acceptable in the newly ecaworld
‘compellente necessitate’ (by force of necessity}; &s soon as the
population expanded sufficiently, it became necgssarspread
the net of ‘socialis dilectio’ (social affection) garrying outside
the immediate kin-group. He shows in detail howestcrestricts
social networking through the doubling of father dather-in-law,
or even of father, father-in-law, and brother. Thhsough ‘lex
humana’ (human law) and the encouragement of thérépa
antiqui’ (ancient fathers), instinctive shame wagivated and
incest became ‘nefas’ (taboo). Augustine has degtt in instinct-
ive revulsion against incest, ‘humanae verecundiaddam natu-
rale et laudabile’ (a certain natural and admirdhlenan shame);
but he does not insist that such shame alwaysifumeproperly of
its own accord. He does comment with some pleasiaethough
marriages between cousins are legal in his own, tihey are in fact
very rare: ‘Verum tamen factum etiam licitum prapteinitatem
horrebatur inliciti’ (Nevertheless there was a fisian from doing
something which, lawful though it was, borderedselmon the
unlawful). But like the theologians and lawyers whter drew on
his argument, he acknowledges that laws are neededforce this
taboo, and that they are human laws, not naturaes.on

61 | each, ‘Genesis’2.
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Augustine’s account of the incest taboo was immeniséluen-
tial; the twelfth-century canonist Gratian, fortasce, quotes it as
his only authority in the section on incest in gisat codification
of canon law, produced in the late twelfth cen®iany other
writers repeat Augustine’s arguments, and theyatenly theolo-
gians and lawyers; for instance, Chaucer’s friemd @ntemporary
Gower begins Bool8 of his Confessio Amantiflate fourteenth-
century) with a discourse on the laws of marri&gde notes that
Cain and Abel married their sisters Calmana anddoral, ‘Forthi
that time it was no Sinne | The Soster forto taketbrother | Whan
that ther was of chois non othe88-70 because at that time it was
no sin for the sister to take her brother, wherréhveas no other
choice). He dates the first change in this situatthe third age,
the time of Abraham, when sibling marriage becambiten
because ‘The nede tho was overrunne, | For thepaggle ynough
in londe’ L00-1 the need was superseded, since there were enough
people in the land). At this point marriage betweeunsins became
the rule, as shown by the choices of Isaac and J&olver attrib-
utes the expansion of the consanguinity prohibitiemnexclude all
relatives to an unspecified Pope in the early Ciarisera {42 ff.).
But he does not share Augustine’s optimistic vibattthere is nat-
ural respect for the incest taboo: the narratomf€ssor, remarks
that the rules are widely ignored by those whoetalwher thei take
may’ (take wherever they can), and urges the shibckeans
(Lover) to confess forthwith any sins of incest hesttommitted
(148 ff.).

Gower was by no means the first to express suchdwiegvs on
the incest laws. One distinguished predecessontaiiceearlier was
Thomas Aquinas in his comments under the rubriwiutincestus
sit determinata species luxuriae’ (Is incest a meieate species of
lust?f* At the beginning of this section he notes that ‘dece ad
consanguineas vel affines non est secundum se defatias nullo
tempore licuisset’ (to lie with relatives, whethmsrblood or by spir-
itual ties, is not ugly in itself, else it wouldvee have been lawful).
And at the end he quotes Augustine from @ity of God(15. 16):
‘commixtio sororum et fratrum quanto fuit antiquicompellente

52 Decretum Pars Secunda, G5 g. 1 ed. Friedberg.
8 | cite the edition of Macaulay.
84 Aquinas,Summa Theologia®a2ae.154,,%d. and trans. Gilby, xlii236—41.
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necessitate, tanto postea facta est damnabilidigioree pro-
hibente’ (the union of brothers and sisters goe& baolden times,
when necessity compelled it; all the same so mucherdamnable
did it later become when religion forbade it). Thguments in
between are curiously contradictory: he invokesaternrespect for
parents as a natural deterrent to incest, yetéxispoint is that liv-
ing at close quarters is bound to inflame lust affer @arresistibly
tempting opportunities, and so the incest tabowmersessary. As a
modern saying puts it, ‘Nothing propinks like proguity’; for
Christian theologians, such propinquity was inddigadangerous.
Aquinas repeats Augustine’s argument about the fenef
exogamy in widening the social network, then qudiestotle’s
view that natural affection for one’s own kin cowddsily become
blazing lust. Aristotle is invoked again to suppéduinas’ claim
that in commixtione personarum conjunctarum alijest quod
est secundum se indecens et repugnans naturanrathere is
something indecent and repugnant to natural reastime sexual
intercourse of relatives). Aquinas reports thatia@e animalibus
Aristotle told the story of a stallion who covered mother with-
out knowing it, and on discovering what he had djpmeped off a
cliff out of horror. It seems curious that the mamraunition for
Aquinas’ important and indeed controversial argutredsout nat-
ural reason should be a prime example of the patfedtacy taken
from the animal world. One wonders if he had in feead the
whole of Aristotle’s work: the noble companion arelger of man
provides a less satisfactory analogy in an egoket of the treatise,
where Aristotle comments that horses are the mastiious of
creatures (after men), and that stallions even rctiveir own
mothers and daughters, a match which is considgaeticularly
desirable by breedefs.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF MEDIEVAL INCEST LAWS ©6

Christianity is not opposed to marriage; after @hyist’s first mir-
acle was performed at the marriage at Cana, ard thao record

% The story quoted by St Thomas is told in Aristatldistoria animalium 9. 47
(63¥21); for the comments on inbreeding &2 (576).

% This is a very complex subject, so my discussiom feeof necessity very selective.
There is a useful survey by Mangenot Dictionnaire de théologie catholiques.v.



MEDIEVAL INCEST LAW 27

of His forbidding His followers to mar®.St Paul urged all married
Christians to pay the ‘marriage debt’ to their pa&rs (an order
that greatly pleased Chaucer’s Wife of Bath), andguitine
declared that there were three grounds for sexdrriage: procre-
ation of children, social stability, and the avoidarmf extramarital
fornication or adulter§ On the other hand, asceticism was a very
important aspect of early Christianity, and patcisivriters
regarded sex as sinful and polluting: ‘Lust wadrdimmity of the
flesh which somehow contaminated the soul and cadisedder
both in the human spirit and in the human frafhés a particu-
larly inappropriate and unbridled form of lust, istevas especially
unacceptable to Christians; indeed in some mediexds$, as we
shall see, it was taken to represent original@ine can understand
why the Church might have been disturbed by nudkaaily incest,
and by any kind of incest that involved the abusexgrioitation of
children. But the legislation about incest that @eped in the
course of the Middle Ages goes well beyond the rardamily, and
indeed beyond the kin-group linked by blood; andgitores the
problem of child abuse which is of such great con¢erus today’
By the twelfth century the impediments to marriagethe grounds
of kinship had been extended to what we would camdiddicrous
lengths, and were a source of constant debate aodssion. How
did this situation arise?

St Augustine, followed by many other writers indlugl Thomas
Aquinas, acknowledged that the supposedly naturdlumniversal
law prohibiting incest was in fact socially constred, and thus
open to interpretation and alteration by the Chuadbhorities.

inceste Apart from Brundage’s indispensalblaw, Sex some specialized studies which |
have found useful are EsmeiMariage Fleury, Recherches and Smith, Papal
Enforcementchs.1-3 There is a valuable survey of sources in Gaudegumirces For
the Eastern church, which does not concern me lsee,Dauvillier and de Clercq,
Mariage and also the admirably clear account in Le@ex and Sociefyl36-59.

5 There is no record of comment on incest by Chrisfl Cor. 5St Paul reprimands
the Corinthians for tolerating a case of incest leetwa man and his stepmother; and
John the Baptist’s death was the result of hisaisiti of Herod for marrying his
brother’s wife (Luke3: 19-20 Mark 6: 14-29).

% For St Paul's views sek Cor. 7 for Augustine’s views, see hiBe nuptiisand De
bono coniugali

% Brundage, ‘Carnal Delight365 See the excellent introduction in Brundalgay,
Sex and also BrownBody and Society

0 On the treatment of children in medieval law codeg Helmholz, And were there
Children’s Rights’.
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The taboo in Leviticus covered only close relatifiesluding some
affines); this seems also to have been the caserref antiquity.
Yet by the twelfth century, the Church insistedttha marriages
could be contracted between persons related bydloaffinity to
the seventh degree, and between persons relatsplifityial affin-
ity to the fourth degreé.This was sometimes summarized as a ban
on intercourse or marriage with any relative, sineemory and
family lore were unlikely to extend beyond sevegrges. The laws
which ‘placed most medieval men and women in anoissible
legal position’ were often presented as if baseduaassailable
principles, but the constant requests for clarifi@aby churchmen
and the idiosyncratic interpretations and explaratiof Popes,
jurists, and theologians reveal the uncertainty esrdfusion which
continued to prevail throughout the Middle Agéblot only was
explicit biblical sanction lacking for many of theghibitions pro-
nounced by medieval theologians, but drastic chauig¢he laws
were made over the course of a thousand yearsjeasd taws were
not always strictly observed or enforced, creatbogtradictory
precedents.

The confusion was augmented by the fact that there two
very different systems of calculating relationship&£urope at the
beginning of the Middle Ages. The Roman system vaasdunt
back from one collateral up the family tree to anoeon ancestor,
and then down again to the other collateral redativquestion; the
total number of generations, counting both sidgsresented the
degree of relationship. So a man would be relatea fiost cousin
in the fourth degree (via his father, his grandéatiand his uncle).
The Germanic system, however, was to count baclpdmallel
generations or ‘joints’, so that two Germanic degrevere the

" Affinity included one’s own in-laws (the first degyethe in-laws of one’s in-laws
(the second degree), and the in-laws of the in-lafvane’s in-laws (the third degree).
Pope Gregory 1590-604 was supposedly the first authority to specify tlvenber of
degrees as seven, though in this period when Euvegee still being converted to
Christianity, some flexibility was needed in dealimigh more endogamic peoples.

72 The quotation is taken from Baldwil asters, Princes. 333 A great deal has been
written recently about the reasons for the compiedieval system of prohibited rela-
tionships: see Dub edieval M arriageand Knight; Guerreau-Jalabert, ‘Sur les struc-
tures’; GoodyDevelopmentLynch, Godparents Brooke,M edieval Ideade Jong, ‘To
the Limits’; Archibald, ‘Incest’; Herlihy, ‘Makindgsense’; Mitterauer, ‘Christianity’; and
Shell, ‘Want of Incest’.
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equivalent of four Roman degre@#n the second half of the eighth
century the Church shifted from the Roman systemthe
Germanic system (though it was not universally ptee for some
time); the pool of eligible partners was thus draioadly reduced,
particularly in small communities where most peopére related
to their neighbours in some W&y key concept in this quagmire
of shifting rules and regulations is the Christiastion of unitas
carnis (one flesh), which differentiates medieval incegjiskation
distinctively from that of other societies, includirour own. In
medieval thinking, once a man and a woman had $ertex-
course, they became one flesh, whether or not tleeg married
and whether or not their sexual relationship cargay therefore
the man’s relations became the woman’s too, anel wécsa. The
authority cited in support of this concept was Gén. 24:
‘Therefore shall a man leave his father and motiwed, shall cleave
unto his wife: and they shall be one fle8hThe prohibitions in
Leviticus indicate implicit recognition of the pripde of unitas
carnis This idea was quite foreign to the Graeco-Romaridy but
the early Christians took it very seriously, anevéts to complicate
greatly the medieval Church’s list of prohibited mage partners.
The source of this doctrine, as of so many other$irdpwith sex
and marriage, was St Paul, who first argued thatriage made
man and wife one flesh (Epb. 31-3; it then seemed a logical con-
sequence that the relatives of one spouse shoulkldted by affin-
ity to the other spouse. This idea was extendddtey writers such
as Isidore of Seville so that any act of sexual caarse created a
lasting relationship between the two persons iresl(and there-
fore an impediment to marriage between their fasjliOnce this
principle was established, logic demanded thatptiodibited cat-
egories of relationship be extended inexorably asafapossible,

” These relationships were often schematized pidtpea trees of consanguinity (an
example is reproduced on the dust jacket); seeisdhgZ uber, ‘Genesis’, and Guerreau-
Jalabert, ‘L'Arbre’.

" In the 11th cent. the jurists of Ravenna incited the citizefig-lorence to rebel
against the now established Germanic method; tf@treras crushed, but confusion
and discontent continued. It is surprising thatr¢hgas not more public outcry against
a system which doubled the already oppressiveictstis imposed by the Church with-
out any obvious authority.

> See Crouzel, “Pour former une seule chair”. Hebtthremarks that the canonists
‘did not treat biblical texts as direct sourcesagrstatutes . . . Instead, they drew legal
lessons and legal principles from them’ (‘Bibl£565).
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even to in-laws of in-laws of in-laws (though wheresk laws
proved unworkable, the prohibited degrees weraat feduced by
the Fourth Lateran Council—see below).

In late antiquity the incest taboo was not exprsseerms of a
standard number of forbidden degrees of relationshqy, was
there any logical or consistent basis for the wasimcest laws. To
some extent the Romans thought of incest as pofiudind as
offensive to the gods, but religious values wenmelyainvoked in
connection with incest laws. Early Christian colma@icreasingly
condemned various forms of incestuous liaisonsthetaws about
incest introduced by the early Christian empersegm to reflect
broad considerations of social policy, rather tharectically
Christian viewpoints™ Justinian was the first emperor to give a
specifically Christian rationale for an incest lawhisCodex(pub-
lished in529: he prohibited marriage between a baptismal spons
and his godchild on the grounds that the approgriagationship is
paternal affection on the part of the sponsor, asgidtual bond
brokered by God’ This notion of spiritual kinship or ‘compater-
nity’ seems to have taken root early in Byzantilopthe sixth cen-
tury, and probably spread to the West from thergzaBtine
influence was strong in the Lombard kingdoms of [faln
Byzantium, where priests could be married, a psiastild could
not marry anyone the priest had baptiZdd. the beginning of the
Christian era, it was usual for a parent to sporgsior her own
child at baptism. For social reasons, it becameeamingly usual
from the sixth century on to invite an outsidemimgodparent, as
Lynch notes: ‘Baptism was the occasion for the tioeaof a web of
kinship, a family that was the mirror image of thetural family®
He suggests that in the early centuries of Chrigifaghere was no

76 Brundagelaw, Sex 107.

77 Codex Justinianys5. 4. 26 Antonina, wife of the great Byzantine general
Belisarius, was accused of having an affair withirtfeint godson and adopted child,
Theodosius; see Procopiusnecdota l. 1 and the comments of Lynclgodparents
226-8.

8 It was first promulgated in the East at the Couincilrullo of 692 and in the West
at the Council of Rome 721 Mayke de Jong suggests that this legislation raiemb
with traditional Germanic fears of pollution in tkim-group (‘To the Limits’37-8. For
a detailed study of spiritual kinship see Lynchodparents to which | am much
indebted. He notes that it is hard to find suitaieds in English for this spiritual rela-
tionship 6-7); ‘godfather’ is an inadequate translation @fmpater and he prefers
‘cofather’ 7 Lynch, Godparents202.

80 | ynch, Godparents275.



MEDIEVAL INCEST LAW 31

need to invoke the incest taboo in relation to goépts, since there
was usually only one, of the same gender as thepdraptized.
But once it became usual to have several godparents, bothandl
female, from the ninth century on, the ban was considereessacy.
The language of the family was already used to describe the
Christian community: God is the universal Father, the alibtiie
spiritual father of his community and the priest of his coeggtion;
the Church is the bride of Christ and the mother of all Chatssi,
who regard each other as brothers and sist@secial names for the
sponsors based on the Latin terminology for parents andremil
became current in the West in the eighth centpagrinus matring
andfiliolus/a (little father/mother/son/daughter). As Lynch notes,
this kingroup was considered morally superior to the ndtfaraily:
‘The spiritual family was no less real than the carnal fantilyt it
was thought to originate and function in a higher realm, tbfat
grace and purity’ The Byzantine Council in Trullo of 692 had
decreed that ‘a spiritual relationship takes precedeneeacarnal
one: it was not permitted to maintain bofAParents who acted as
sponsors to their own children, intentionally or unintemtlly,
were therefore required to separate; this rule was cyyioadinipu-
lated by those who wanted to end an unsatisfactariage®

By the time of Justinian’s legislation the empiradHang been
Christian, yet Christian rationales were not getheegpplied to the
incest laws. In the following centuries, howevesme imperial
scandals at Byzantium indicate that incest wasgoeiewed from
an explicitly Christian perspectiféBut it is in the barbarian codes
of the West that spiritual grounds for the incestdavere first
explicitly adduced. At first their rulings on incestide no mention

81 Guerreau-Jalabert regards this language as a sattifsource for the invention of
‘compaternity’, or ‘pseudo-parenté’, as she cal(&Sur les structures1036).

8 Lynch, Godparents 177 and 209 he notes that in Latin America and the
Mediterranean today, compaternity is considerede@ very important relationship.

8 Lynch,Godparents279-81; and see GratiaDecretum C.30 g. 1c. 4. Some manu-
scripts of theDecretuminclude illustrations of crowds around the font &ss baptisms
when parents sometimes sponsored their own childzigmer by mistake or by design:
see MelnikasCorpus iii. 943ff.

8 There was considerable criticism when the Byzanémgeror Heraclius (641)
married his niece Martina, and the deformity ofyedeaths of a number of their chil-
dren were interpreted as divine punishment fordineof the parents; Bardas Caesar,
uncle and effective regent for Michael Ill, was examunicated ir858for abandoning
his wife in favour of his own daughter-in-law (fdre sources se@xford Dictionary of
Byzantium s.v.HeracliusandBardas.



32 MEDIEVAL INCEST LAW

of Christian values, and the penalties were entisglgular (for
instance, disinheritance or the payment of werg@&d).in the mid-
eighth century the Lombard king Liutprand cited t@hristian
canons as authority for the ban on marriage wistisger-in-law,
and forbade marriage with a cousin’s widow ‘decente’ (at God’s
command), noting that this was done at the speelest of the
Pope® This comment implies that no natural instinct oarsie
would have suggested the prohibition to the Lombasithout
papal intervention—and indeed early Christian misaiges in
Europe spent much of their time dealing with locarnmage cus-
toms which were unacceptable to the Church. Faiaim, Pope
Gregory authorized Augustine of Canterbury to samctmar-
riages in the fourth and fifth degrees among thelyheanverted
Anglo-Saxons, a compromise which was frequentlystjoeed and
disputed by later writer. At the Roman Council 0743 Pope
Zachary had to explain it away as best he coulthaextraordinary
concession in the interests of the successful elizagien of the
Germanic peoples, ‘dum rudi erant et invitandi derfi’ (at a time
when they were ignorant and needed to be encoutadeelieve’
By the time of the Lombard king Aistulf (mid-eightemury),
the crown was at one with the Church. In his laviWf ordered
an immediate end to any marriage prohibited undaron or
secular law, because ‘qui talia consentiunt, cobam et animam
suam faciunt, et malitia amplius crescit’ (thoseowdgree to such
things act against God and their own souls, and gwws
greaterf® The most fanatical of these barbarian codes, froen th
point of view of Christian zeal, was produced by wisigothic
kings. Their civil laws specified not only immediateparation for
the incestuous couple, but also perpetual penance and iettry
a monastery (though the king could reduce this esarg)®®

8 | eges Liutprandi regis32. iii and 33. iy in Leges Langobardorumed. Bluhme,
123-4.

8 Bede,Ecclesiastical Historyi. 27. v, ed. Colgrave and Mynor84—7 see also the
editors’ comments at Ixii ff., and9 n. 4 Some manuscripts of Beddsistoria have
appended an extract from Isidore’s definition of stda theEtymologiag and another
from the Roman Council 6721, to represent the orthodox point of view. See Debne
and Grosjean, ‘Canterbury Editions’, and ChadwiGkegory the Great’207-11.

87 Mansi, Sacrorum conciliorumxii. 366 canonl5. This answer did not put an end
to discussion of the concession: see Gratizetretum C. 35 q. 2—3c. 19-20.

88 | eges Ahistulfi8, in Leges Langobardorupred. Bluhme197.

8 | eges Visigothorumiii. 5. i—ii, ed. Zeumer]158-61.
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According to this code, charges of incest couldnzeired not only
through illegal marriage, but also bgpula carnaligphysical con-
nection), or affinity; previous intercourse with omember of a
family was an impediment to marriage with any othrember of
that family, to the sixth degree. In the early Anaxon civil codes
there was little reference to incest; no doubtaswegarded as part
of the ecclesiastical sphere. But it is clear thhatig€ian ethics con-
trolled the laws about incest by the time of Athel{e1000),
whose code prohibited breaches of spiritual consaitguon the
authority of God’s law, with threats about persosaiation®

Law codes offer one type of evidence for the in¢@sts of the
early Middle Ages, and Church councils constantygded on the
problem of enforcing these laws. Another type of ewick is found
in the penitentials, lists of the penalties impobgdhe Church for
various kinds of sins (including incest) which d&tem the sixth
century on, though it is hard to know how to astiesselationship
between these texts and actual practices in thieghel he earliest
extant penitentials were written in the Britishrelsshnd contain ref-
erences to incest, as do most later penitentialsugh they are
often arranged in a curiously unsystematic a¥he Irish
Penitential of Cummeaft.650 prescribes three years of penance
and perpetual pilgrimage for a man who commitssheeth his
mother; no other form of incest is mentioned, thotlgihfollowing
items concern oral sex, sodomy, and masturbatidre Anglo-
Saxon Penitential of Theodorg¢c.690 demands fifteen years of
penance, or seven years of penance and perpetgehyahe, for
incest with one’'s mother; fifteen (or possibly tv&lwears of
penance for incest with one’s sister; abstinenmen filesh for fifteen
years for incest between brothers; and the mother imitates
acts of fornication with her little son’ is to eat flesh for three
years and also to fast one day a week. It is cgribat mother—son
incest appears fairly frequently but father—daughterat all; and
marriage to an affine is discussed only in the dled¢dRoman

% | aws of Athelredvi. 12 ed. and trans. Robertso®-5 the main author was
probably Archbishop Wulfstan.

% R. H. Helmholz has pointed out (in corresponderha} since the pentitentials
consisted largely of answers to questions or progjehe lack of systematic coverage is
not so surprising. The texts mentioned here areoaleniently available in McNeill and
Gamer,Medieval Handbookdor useful discussions of the penitentials andr tfeda-
tionship to actual life see Manselli, Vie famil@l and PayerSex there is also further
comment later in this chapter.
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Penitentialof about 83Q0which condemns those who marry a wife's
daughter, a stepmother, an uncle’'s widow, or a'svifister. There
does not seem to be a standard list of forbiddesoles, and the
early penitentials do not seem to conform with wivaetknow of
civil legislation about incest in the barbarian lesdes.

By the eleventh century the prohibitions on mareibgtween kin
had reached their most extended range. No one miginty any
relative by blood or marriage within seven degrek&inship, or
any spiritual relative within four degrees of kinghiBut this
extraordinarily restrictive taboo was not estatdishvithout resist-
ance, and was honoured as much in the breachtlas abservance.
The correspondence of medieval ecclesiastics is dfilqueries
about the prohibitions on marriage with kin. St Bace, evangel-
ist to the Germanic peoples in the first half of tighth century,
wrote to several Popes requesting guidance on timedeers; his
letters make it clear that the new and expandetipitions were
not immediately accepted, and indeed were chaltbbgepillars of
the Church. Boniface was particularly baffled byweed question
of spiritual consanguinity, and begged several Arfgdaon bishops
to identify for him the source of the prohibitiomgraplaining that
he had never come across it in any old canons palpdecrees or
lists of sins. He attacked this recent law with deséing logic:

Quia nullatenus intelligere possumus quare in weo kpiritualis propin-
guitas in conjunctione carnalis copulae tam grgmetzatum est, quando
omnes in sacro baptizmate Christi et Ecclesiae diliffiliae, fratres et
sorores comprobamds.

(For in no way can | understand why in one pladstsgal relationship in

marital intercourse should be so great a sin, whemre all known to be
sons and daughters, brothers and sisters of Christod the Church in
holy baptism.)

According to his logic, either all incest taboos anncessary, or the
entire human race should abstain from sex. Popgdgydl told
him that the taboo could be reduced to four degimesew con-
verts who were used to very different practices. 8much harder
line was taken by Peter Damian, wholi&46 wrote a long and
detailed letter to the Bishop of Cesena and the deealcon of

92 Boniface, Epistle32, quoted and translated by LyndBpdparents 245 See also
Shell, ‘Want of Incest’, es31-9.
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Ravenna criticizing a recent argument that allowedrriage
between relatives in the fourth degree, and imgjsbin adherence to
the full range of prohibition®

One of the first systematic discussions of the proldérdefin-
ing and dealing with incest, and one of the mostuaritial, is
found in Gratian'Decretum written aboutl140in order to sys-
tematize contemporary law at a time when juristeeweturning to
the model of Roman law. In Cau8s of the Second Part of his
Decretum Gratian posits a hypothetical but no doubt freque
problem. A widower marries a woman related in therth degree
to his dead wife and in the sixth degree to himseifl children are
born to them; three years later he is denouncededhurch, and
pleads ignorance. Gratian poses ten questions:

Can one marry one’s relatives?

Can one marry one's wife's relatives?

What are the prohibited number of degrees?

Why are there seven?

How are they calculated?

Who can confirm relationships on oath?

What is the status of the children of an incestunasriage?

If a couple marries illegally through ignoranceséparation

necessary?

. What is the status of a second marriage, if the athulis-
solves the first marriage in error?

10. Can a woman’s children by her second husband matay

tives of her first husband?

NN E

©

I shall concentrate here on the first five questiagch involve the
historical development and rationale of medievaégtdaw.
Gratian’s answer to questidnis that although there were mar-
riages between blood relatives in Old Testameneésinthey are no
longer permitted. He quotes at length Augustinegsienents in the
City of God and ends firmly: ‘Consanguineorum ergo coniunc-
tiones, quamvis evangelicis et apostolicis presapbin inveniantur
prohibitae, sunt tamen fugendae, quia ecclesiastistitutionibus
inveniuntur terminatae’ (So although marriages leetw blood-
relatives may not be forbidden by the commands efgispels and
the apostles, nevertheless they are to be avolEzhuse they are

% Briefg 19 ed. Reindel, i179-99.
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considered invalid according to the doctrine of t@aurch).
Gratian then takes questions 2 and 3together: can a man netafy
tives of a previous wife, and how many degrees @ti@hship are
forbidden? It is obvious that this is a much thernproblem: he
cites twenty-two different authorities. He startmfidently with
Pope Gregorys ruling that seven is the number abiftden
degrees, and Pope Callixtus’ ruling that one maymarry blood
relatives (this is confirmed by both divine and brtaw). As for
the wife’s relatives, Pope Fabian ruled that affing$e fifth degree
may lawfully marry, and that if they marry in theufdh degree,
they will not be separated. In canbnGratian raises the problem
of ignorance, using the examples of a woman who sleepsep-
arate occasions with two brothers, or a man whepslavith a
woman and then with her daughter; if a person uimgty com-
mits incest, s/he is not barred from marriage feer,ethough
penance may be necessary, and all those involvgdbmaarred
from taking communion. In candi he introduces the idea ahi-
tas carnis(one flesh) as the explanation for the rules: ‘qoiastat
eos duos fuisse in carne una, ideoque commursaiiliaque par-
entela credenda est, sicut scriptum est: ‘Erunt iducarne una™
(Because it is agreed that the two have becomeflesie, and so
each one’s family should be considered relatechoother, just as
it is written: ‘They shall be one flesh’ [GeR. 24]).

All the authorities cited so far agree on the sealegree prin-
ciple, but in canorl9 Gratian introduces the concession of Pope
Gregory to the English, and in cand@he muddies the waters fur-
ther by pointing out that the calculation of degreeses: some
people count a parent as one degree removed, tbotHers who do
not (on the principle ofinitas carni¥ the prohibited degrees are
six, not seven. In questiohhe pursues the problem of numbers,
citing Isidore’s argument that the prohibited degref relationship
are six because of the six ages of the wéfrlde gives more details
of the computation of the degrees in questipmuoting at great
length from Pope Alexander Il and again from Isgl@nd declares
the matter sufficiently demonstrated. One can utidedswhy the
Council of Worms 01868took the line that consanguinity is to be
measured not by degrees but by the extent of mernogher even
simpler solution had been advocated at the Couwriciloledo in

% |sidore,Etymologiarum librj 9. § ed. Lindsay.
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531, which banned marriage between all relatives, niigas of
degree, on the basis of Leviticli8 In practical terms the seventh
degree, the extent of memory, and all known kin piay came to
much the same thing for many people in the Middje#\

Writers of penitentials in the period of the greaelfih-century
codification of the laws tended, like Gratian, toUsenore on dis-
tant relatives and problems raised by affinity tlwenthe nuclear
family. Bartholomew of Exeter and Robert of Flambagbyboth
writing in the late twelfth century) begin theirsdussions of incest
with what we would consider marginal cases: intaree with two
sisters, or a stepmother, or an aunt, or a firssioQwr a niece, or
the mother of a godson, or a goddaugFfit&erlo of Wilton has a
similar list, but begins with two brothers or anclenand nephew
who sleep with the same wom&rRobert of Flamborough gives a
sample confessional interrogation under the headinguria’
(Lechery):

Ad consanguineam tuam accessisti? Dic ad quot,uatngpropinquae
erant tibi . . . Ad duas sibi consanguineas accégft ad quot paria, et
guam propinquae sibi [tibi] erant . . . Aliquas haftipost consanguineos
tuos? Dic quam propinqui tibi erant . . . Ad monialaotessisti vel aliam
conversam? Dic cujus religionis erant . . . Virgindaflorasti? Ad comma-
trem tuam accessisti? Ad matrinam tuam? Ad filiojgatris tui? Ad filio-
lam patrini tui? Ad menstruatam? Ad infidelem, seili judaeam,
gentilem, haereticarff?

(Have you slept with a blood-relative? Say how mtames, and what rela-
tion she was to you ... Have you slept with two veonrelated to each
other by blood? Say how many times, and what katathey were to you
... Have you slept with women after male relatigésyours? Say how
closely related they were ... Have you slept withuam or some other
woman vowed to religion? Say what order they betoht . . . Have you
deflowered a virgin? Have you slept with the moth&ryour godchild?

With your own godmother? With your father's goddateg? With your

godfather’s daughter? With a menstruating womart® Wipagan, that is
a Jewess, gentile or heretic?)

Similarly Alain of Lille mentions, in this order, s&vith the mother
of a godchild or with a goddaughter, with one’s methwith a

% Bartholomew of Exetet.iber, ed. Morey231-2 Robert of Flamborough,iber, v.
ii. 276, ed. Firth,232 Many penitentials survive; my comments are né¢rided to be
comprehensive. % Serlo,Summa de Penitentiad. Goering33—4.
9 Robert of FlamborougH,iber, iv. viii. 225 ed. Firth,197.
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partner of one’s father, with one’s future daughtelaw, with a
mother and her daughter, or a partner of one’s fadhérother,
with two women linked as co-godmothers, with théewif a blood
relative, and with any female relative by consangyi affinity, or
compaternity® There is little sense in these texts of a hieraahy
forms of incest in which partners within the nucldamily are
differentiated from more distant relatives, or frepiritual kin. It
seems curious that so many varieties of incestarbtbad medieval
sense are mentioned here, and yet there is n@nefeto sisters or
daughters. Possibly more distant relationshipdistesl so carefully
because these were the impediments to marriagénvitiguently
came up in court cases (discussed later in thiptelng nuclear
family incest has little to do with marriage, thdugverything to do
with sin. And since the list of persons with whom sex was phdakd
must have covered every possible partner in many small camtias,
there was no doubt plenty of confessional discussion ofethesre
distant relationships, which seem innocuous tcodsy*®

In the later Middle Ages there was a proliferat@frconfessors’
manuals and penitentials in the vernacul#r§hey are often
arranged around the Seven Deadly Sins; incest appsaa branch
of Lechery. In the fourteenth-century Middle Engl&bok of Vices
and Virtues which is based on the popular French mai@mhme
le Roi the branches of Lechery are listed in more or degslarly
ascending order of gravity according to the statuthe two per-
sons concerned, and also what they do togetipersons who are
not bound in any way to one another; a man andoatpute; an
‘unbound’ man and a woman bound by some kind of \@wman
and a virgin; a man and a married woman (doublfukimhen the
man is married too); unnatural sex between a mah tas own
wife; a man and his mother or daughter, or thedckii of his
godfather or godmother; a man with a kinswoman @manr less

% Alain de Lille, Liber, ii. cxxvii ff., ed. Longere112-17.

% McLaughlin argues that father—daughter incest wasmentioned by Gratian
because it was not a disputed area of the law (‘tAlm@ble Mingling™). She admits
that references to this form of incest in canon seclular law codes are rare, but notes
that the few records which do survive show thatmwbases were prosecuted, the fathers
were severely punished.

10 The literature on this subject is vast. For ussfuhmaries and discussion of con-
fessional practice, see Michaud-Quan8ommes de casuistiqués further discussion
see also Biller and Minnis (edsbandling Sin

101 Book of Vicesed. Francis44—6.
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serious according to the degree of relationship)aa and relatives
of his wife, or a woman and relatives of her husbanldy woman
and a clerk; a lay man with a nun, or a lay womaitm & monk;
two religious (more or less serious according teirtlstatus); a
prelate of the church, who should be setting a gerdmple;
unspeakable unnatural sex. There does seem thikesachy here,
of a kind; it is worse for religious to succumb éctiery than for lay
people, and although incest is never actually noeret, it seems to
rank only just below unnatural acts as a heinons Ghaucer’s
Parson in the&Canterbury Taledists what we would call incest as
the fourth category of adultery, and places it betwewvo other
types of unnatural sexC{T 10. 903—% marital intercourse motiv-
ated by desire for pleasure rather than for childrend ‘thilke
abhomynable synne of which that no manne unnetheespeke
ne write’ (that abominable sin which should scards spoken or
written about by anyone). He remarks of incestuansess that
‘this synne maketh hem Ilyk to houndes, that takenkep to
kynrede’ (this sin makes them resemble dogs, whethno atten-
tion to kinship). He too emphasizes spiritual inceemmenting
that it is as sinful for a woman to sleep with lgardsib’ (child of
her godparent or parent of her godchild) as withdven brother.
Although incest is frequently discussed in the partial and
confessional material, it is often not identified thyat name, but
simply treated as one of many aspects of lechery rWhes
explicitly named, the connotation is not always wiae would
expect. When Gower introduces Dame Incest, fougthgtiter of
Lechery, in higMirour de 'Omme he talks about monks and nuns;
all his examples under this heading relate to ti&ities of per-
sons living under an ecclesiastical rule, whetheés & priest cor-
rupting his spiritual daughter (presumably this medhrough
baptism or confession), or mendicants seducing iedwomen, or
nuns betraying their vows of chastity. It is only in the lastwf
lines of this section that he turns to nuclear fgnricest!2 This
concept of incest as incontinence on the part oféhelso have
taken religious vows of chastity may be influencedtiy Roman
use ofincestumto mean intercourse with a Vestal virgin. In the
fifteenth-century Fall of Princes Lydgate follows Laurent de
Premierfait, one of his sources, in commenting oa disturbing

102 Gower,Mirour, 9083ff., ed. Macaulay.
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origins of Romé?® Romulus and Remus were the twin sons of the
Vestal virgin Rhea Silvia who mysteriously becamegmant; thus
the ruling dynasty of the city came

off such incontinence
As clerkis call incestus in sentence.

Incestus is a thyng nat fair nor good,
Afftir that bookis weel deuise cunne,

As trespasyng with kyn or with blood,
Or froward medlyng with hir that is a nunne.

(from that incontinence which scholars/clerics gadestin their teaching.
Incestis something that is neither attractive nor gooctoading to the
expert books, such as transgressing with familyblood relatives, or
wicked meddling with a nun.)

Shell argues that one reason (the main one, apihaiarhis view)
for the concept of spiritual incest is that Chrissacommitted to a
life of perfection regard all humankind as theirligigs, and there-
fore all intercourse between them is incestuous;istthe argument
advanced in jest by Boniface. But another explamais given in a
gloss on Gratian®ecretum since nuns are the brides of Christ
and God is the father of all humans, there is aiogiahip of affin-
ity between all men and all nuns, and thereforesaxyal activity
is for them a form of incest?

In spite of the certainty of Gratian and other castmin the
twelfth century about the extent of the prohibitiqsi or seven
degrees of blood relationship and affinity), the Fhukateran
Council of 1215 promulgated a canon reducing the prohibited
degrees of affinity from seven to four, and aboligraffinity in the
second and third degrees, on the remarkable grathadshe exist-
ing prohibitions were causing considerable hardsHift is noted
that human laws can change according to varyingugistances.

103 Fall, ii. 4066—71 ed. Bergen; for Laurent’s version, see Bergeaten

104 Glossa ordinaria on GratiaBecretum C. 27 g. 1c. 14 (‘irginitas’), s.v. incesta
| am indebted for this reference to R. H. Helmhalho commented (in correspon-
dence): ‘really quite simple—if far-fetched—once ydink about it. Gower remarks
that nuns are married to God, and that when they, sthey corrupt their marriages
(Mirour, 9157-62. Shell, ‘Want of Incest’, 631-2.

15 Fourth Lateran Council, cands0, in Constitutiones Conciliied. Garcia90-1.
Perhaps the justification for the new number is bwed by analogy from Isidore’s ref-
erence to the six ages.
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The explanation of the choice of four as the newtlimiequally
remarkable: ‘quia quatuor sunt humores in corpqumd constat
ex quatuor elementis’ (because there are four hugniouhe body,
which correspond to the four elements). The injiorcthat this
new law should stand in perpetuity seems at odtls thie opening
remarks of the canon that human laws should be changed imdxcco
ance with changing times, especially in cases gféns necessitas’
(pressing necessity) or ‘evidens utilitas’ (obvious ugefgs). Here is
yet another acknowledgement that the incest taboo is notwaala
law, but one established by the wise Church forlbeefit of its
members. Each time that the legislation is revigbe, Church
hopes that the new laws will last for ever; buthiéy do not work,
it is flexible enough to revise thelitIn fact the medieval laws were
not revised substantially again until the sixteenémtury, when
very different rules were produced by the CoundilToent for
Catholic Europe, and by Henry VIII for Protestamigiand.

OBSERVANCE OF THE INCEST RULES IN THE MIDDLE AGES

From the early centuries of Christianity to the negng of the

thirteenth century, a period of nearly a thousanargethe pro-
hibited degrees of relationship grew to the poinemmost people
living in small communities could not legally maranyone they
knew. From the early thirteenth century to the efidhe Middle

Ages, the prohibited degrees of relationship werenesghat

reduced, but still seem startlingly numerous andst@ining by
our modern standards. Nor did everyone in the Midsljes find

them plausible. The criticisms of Boniface mentioreedlier were
repeated and expanded much more forcefully by Luthieo was

outraged both by the arrogance of the ecclesiasticsclaimed the
power to prevent or annul marriages, and by thengtessness with
which they allowed themselves to be bribed:

Who gave this power to men? Granted that they \ierlg men and
impelled by godly zeal, why should another’s hadsédisturb my liberty?
Why should another’s zeal take me captive? .. .I'tenh glad that those

16 Guerreau-Jalabert argues that by this time the @farulings had been estab-
lished and accepted, and thus could be reducedrtioron with actual practice (‘Sur les
structures’, 1041-2).
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shameful laws have at last reached their full meastiglory, which is this:

that the Romanists of our day have through them rbhecaerchants.
What is it that they sell? Vulvas and genitals—mardfise indeed most
worthy of such merchants, grown altogether filthy ardcene through
greed and godlessness. For there is no impedinmsrddays that may not
be legalized through the intercession of mamritén.

He goes on to argue that only the relationshipstimead in

Leviticus should be regarded as prohibited, and tih@concept of
spiritual affinity is nonsense. He maintains thatrrizge as a
divine institution is much more important than nraade laws,
and urges priests and friars to confirm any marrislgieh is con-
trary to canon law but not to the biblical rules.

Luther was particularly outspoken in his defiancehaf medieval
incest laws and his criticism of the abuse of disptnss, but
many people agreed with his views. However much Gherch
rationalized its system and strove to enforcetits ievident from
ecclesiastical correspondence, court records, atlekwown scan-
dals of the time that the rules were ignored or hoad in the
breach by many Christians throughout the Middle sAge were
manipulated for personal advantage to get roundptiveciple of
the indissolubility of marriage. As McCabe notesetRils of kin-
ship were often suppressed with a view to futuneudments, and
the “horror of pollution” was cultivated as muchapolitical tool
as an expression of natural revulsiéfiln spite of the determin-
ation with which the Church insisted on its compitetes about
who could marry whom, in practice the ecclesiast@athorities
were often remarkably lenient in interpreting mararts of the
incest legislation, especially in regard to mor&ait relations and
affines'®lt is also clear that many people in the Middle s\g&re
not particularly bothered by breaches of the incelt such as the
marriage of second cousins. These cases sometimestefore the
ecclesiastical courts, and many aristocrats obtadispensations
for such marriages. Eleanor of Aquitaine was divdritem Louis
of France after fifteen years of marriage and numecbildren on
the grounds of their close relationship (which wasaurse well
known both to them and to many others); she wastadlin a
comparable degree to her next husband, Henry lingféhd, but

107 Luther,Babylonian Captivitytrans. Steinhauset al 97.
18 McCabe,Incest, Drama40. 109 See for instance Duggan, ‘Equity’.
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the Church made no attempt to block their marriagep declare
their children illegitimate. There is presumablyns@erable irony
in the harsh ruling on incest which she is madgite in Andreas
Capellanus’ treatise on courtly love:

Satis illa mulier contra fas et licitum certare efidr, quae sub erroris
cuiuscunque velamine incestuosum studet tueri amo@mni enim tem-

pore incestuosis et damnabilibus tenemur actibusgléne, quibus etiam

ipsa iura humana poenis novimus gravissimis obvidre

(This woman, it seems, is certainly striving agaimbat is lawful and

permitted when she strives to maintain an incessuowe under the pre-
text of some mistake. We are perpetually bound &dhle acts which are
incestuous and merit condemnation, for we know thatlaws of men

oppose them with the harshest of punishments.)

The Church walked a tightrope here. The indissditytof mar-
riage was a central part of Christian doctrine, yetestuous
marriages were clearly improper and invalid. In ghice, the
authorities tended to do nothing about marriagefinly distant
relations who had not known of their relationshippecially if
they had been married for some time. Brundagehaites to the
twelfth-century Bolognese canonist Rolandus thelsutistinction
between a ‘diriment impediment’, a relationship ethtauses the
immediate dissolution of an existing marriage, andimpedient
impediment’, a relationship which would preventaathcoming
marriage!'! In the late twelfth century, for instance, Bartholew
of Exeter was instructed by Pope Alexander Il tonddhing about
the long-standing marriage within the prohibitedgmbes of a
respectable sheriff of Devon; the Pope ruled thakerabilius est
enim aliquos contra statuta hominum copulatos gelere, quam
coniunctos quoslibet legitime contra statuta dorsaparare’ (it is
more tolerable to leave some people married inrevantion of the
laws of man than to separate those who are legiéiyatarried, in
contravention of the laws of God#2.Duby notes that the Church’s
insistence on consent as a crucial factor in estdbb a valid mar-
riage induced a certain degree of tolerance of incest marriages:
‘... the fact that they attributed decisive valoaeonsentdonsen-
su9 between the spouses, to what we might call lgsee pause to

110 Andreas Capellanus on Loved. and trans. WalsB56-7.
11 Brundagelaw, Sex 289.
112 Quoted by Morey in his introduction to BartholomeWwExeter,Liber, 67-8.
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the prelates when it came to dissolving a unioredas the mutual
understanding of two hearts, even if it was sulligdnizest’**® But
he also notes that the Church insisted on beinditléauthority
in such cases.

The ambivalent reaction of the Church to the enfoieet of the
laws led to many abuses, especially among theoaresty. Peter the
Chanter (d119%, who lobbied for a reform of the consanguinity
laws because they were constantly exploited, iratigly quotes a
noble whom he overheard discussing his imminentriage:

Bene est michi quia magna dos est. In tercio genere affinifatsitan
est illa mihi, et ideo non ita mihi proxima, quo ab ea sepaBed si
voluero et non placebit michi, per affinitatem illam discidi procurare
potero!4

(It suits me because there is a big dowry. She beaselated to me in the
third degree of affinity, but she is not so closetthaould be separated
from her. But if | choose, and she does not pleasglrshall be able to
obtain a divorce because of this relationship.)

Peter goes on to argue that this sort of behaviames ghe Church
a bad name, and that the complexity of the rulesutirapedi-
ments to marriage results in innumerable such t@ssions.
Indeed, as Helmholz comments, the aristocracy me@rsub spe
dispensationis’ (in hope of a dispensati#fi)What the Church
gave with one hand, it took away with the othenaralaw insisted
(in principle, at any rate) on the separation oestoous couples,
yet many such separations were clearly just whégast one part-
ner wanted. The impediments of consanguinity andhigffivere
exploited from an early date by spouses who wisteedlivorce
(often kings who wanted male heirs, like Louis).lythas docu-
mented at length the struggles of various Frenclgkim the
eleventh and twelfth centuries to get the Churchetmgnize sep-
arations and second marriages which were motiaygablitical or
emotional needs, but were justified on the grouridseach of the
incest laws!® The battles over aristocratic and royal marriages
within the prohibited degrees of kinship continubdoughout the
later Middle Ages. Papal responses could vary ctamably. In1392

113 Duby, M edieval M arriage 21-2.

14 Verbum Abbreviatumquoted from manuscripts by Baldwill,asters, Princesi.
335and note. 15 Helmholz,Marriage Litigation, 87.

116 See DubyM edieval M arriageandKnight.
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Bernard, Count of Armagnac, was refused papal psiomisto
marry his elder brother’s widow; but i41Q under a different
Pope, Thomas of Lancaster was allowed to marry hnicleis
widow, and in1500Emanuel of Portugal was given permission to
marry his deceased wife’s sister (who was also giseer of
Catherine of Aragon). Emboldened by such rulinganJ€ount of
Armagnac, actually tried in the mid-fifteenth centtio marry his
own sister (whom he had already seduced), makiagftia forged
papal dispensatioft’ The Pope refused to sanction this indubitably
incestuous marriage; but the same Pope did allowkdeman to
marry his sister’s daughter, as Richard Il trieddp!8 Such cases
formed the background to Henry VIII's attempts &t gid of his
first wife, Catherine of Aragon, the widow of his ofderother
Prince Arthur, in order to marry Anne Bolej#i.Among other
arguments put forward on the king’s behalf, Cranoi@imed that
the prohibited relationships in Leviticus were ismknsable
(Luther’s argument), and therefore that Catherired hbeen
ineligible as a bride for Henry. He had alreadpsl&ith Anne’s
sister, and possibly with her mother too, thus tinggan impedi-
ment of affinity; Cranmer resolved this for him bygaing that
affinity could only be created by intercourse withrarriage. It
seems sadly ironic that after evading the chargeaaist himself, he
used it later to get rid of Anne, whom he accusedledping with
her own brother. A further dispensation was neddecis mar-
riage to Catherine Howard, since she was a firssinoaf Anne
Boleyn. This is an extreme example of the complegitf the pro-
hibitions based on consanguinity and affinity.

We have a considerable amount of information abbatflout-
ing and exploitation of the incest regulations by tristocracy,
because their doings were of interest to chroni@ders historians,
and the subject of correspondence by high-rankingattment?
But what about the man and woman in the streein dhe field?
Did they feel the natural shame over incest angewsfor kinship

117 | am indebted to Arjo Vanderjagt for bringing tmmarkable case to my atten-
tion. For further details séd@ommentaries of Pius,ltrans. Gragg315-20(this section
was omitted from earlier editions of th@ommentarigs also Kelly, ‘Canonical
Implications’, which is usefully summarized in Md@gIncest, Drama48ff.

118 See Kelly, ‘Canonical Implications’. 119 See KellyM atrimonial Trials.

120 Some of the reported cases may be pure gossip.gxg¥ous eras, notorious char-
acters of high status tended to attract chargesaestrin addition to their other crimes,
for instance Pope John XXIIl and the Borgias.
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invoked by Augustine and Thomas Aquinas? Were thmdient to
the rulings of the Church? When Ivo of Chartresi(til§ quoted
St Augustine as saying that it is worse for a masléep with his
own mother than with an unrelated married womanwben
Robert of Flamborough (d.219 wrote that it is worse for a man
to sleep with his own sister than with two sisteh® are unrelated
to him, were the examples intended to be easilygmizable from
everyday life?! Peter Abelard in hi€thics used incest with an
unrecognized sister as an example of the importahicgention in
defining sinful actions, and remarked: ‘nemo esthopd preceptum
servare possit, cum sepe quis sorores suas rea@agjeasequeat,
nemo, inquam, si de actu potius quam de consertuhytio fiat’
(there is no one who can keep this ordinance, simeeis often
unable to recognize one’s sisters—no one, | medheiprohibition
refers to the act rather than to conséfitfrailure to recognize an
attractive sister is a frequent problem in folklared literature, but
was it really so common in real life?

The incidence of nuclear family incest in the latEddle Ages is
very hard to estimate, since it is hardly ever rioered in court
recordst®It seems likely that cases of this kind of incestmrely
came to court, but were handled largely in the essibnal—or else
ignored. Plenty of people seem to have ignored tifesron incest
inthebroader sense; though somewere brought to courtitheree
of the many decrees, the ecclesiastical correspaegeand the
manuals about confession and penance suggest dma people
broke the laws with impunity and without guilty cmiences,
whether through ignorance of the law or of precisgrees of rela-
tionship. The insistence on questions about incestanuals for
confessors and explanations of the prohibitionsandbooks for
the laity suggests that the faithful needed cortsteminding about
the complex laws. Sheehan notes that in the case®ming mar-
riage he studied in a fourteenth-century registemfEly, the reve-
lation of a previous marriage was a more frequeabj@m than the

121 |vo of ChartresPecretum 9. 1Q in PL 161: 686 quoting AugustineDe bono coni-
ugali, ch.8; Robert of FlamborougHh,iber, ii. 39-42 ed. Firth,79-80.

122 Abelard,Ethics ed. and trans. Luscomb#§—7.

123 Two cases of incest do appear side by side in ttwrds of the ecclesiastical court
in Durham for 1313 one father—daughter, the other brother—sisiRegistrum
Palatinum ed. Hardy, i464 and 48} | am grateful to Paul Brand for this referen©a
the scarcity of records of incest cases in the eadglern period see Ingrar@hurch
Courts 245-9.
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impediments of consanguinity or affinif§But in the consistory
court records from Rochester in Kent for an eightemnth period

in 1347-8 there are numerous cases of couples trying to ynarr
although related in the third and fourth degreemfsanguinity, or
by affinity through fornication (often the guilty eple was given a
public punishment of being whipped around the chu¥&we find
the same thing at a rather higher level of societthie register of
papal letters relating to cases in Great Britaid Aeland from the
same period, though there is little reference taighunent other
than the founding of chaplainci&.These papal letters suggest a
surprising degree of tolerance for transgressiomefrules. 1rM.342
the papal nuncios were allowed to offer dispensetitm ten men
and women married unwittingly in the fourth degmdeconsan-
guinity or affinity (73). In 1345the Bishop of St Asaph was empow-
ered to lift the sentence of excommunication imposedhe Earl
of Surrey for marrying the niece of a woman he haevipusly
slept with (69. In 1351the Bishop of Worcester was permitted to
remarry a couple who had married illicitly and vatht banns
because the man was godfather to the woman’s s@nfrgvious
marriage; their excuse was that it was a time ofileese and he
knew no one else whom he could mar4gQ. In 1353 absolution
was granted to a couple who knew that the wifehegband had
been godfather to her current husband’s son, orgtbends that
they did not realize that this constituted an impeht to their
marriage 489-90. Records of this sort suggest that the strictsule
laid out in the penitentials and other handbookisdit bear much
relation to real-life practices, at least in casksicest outside the
nuclear family.

There is certainly evidence to suggest that soroplpavho com-
mitted or abetted incest in the Middle Ages felk rick of con-
science, no doubt in part at least as a result®tigrgy’s constant
harping on the sin. Helmholz argues that thoughatistocracy
may have married ‘sub spe dispensationis’(in hope of a disgigon),

124 Sheehan, ‘Formation257.

125 Registrum Hamonis Hethed. Johnson, i911-1043 The records from Ely and
Rochester are paired by Kelly irove and Marriage 168—73 There are far too many
records to survey in the space available heregxiaenples discussed in this section are
merely a selection.

126 Calendar of Entries ed. Bliss and Johnson; page references are given
parenthetically.
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the common people were more reluctant to breakules; he cites
as evidence the case of a man who was troubledsoaelaithbed in
1462by the fact that his son had married many yeadgeavithin
the prohibited degreé¥. In Montaillou, the Pyrenean village
whose inhabitants were interrogated about theietiea Cathar
beliefs in the early fourteenth century, there seémhave been a
great deal of incestuous fornication and marriagéchvitaused
concern to some but by no means all of the inhabsétgh
Bélibaste, the Cathar holy man of the village, conded incest
with relatives by consanguinity or by affinity asfsil (179);
Raymond de l'Aire, on the other hand, is quotedsagng that
incest even within the nuclear family is shamefutl bot sinful, and
that incest with second cousins does not countl 1.85). Pierre
Clergue, the priest and Casanova of the villageiretbsis own
sisters and sisters-in-lanlg4), and slept with women who were
closely related to each othdi5§). Not everyone thought this inces-
tuous behaviour acceptable, however; Raymonde Miéstawas so
shocked when the cousin of a previous partner of tied to rape
her that she rejected the Cathar faith(. It seems that many
villagers were ignorant of the complex relationshipat linked
them all; Grazide Lizier claimed that she would hate slept with
the priest Pierre Clergue if she had known that ke the illegit-
imate first cousin of her mothet85-6§. A more sophisticated kind
of evidence for popular attitudes is offered by Buomzso. His
Decameronmay not be an entirely reliable witness to red, Iifut
two of the stories in it suggest that spiritual kifpswas not taken
very seriously by many people, and indeed couldubed as a
smokescreen for illicit affairg®

St Augustine argued against endogamy on the grothmadsthe
network of social affection should be expanded ashmas pos-
sible. It seems that many later ecclesiastical auitles turned this
view around to argue that marriages which werergabh of the
incest laws should in some instances be tolerat¢ld interests of
public order. In the papal register, settling strir even ending a
war is sometimes adduced as the justification féeramce of a
marriage that was technically incestuous. Bossy drgsed that

27 Helmholz,M arriage Litigation, 79-80.
128 See Le Roy Ladurigv ontaillou; page references are given parenthetically.
129 See the discussion in Ch.
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both marriage and godparenthood were used to wsdeial ties,
and that it was seen as the role of the Church ttte ssonflict 1*°
Goodich points out that public exposure of illicéxsiality of all
kinds constituted a threat to family honour, and Weerefore to be
avoided if possible:

The dishonour brought upon the family or clan bghsacts may partially
explain the relative absence of cases involvingaifaimilial violence,
infanticide, and sexual misdemeanour in the sungidocuments of con-
temporary law courts . .. It would appear that simghstices were more
often handled through the informal agencies of i@fig®!

It seems that in spite of all the expressions oficdroutrage,
incest was often tolerated in the interests of dwihcord, at least
when it was outside the nuclear family.

This makes it even harder to see who stood to ffaim the
incest laws and the changes that were made to theting the
Middle Ages. Clearly the Church gained tremendoowgyr by
being the judge of who could and could not marryo®phas also
argued, rather cynically, that it stood to gairnreag deal of wealth
if marriage was made so difficult that many peopleawesver able
to find an appropriate partner, and left their motwethe Church.
This explanation is rebutted by Mitterauer, who weag (among
other things) that the avarice of the Church caneqilain the
insistence on spiritual kinship as an impedimenmgrriage: ‘such
bans can only be explained by religious logitH e points out that
for Christians as opposed to Jews, ‘physical dessemithout any
religious importance’; spiritual relationships werg important as
blood relationships, if not even more so (Lynch nsakee same
point). It is clear that the incest laws were brokg both rich and
poor, the learned and the lewed’, and that therCthuvas often
surprisingly tolerant about these transgressioasdoning inces-
tuous relationships which had been contracted rmorignce, and
sometimes turning a blind eye to obvious impedirm&itEven
though the extended prohibitions which includedgwmaginable
relationship were insisted on by the Church for ynaanturies,

130 Bossy, ‘Blood and Baptism'. 181 Goodich, ‘Sexuality’ 499-500.

132 Goody,DevelopmentMitterauer, ‘Christianity’,320-1.

133 In some literary texts the Pope gives permissigraf&ing to marry his daughter
(see Ch4); this is presumably a dig at the laxity with whithe laws were enforced, at
least among the aristocracy.
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they were changed with remarkably little fuss a& Fourth Lateran
Council, when it was agreed that they were cauginognuch hard-
ship (a tacit admission that they were unenfor@aflhis about-
turn is rather reminiscent of official Communist parfor
agriculture or industry which were strictly mairtead, even though
clearly ridiculous and impossible, until a criticeloment was
reached when they had to be jettisoned; the replaceplan then
became equally sacred, as if it had always beeraicep Perhaps
one reason why popular medieval incest stories stiralways deal
with nuclear family incest is that in these cadesré can be no
argument about the severity of the sin, or the needgularize the
situation. Although cases of affinity produced bigitlintercourse
or marriage between second cousins are frequeistdysbed in the
law codes and penitentials, cited in manuals antlhaoks, and
resolved in the courts, such cases are very raesgribed in the
exemplary and imaginative literature of the laterdile Ages (see
Chapter 5).

An enormous amount was written about the problermodst
during the Middle Ages, and clearly many peopletdike the pro-
hibitions seriously. Yet among all the contemporaxglanations of
these complex laws, conspicuous by its absenceyisrention of
the dangers of inbreeding. This justification for theest taboo,
which was cited by Robert Burton in the sixteerghtary, and was
popular in the twentieth century, may have beerelyidccepted in
the Middle Ages, but explicit references to it aeey rare'** One
reason may be that any deformity resulting fronegtavould have
been interpreted as divine punishment for sin,@athan biologic-
al cause and effeé®2 An example of this is a cautionary tale told
by Peter Damian in a letter to Abbot Desiderius #melmonks of
Monte Cassino, written it063 or 1064In reference to those who
commit adultery and incest, he insists that God ighes the
wicked in this life, and gives the horrifying example of King
Robert of France, who married as his second wife doigsin
Bertha, and was therefore excommunicated: theithswha goose’s

134 According to Burton, ‘the Church & common-wealthyrhane and divine lawes,
have conspired to avoid hereditary diseases, fdibgsuch marriages as are any whit
allied’; seeAnatomy 1.2.1.6 ed. Faulkneet al i. 206.

135 In Leviticus, for instance, it is stated that if aamsleeps with his uncle’s or
brother’s wife, they will die childles0: 20-); it is striking that this warning is not
issued in connection with any of the other formsrafest listed here.
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neck®® The king was shunned by all but a few servants, who
treated the dishes from which he ate as polluted, laurned the
leftover food. Eventually he ended his incestuoni®n, and made

a legal marriage. Another writer whose commentsgesig that
there was widespread awareness of the link betweesst and
physical deformity is Gerald of Wales (Giraldus Caentsis),
though he too emphasizes divine punishment ratieen biology.

In his description of Ireland, written in the lateelfth century, he
reports that incest was widely practised thereywhs particularly
horrified by the unchristian way in which men madrtée widows

of their brotherd® He goes on to say that although many of the
Irish are splendid-looking, he has never seen smym@eople
deformed in such particularly horrible ways, a ptraenon which

he attributes to the appalling state of Irish marals

And it is not suprising if nature sometimes produsiash beings contrary
to her ordinary laws when dealing with a peopld tkadulterous, inces-
tuous, unlawfully conceived and born, outside téae, land shamefully
abusing nature herself in spiteful and horrible picas. It seems a just
punishment from God that those who do not lookito With the interior
light of the mind, should often grieve in being deed of the gift of the
light that is bodily and extern&®

Whatever they knew about the effects of inbreedingifobserva-
tion of both animals and humans, the non-Christidrabitants of
western Europe, both Germanic and Celtic, seenate favoured
endogamy, just as many ancient peoples did. Hlisrnents on this
tendency in Wales: ‘The preference for marriagesveen near
relations found expression in the old Welsh proyekibarry in the

kin, and fight the feud with the strangel®’Some medieval
Christians may have been deterred from incest by the feagfof oh-

ity in their children. They certainly associatechet forms of
immoral behaviour with unpleasant physical conseqas; it was
widely believed, for instance, that children comedion a holy day
would be deformed, though suitable penance coukttathis

136 Briefe 102 ed. Reindel, iii132-3.

137 History and Topography of Irelan@®. 98 trans. O'Mearal06 He also comments
on Welsh immorality and incest in his descriptidn\ales, but he is particularly crit-
ical of the Irish; see BartletGerald of Wales38-45 and 170-1.

138 Gerald,History, 3. 109 trans. O'Mearal17-18.

139 Ellis, Welsh Tribal Lawy 431.
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fate!*In view of such beliefs, it does seem surprising dheform-
ity, either as biological consequence or as dipmeishment, is not
a common motif in medieval incest stori®s.In exemplary
literature, many children of incestuous liaisons kitied at birth
because they are a social embarrassment and afsgm; in real
life, they may also have been killed because they were defdrm
In fictional texts, however, those who survive irdgoften turn out
to be heroes or saints rather than monsters, ahalesee in the
chapters that follow.

140 See Meens's comments on the story of Iso of St @dfrequency and Naturel9.
See also Jane Gilbert’'s comments in the contexhefdeformed baby ihe King of
Tars and her useful bibliography, in ‘Unnatural MoteeB829-37.

141 But see the comments of Hopkins on inbreeding in &origypt, which apply
equally well to medieval Europe (‘Brother—Sister Mage’, 326—7: ‘In the conditions of
high mortality prevalent in Roman Egypt, the exdieaths caused by inbreeding would
probably not have been visible, and they are noer&ed in any surviving source. Infant
mortality was high already: infants and childrefffening from serious congenital mal-
formations may have slightly increased that higatteate.’



2
The Classical Legacy

Your histories and tragedies boast of instances adsi) and
you both read about and listen to them with pleas8o too
you worship incestuous gods who have had intereowith a
mother, a daughter, a sister.

Minucius Felix,Octavius 31. 3

Sroriesof incest are universal; no doubt the medieval wsitehose
work is discussed in this study were influenced taf tales circu-
lating in Europe which have not come down to uwiitten form.

But they were also greatly influenced by classidgtdrdture.

Although from the perspective of medieval Christigingas pro-

duced by unenlightened pagans, it was still reghakeworthy of
study and imitation: Virgil, Ovid, and Statius weead by all edu-
cated persons as standard schooltexts in the Mislgie, and were
widely glossed, adapted, translated, and qubtéhssical litera-
ture was believed to contain a valuable core ofitmitich could be
discovered by Christian interpreters (see the @son of allegor-
ization later in this chapter). Medieval readersuldohave been
well aware of the rich mythographic and commentaagition on

classical texts, as Blumenfeld-Kosinski points out:

When medieval poets and clerks encountered mytkmabgarratives by
such classical authors as Virgil, Ovid, or Statiiney not only read the
narratives themselves but layer upon layer of contargrand interpreta-
tion. Woven into the very fabric of the text, fillireyery available square
inch of the margin, or appended to the text itsbK interpretive tradition
constantly insinuated itself into the act of reading.

Perhapsthisaccounts, atleastin part, for therarity efftanding
treatments of classical incest stories in the Midéges; it was
almost impossible for a medieval author to sepattageplot itself

! Few people could read Greek, but Greek myths agehts were transmitted via
Latin writers.
2 Blumenfeld-KosinskiReading Myth1; | am greatly indebted to this study.



54 THE CLASSICAL LEGACY

from the moralizing tradition in which it had becermocooned. As
we shall see, there are a few examples of such @gtereworkings
in the twelfth century, perhaps part of the initiakponse to the
new demand at that time for vernacular tales of;lbwe¢ most of
the classical stories are retold briefly as part lafrger narrative, or
else merely alluded to in passing—and usually thsemeclear moral
to be drawn about the dangers of excessive and inapiate love.

In this chapter | give a brief survey of the incdserhe in clas-
sical myth, legend, and literature. Then | discnskvidually the
classical incest stories which were most populah@Middle Ages,
showing how each was treated by classical and wadieriters?
This survey cannot be comprehensive; there artofamany allu-
sions to classical protagonists in medieval te&ts.it offers a rep-
resentative range of the major medieval treatmenbsch show
some striking shifts in attitudes to incest, amsbaduggest sources
for at least some of the stories invented by medligviers.

INCEST IN CLASSICAL MYTH , LEGEND, AND LITERATURE

In classical myth and literature, incest is a fregutheme in stories
of gods, heroes, and mortals. Early Christian wsitiwe Minucius
Felix were quick to denounce a religion whose gedse so
depraved.In the Greek creation myth, as in so many othercest
is central. Cronus married his sister Rhea and sudsequently
deposed by their son Zeus, who in turn marriedshster Hera.
Similarly in Egyptian myth the brothers Osiris aBdt married
their sisters Isis and Nephthys. The first stagexedition permit,
indeed necessitate incest. But it was not justniber] to populate
the world that caused Zeus to be notably promissuohis casual
couplings with his sisters and daughters, and thercOlympians
enthusiastically followed his lead. It is hard t@ad a family tree for

3 These stories will not be discussed again in datafiie three chapters that follow on
incest stories invented by medieval writers. Aferences and quotations are taken from
the Loeb Classical Library editions unless otheewsgated; translations are generally
those in the Loeb editions, though | have made schmaeges. | have consulted Grimal,
Dictionary of Classical Mythologyand Bell,Dictionary of Classical Mythologythe
Anglicized forms of proper names are taken from dtad reference works such as
Grimal.

4 This will be discussed further below. For an ovenwiof both pagan and Christian
attitudes to the behaviour of the gods see theum@é study by DematBabula
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them, since marriages and affairs between closédyed gods were
frequent. For instance, Aphrodite, daughter of Zauad Dione in
some accounts, married her half-brother Hephaestuspf Zeus
andHera,andhadanaffairwithanotherhalf-brother, Ategsslept
with his sister Demeter, and also with their daeghrersephone.

Medieval writers were more familiar with Roman mgtbgy, as
reported by the great Roman writers. Virgil cangidiéscribes Juno
as ‘lovis et soror et coniunxAeneid 1. 46 both sister and consort
of Jove), without futher comment on this unusual nage. Ovid’s
attitude to it is more complicated and, as mighekeected, often
more cynical. At the beginning of Bodkof theFasti, he sees the
goddesses and recognizes one who is ‘sui germamniéi'rha7: the
sister of her own husband). This description, folldviby the infor-
mation that ‘stat in arce lovisl8 she stands in the citadel of Jove),
is enough to identify her as Juno. When she spesties,draws
attention again to her dual relationship to Jupiter

est aliquid nupsisse lovi, lovis esse sororem:
fratre magis, dubito, glorier, anne viro. (27-8)

(It is something to have married Jupiter and toJbpiter’s sister. | am
uncertain whether | am prouder of my brother or ofmgband.)

She goes on to wonder whether lineage through bibestent
trumps lineage acquired by marriage—perhaps a riefteadf
Roman preoccupations in Ovid’s time.

If Juno’s boasting about her incest is almost cohsce, other
references to it could be seen in a more sinistgrt.l Ovid’s
Phaedra, trying to justify her passion for her stepHippolytus,
claims that Jupiter’s marriage made incest legitanand that ‘ista
vetus pietas’ fleroides 4. 131 such old-fashioned regard for
virtue) has long been out of date. She emphasizstriength of
her passion by insisting that she would prefer ldlgfus even to
Jove:

si mihi constat luno fratremque virumque,
Hippolytum videor praepositura lovi! 35-6)

(If Juno allowed me her brother-cum-husband, | thinkould rank
Hippolytus above Jove!)

This is of course intended to be flattering to hdovesl; but the

5 This double incest will be discussed further in fihal chapter.
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description of Jupiter as ‘brother-cum-husband’ utides the fact
that Phaedra’s union with Hippolytus, like that of/d and Juno,
would be incestuous, but without the licence affatdo the gods.
Ovid’s Byblis, horrified by her erotic dreams abdwdr brother
Caunus, also invokes the example of the gods, lmaigrezes that
they are unaffected by human laws:

an habent et somnia pondus?
di melius! di nempe suas habuere sorores.
sic Saturnus Opem iunctam sibi sanguine duxit,
Oceanus Tethyn, lunonemque rector Olympi.
sunt superis sua iura! quid ad caelestia ritus
exigere humanos diversaque foedera tempto?
(Met. 9. 496-501)

(Or do dreams really have weight? The gods forbidit®irely the gods
have loved their sisters; so Saturn married Opatee to him by blood;
Oceanus, Tethys; the ruler of Olympus, Juno. Thesduale their own
laws! Why do | try to measure human rites by thiéeydifferent contracts
of the gods?)

Later she decides to ignore the laws which werarkglenade by old
men and are not relevant to the young, and tovioliloagnorum
exempla deorum555 the examples of the great gods). Ovid seems
to be drawing attention to the discrepancy betweeat is thought
appropriate for gods and for mortals, to the talemof incest in
myth but not in legend, to the domesticity and leisshed nature of
Juno’s marriage to her brother as opposed to Huyetlies brought
about by human incestuous passions, and to theedain§mytho-
logical precedents, especially in an age so devmtélde art of rhet-
oric and debate.

For the gods may get away with multiple incest, there is no
hope for mortals: in classical stories consummaiedst usually
leads to violent death or metamorphosis, and isnothe cause,
and/or a significant example, of a series of disastees several
generations in a doomed fanfillhe mythographer Hyginus, writ-
ing in the first or second centusy, includes many incest stories
under the rubrics ‘Fathers who Kkilled their daugbtéch. 238),
‘Mothers who killed their sons’ (cl239, ‘Men who committed sui-

6 An exception to the rule that incest leads inetatnd swiftly to death or meta-
morphosis is Oedipus, in some versions of his sabigast; see below for more detailed
discussion.
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cide’(ch. 242), and ‘Women who committed suicide’ (ch. 248)the
entriesin ch. 246, ‘Men who ate their sons at banquets’, and%3,
‘Women who had unlawful sex’, also involve incésthe most
famous example is of course that of Oedipus, whodeefalLaius
had already begun the pattern of unnatural actslgueting
Chrysippus, the young son of Pelops, and thus irogifPelops’
curse. Oedipus’ predestined parricide and incestdethe suicide
of his wife/mother Jocasta, his own blinding, anteinecine civil
war between his sons for the throne of Thebes whidught the
dynasty to a bloody and tragic end. Pelops’ owniliahad an even
more complex and horrific history, beginning withntalus’ crime
in cooking the young Pelops and serving him togbes at a feast.
The feud between Pelops’ sons Atreus and Thyesthsdied the
seduction of Atreus’ wife by Thyestes; the killingcacooking of
Thyestes’ children by Atreus; Thyestes’' seduction his own
daughter Pelopia to beget a son (Aegisthus) whagrding to an
oracle, would avenge him on his brother; the seiad Pelopia
when she discovered what her father had done (thémgome
accounts she did not kill herself, but married tnecle Atreus); the
murder of Atreus and also (in some versions) of him s
Agamemnon by Aegisthus, who had already seducedhaganon’s
wife Clytemnestra; and the murder of Aegisthus ahdethnestra
by Agamemnon’s son Orestes. Atreus and Thyestes ther chil-
dren of Hippodamia, won by Pelops through a murderwick
from her possessive and possibly incestuous fatbenomaus.
Incest here is merely one repeated element in @oing pattern
of feuding, transgression, and violent vengeanceotider, more
limited, example of this pattern occurs in one \@msof the story
of Sisyphus, condemned for eternity to roll a stone up a stébip
the underworld in punishment for seducing his niége. An or-
acle had told him that if he had sons by her, theyld/ avenge him
on his brother Salmoneus; when Tyro discovered shis killed her
children?®

7 Hyginus,Fabulae ed. Marshall; he also tells many incest stomesdrlier chapters
under individual names. Further details about saiéhe more obscure stories are
offered in the excellent article by Rudhardt, ‘Diadeste’. See also the comments of
Vernier in ‘Théorie’.

8 Uncle—niece marriage was not forbidden, or evenodisaged, in Athens; in fact it
was required when the niece was her father’s seie im order to preserve the family
estate. Presumably what made Sisyphus’' callous ctetdu outrageous to Greek
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Incest is similarly linked with vengeance and aldth cannibal-
ism in the story of Philomela (more often spelledldthena in the
Middle Ages) and her sister Proch®/hen Procne discovered that
her husband Tereus had raped Philomela and cutesubngue to
ensure her silence, she took revenge by cookirigahéy son, Itys,
and serving him to her errant husband; when thedisr Tereus
tried to attack the sisters, the gods transforniiehi@e into birds.
A similar pattern of incest, cannibalism, and metaphmsis is
found in the story of Clymenus, who seduced his tiberg
Harpalyce; in revenge she cooked their son (oriblydser brother)
and served him to her father, who then killed Hacording to
some sources father and daughter were both tumedirds. The
incest of Myrrha (or Smyrna) with her father Cynaaasl her sub-
sequent metamorphosis are also part of a longengevstory,
though here the gods are the avengers. Myrrha'tiendtad rashly
claimed that her daugher was more beautiful thahrégite; in
punishment, the goddess made Myrrha desire herfativer. She
tricked him into sleeping with her, but then, pragh and over-
whelmed by shame, she took refuge in a forest agddd the gods
to remove her from mortal life; she was turned iatmyrrh tree.
The product of her incest was rescued from the bétke tree—
Adonis, beloved of Aphrodite, whose death was cabydtie curse
of a deity angry with Aphrodite (Artemis or Apollor dAres).
Phaedra’s story is also part of a larger history wilan trangres-
sion and divine vengeance: her father was Minos, rhether
Pasiphae, whom an angry deity (Poseidon offendéd Minos or
Aphrodite with Pasiphae) punished by making hdrifialove with
a bull and give birth to the Minotaur. Phaedra'®psbn
Hippolytus, son of Theseus and an Amazon, was deviiehe
virgin goddess Artemis, so Aphrodite, offended Iy fejection of
love, made Phaedra besotted with him. When Hippslgpurned
her advances, she accused him to her husband Ehakstaying to
rape her. Theseus appealed for vengeance to hiegwo (or
father) Poseidon, and the innocent Hippolytus wiledkwhen a

readers/writers was his motive, revenge on hishHatthe result was indeed the proph-
esied destruction of Salmoneus’ line, but not inwlag that Sisyphus had expected. | am
grateful to Laurel Bowman for pointing this outree.

9 Lévi-Strauss described cannibalism as ‘inceste altaire’ (incest as food) in
L'Homme ny 123(quoted by RousseGonter de gestel53).
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bull from the sea frightened his horses. Phaedea tiung herself
out of shame.

Even when there is no further twist to the stongde who have
committed incest often commit suicide, though natags by their
own choice. Pelopia, the daughter of Thyestes,kHlerself, and so
in some accounts did Byblis, whose brother Caumjected her
advances in horror (though according to Ovid she twaned into
a fountain). When Aeolus discovered that his daemg@@anace had
had a child by her brother Macareus, he had thg bghosed, and
sent his daughter a sword with which she relucyakitled herself;
according to some versions Macareus committed dwiitoo®
Jocasta hung herself; Oedipus put his eyes ousdphocles’ ver-
sion he feared recriminations in the underworldsa@me versions
his own servants blinded him on Creon’s ordersutfioin Homer
he is not blinded at all). There can be no futoretfiose who have
committed incest; though Oedipus survived, he wasgmalized
by his blindness, and by the contemptuous treatroéis sons;
and in Sophocles’ version he was exiled, a formoafad death.

While the famous stories are preserved in detaiédipus,
Canace, Myrrha, Phaedra, Byblis, Philomela), matmeis survive
only as brief allusions. Nyctimene was turned into awl after
being seduced by her father (or seducing him, imese@ersions);
Phlegyas slept with his own mother and begot Cadater mur-
dered by her lover Apollo for her infidelity; Menepin of Arcadia
lived incestuously with both his mother and hisesighistory does
not relate how their story ended); Evopis fell ovd with her
brother and hung herself for shame. Ovid includethifamous
and little-known incest stories in thiletamorphosesas did
Parthenius, an Alexandrian writer who produced Bection of
love romances in the second centupy Very few of these stories
involve unwitting incest; one if not both partners asually aware
of their relationship. Brother—sister liaisons maycbasensual, but
for the most part consummated incest involves ¢oeror decep-
tion, and the stories end badly, with death or metghosis for
the protagonists, and often tragedy for the whaiaily While the
incest is definitely shocking, it is not entirelyeal what sort of

0 1n theOdysseyAeolus has fifty sons and fifty daughters who maagheother with-
out any fuss, but by the fifth century this was ander acceptable; see the discussion
later in this chapter for other variations.
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crime it is. Sometimes it is inflicted on mortalsdffended gods as
punishment for some slight; sometimes an oraclgestg it as a
means of vengeance. Once it is initiated, the geliom interfere,

and when they do intervene, it is not clear whyytio not save the
innocent Hippolytus from his unjust fate, but thdry respond to
the guilty Myrrha’s prayer to be removed from thentan world,

and they allow the child of her incest to be botmugh later a
god’s anger causes his death.

Another category of classical incest story concenisorical
or pseudo-historical characters. Parthenius tdils story of
Periander, tyrant of Corinth, whose mother Krateladesperately
in love with him! She persuaded him that a beautiful woman
longed to sleep with him but wished to remain untified and
insisted on total darkness. Periander accepteddhditions and
enjoyed the affair, but after some time decideddnceal a light in
his bedroom in order to look at his mysterious to@n discover-
ing that she was in fact his own mother he triettiicher, but was
deterred by a divine apparition. Maddened by tleeperiences, he
turned into a cruel and violent tyrant; his mortfimother killed
herself. Parthenius’ story does not seem to haughtathe popu-
lar imagination, but it is an example of a frequérgme in classic-
al incest stories: the link between incest andrtgsaKrateia, the
name of Periander’s mother, means sovereignty; teceas pos-
sessed sovereignty, he becomes a tyrannical riitee. nurse in
Seneca’s plaiippolytus(sometimes edited under the tiHleaedra
remarks that power breeds a desire for the forlmiddpiod non
potest vult posse qui nimium potes216 the man with too much
power wants to be able to do the impossible). Astked in the pre-
vious chapter, various historical Greek and Romaers (Caligula,
Nero) and politicians (Cimon, Alcibiades, Clodiugre accused of
incest, and so was a legendary eastern empressasas) builder
of the hanging gardens of Babylétin the case of Semiramis, con-
fusion may have been caused by the fact that havdnd and her
son were both named Ninus; but to classical andiewadreaders
it seemed quite plausible that a powerful womamemr(@@nd a bar-
barian to boot) would be tyrannical and transgvessi her lust,

111 ove Romanceso. 17; on parallels between Oedipus and Periander seaki
‘Le Tyran boiteux’ .
2Her story is discussed in more detail later in thiapter.
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and that her violent delights would have a violemdl. A very influ-
ential late classical example of incest linked toahny occurs in
the ‘romance’ of Apollonius of Tyre, perhaps composethe third
centuryap, popular throughout the Middle Ages, and more fami
iar to modern readers as Shakespedieles®® This story begins
with the familiar motif of the over-possessive royilther,
Antiochus, who seduces his own daughter. The shaafoincest
hangs over the story till the very end, when th@li®mes not act on
his attraction to a young courtesan who then tuuisto be his
long-lost daughter; he becomes a good king aneliisited with his
long-lost wife too.

The first incest motif iNHA, the possessive father who drives
away or Kills all suitors for his daughter’s haigfound in classical
legend even when the incest is not explicitly redoed (e.g.
Oenomaus and Hippodamia). The separated familgdasaafamil-
iar theme: it appears @edipus of course, and also in Euripides’
lost Alcmaeon of Corinthin which a father buys his unrecognized
daughter and narrowly avoids committing incest whidr before
they discover their true relationship. Another exdaris the story
of Auge and her son by Heracles, Telephus, who separated for
many years and then entered into an arranged ngarviéthout
recognizing each other. Auge wanted to remain faitio the mem-
ory of Heracles and entered the bridal chamber witlword, but
by divine intervention a huge snake appeared tarsgp them until
their true relationship was revealed. The themerofitiing near-
miss incest resolved by a recognition scene igivelg rare in clas-
sical myths and legends. In New Comedy, howeverr-ndss incest
in a contemporary setting is a common theme, atehgflays a
crucial part in resolving the problems of the prataigts and
bringing about the happy endiffgn these comedies the potential
incest is averted as a result of recognition rathan revulsion, and
love often triumphs because the lovers are not thiey think they
are. In PlautusRudenghe shipwrecked courtesan heroine attracts
the unwelcome attentions of an old man who turnstoute her
long-lost father; after the recognition scene steaiely united with

83 The standard Latin text and some medieval adaptatioe discussed later in this
chapter; the Latin version will be cited H#\; when the story is discussed without ref-
erence to a specific text, it will be cited as Apalus.

14 This was the more realistic form of comedy popurathe4th cent.sec at Athens,
and imitated in Rome by Plautus and Terence.
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her lover. In hisCurculio (probably derived from a play by
Menander) the unwelcome suitor finds that the cartehe is
wooing is in fact his own sister; again the rectigni scene frees
her to marry her lover. Another popular plot of N&omedy
involves a father or husband searching far and Viadehis lost
daughter or wife; in Plautus®enulus a father looking for his
daughters, who have been abducted and sold to thdbrdiires
courtesans and questions them about their origind, so in the
end finds his children. In such plays the protagsrase usually not
royal, but as in the tragedies the recognition edaerks the threat
of incest to important revelations about identihgehge, and social
status. The comedies offer an inversion of the tragittern in
which the discovery of the identity of the protagafss brings
about a devastating peripeteia. In comedy the ptrig of the
recognition scene is very important, as in tragemhyd often
requires a radical rethinking of existing socialat@ns; but it
always heralds a happy ending.

Another kind of near-miss incest story involves aitial inces-
tuous proposal which is indignantly rejected byirawous protag-
onist, who then flees from home to escape furtheestuous
persecution. This plot is surprisingly rare in slaal myth and lit-
erature; most victimized daughters seem to staly thieir incestu-
ous fathers, or else kill themselves. One examplélight from
incest is Caunus, brother of Byblis, who left horeescape her
advances and founded the city of Caunus in Carialldpius is a
borderline case: he runs away from an incestuadirefabut is not
himself the object of Antiochus’ attentions. A thigdample is the
mother of the separated family in the early ChristtamanceThe
Clementine Recognitionwho flees from her lustful brother-in-law
(discussed below). This theme of flight from the ioyer advances
of a close family member is common in folklore framany parts
of the world. Perhaps it was mainly an oral traditio the classic-
al world; as we shall see in Chaptdrand 5 it became extremely
popular in elaborate written forms in the later Bllel Ages.

Stories of consummated incest in which neither paris aware
of the incestuous relationship seem to be raresissatal myth and
legend; Oedipus is much the most famous and inflalketample.
Sometimes one partner is aware while the otheotisaxamples of
those who are induced to commit incest in ignoraofcehe truth
include Myrrha’'s father, Thyestes’ daughter, andridPler.
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Consensual incest, as in the case of the siblingsaGa and
Macareus, also seems to be fairly rare. More comarerstories of
incestuous rape (for example, Pelopia and Philomelarevulsion
from an incestuous proposition (for example, Hippes and
Caunus). This might suggest a moralizing attitudetiee part of
tellers of incest stories, and in some texts thisdeed the case; but
this attitude is not nearly as pronounced, or agusal, in classic-
al texts as in medieval on®sln the classical Oedipus story, the
emphasis is on the way in which the shocking tistievealed, and
the consquent crisis of authority in Thebes (thoigitHomer’s
account Oedipus continued to rule for many yeatar afocasta’s
suicide). Statius, whosehebaidwas the main source for medieval
readers, tells the story of Oedipus merely as audeeto the civil
war at Thebes. Ovid’'s approach to incest is largsjghological, at
least in his more extended treatments: he is istedan showing us
how women who feel incestuous desire might reaud, lrow their
initial horror might change to self-justificatidhWe may disap-
prove of Phaedra’s arguments and Canace’s outpouwfihgye in
their letters in théderoides but theirs are the only voices we hear,
and we are quickly caught up in Phaedra’s vaailiatinood, and
Canace’s pathetic deathbed declaration of her fetasion for her
brother. We know that they are wrong, and doomed;vie are
invited to look into their hearts and ‘feel theiip’, and to come
away with a sense of ‘the pity of it’, rather thanéethorror, the hor-
ror’. In the case of Byblis, we see how innocentirsg affection
grows, to her alarm, into incestuous passion. Martbo fights
hard against her desire for her father before itmigkim into sleep-
ing with her.

Although consummated incest usually leads to desafstr the
protagonists, they can be presented quite sympealigt espe-
cially if like Oedipus they are unaware of their ceisn There is of
course great sympathy for those who are clearlpéent victims,
like the luckless Philomela, but there is also sasympathy for

15 Aristotle used the phrase ‘Kaunios eros’ (Cauniam) to signify a shameful love,
indicating that it was proverbiaRfetorica 14022), but few other examples of the
phrase are known.

16 Richard Fabrizio comments on the difference betw@rrek and Roman treatments
of incest (Incest Theme653: ‘The Greeks used incest as a means to an endinvissi-
gation of the human condition, the relation of selfdamily The Romans used incest as
an end—the delineation of a mental condition, howitltestuous person feels, thinks,
acts. Greek interest in incest was philosophicamRn interest was psychological.’
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those who knowingly embark on incestuous affairsaloge of irre-
sistible passion, like Canat&Nomen seem to be treated more gen-
tly than men, perhaps because they usually aafoaerwhelming
and long-resisted passion (sometimes imposed lendéd gods),
rather than out of brute lust, or as part of sométipally motiv-
ated plan; another way of putting this is that woraea typically
presented as acting out of weakness, whereas mealyuaat out
of misdirected strength. Phaedra, Myrrha, Byblis] &anace all
fight for a long time against their outrageous assiand acknow-
ledge the taboo that they are breaking. If they comma their
incest with other sins, however, they forfeit glinpathy; Phaedra’s
fatal mistake is her false accusation, which ldadse death of the
innocent Hippolytus. Men who commit incest knowinglre not
given the benefit of the doubt about their struggleesist the for-
bidden desire: Tereus makes little effort to fighaiast his lust for
his sister-in-law, and mutilates her to ensure bkiénce; and
Thyestes cold-bloodedly seduces his unwitting déergin order to
beget the prophesied son who will avenge him ormied brother.
In the cases where males instigate the incesfethale may or may
not be presented as a victim; her feelings areahwadys described,
though sometimes they are made clear by the terrédenge she
exacts (infanticide), or by her suicide.

Incest is sometimes presented in classical liteeais a stereo-
typically barbarian practice, though when SeneBhiaedra first
reveals her passion for Hippolytus, the horrifiedseucomments
that not even barbarians would break the tabdggolytus
165—-8. However, there is no doubt in the minds of cleedsivriters
that it is a form of desire which can be felt by ang (after all, it
affects the gods too!), and that like other kindsoeerwhelming
emotion, it can be very hard to resist. The clatsiorld was not
overshadowed by the concept of sin like the Chnistigrld, nor
did it believe in evil spirits tempting weak mortahto transgres-
sion. Sometimes incestuous lust is inflicted on misrby angry

71t has been argued that Ovid was the first to makeaCe love Macareus, and that
in Euripides’ lost play about thenfeolus she died because she was pregnant, not
because she had committed incest. Euripides’ ptgyagently caused a scandal in
Athens; there are frequent references to it inciraedies of Aristophanes. He parodies
one especially notorious line, ‘What is shamefuilt does not seem so to those who do
it?, in The Frogq1479: ‘What is shameful, if it does not seem so to thako view it?'
Plato is said to have confronted Euripides withrjeinder ‘Euripides, what is shame-
ful is shameful, whether it seems so or not’. Seed\fcci,Ovids Toyshop198-201.
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gods, as in the case of Phaedra and Myrrha; sometingelust is
motivated by a divine prophecy that a child bornirdest will
revenge a wronged parent, as if this child were $mwestronger
or more heroic because of his incestuous birthhbse cases, the
mortal sinners can hardly be held responsibleteirtactions, and
the moral to be drawn might reflect more harshliytioa callous
behaviour of the gods. But it does seem to be tbe taat even in
the classical period, the female protagonists ofagernotorious
incest stories had already become a byword forameus desire.
When Ovid discusses libido in th&rs amatoria(1l. 269ff.), he
argues that men are bound by convention in relatmrtheir
desires, and that they observe ‘legitimum finemé (wful bound-
ary), but for women no holds are barred: his fipshineples are
Byblis and Myrrha. Whether or not Ovid himself bedid in this
gender distinction, it is clear that it was a p@ywne.

A striking example of this misogynistic attitudefeamale lust is
offered by the curious story of Secundus and hisvagtpparently
composed in the late second or early third centwryand very
popular in the later Middle Agé$Secundus learns during his edu-
cation that all women are insatiably lustful. Heeatenines to test
this theory by returning home incognito and attemgto seduce
his own mother. He bribes her successfully throaigbnial servant
and is admitted to her bed for a night, but doesmake love to
her. In the morning she asks why he has been s@iresd, and he
identifies himself. She drops dead from horror, hedakes a vow
of silence (later tested by the emperor Hadrian, whts many
philosophical questions to him). Though theretidelitrace of the
circulation of the Latin version of this text durirtge classical
period, it—or perhaps its oral sources—had an enosnioflu-
ence: it was translated into Arabic, Armenian, &pian, Greek,
and Syriac, and appearsTie Thousand and One Nigtasd in
The Book of Sinbads well as in many widely read medieval exem-
plary texts. The success of this story testifieh®low opinion of
female self-control which is a feature of many classicagsistories,
an opinion wholeheartedly shared by medieval Clamstvriters.

80n the classical tradition see Per®gcundusand Philonenko, ‘Oxymores’; | am
indebted to Keith Hopkins for these references.rredieval versions see Tubadhdex
Exemplorum no.2733.
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CHRISTIAN APPROACHES TO CLASSICAL INCEST STORIES

The preceding survey shows how popular and famili@r incest
theme was in classical myth and literature. It alsggests a variety
of attitudes to incest: classical incest storieduide consensual
incest with and without tears (Canace, the god€gest consum-
mated through trickery with disastrous results (M, Thyestes);
tyrannical incest, also ending in disaster (Semisamntiochus);
and incest averted (Apollonius, New Comedy). Veny tharacters
in classical literature question the incest tab@me is Ovid's
Myrrha, who (in spite of her shocking desire for bem father) is
given some powerful and persuasive arguments agi&iriar from
considering herself a barbarian or an animal becafiser unnat-
ural feelings, she envies the sexual freedom o&ttimal world and
complains bitterly of the artificial constraints afidvida iura’
(jealous laws) of human societilet. 10. 321ff.). Another is his
Byblis, who fights desperately against her growiaggion for her
brother Caunus, but then decides to take the gsdkea role
models and tryto consummate her lovedt. 9. 496-501). Such com-
ments as Ovid himself makes are brief; other classiciters were
more forthcoming, and more critical, about the inmaddehaviour
of their gods, long before Christian writers usedtimajogy to
attack their opponent8Plato and others blamed the poets, begin-
ning with Homer, for their lack of responsibilitp®e writers tried
to rationalize the activities of the gods, eitherdoguing that they
were originally men (the Euhemerist argument), pirtberpreting
the various gods as natural forces (a form of alggdAccording
to this latter scenario, for instance, the marriafjelupiter and
Juno represents the union of ether and earth. ler€&De natura
deorumboth the historicizing argument and the more ‘difieh
symbolic argument are discussed and dismissed a® n
philosophorum iudicia sed delirantium somnid’ (5 more like
the dreams of madmen than the considered opiniorghiddso-
phers). The speaker, \elleius, goes on to attaek pbets for
describing all the shameful goings-on of the godgluiding
‘effusas in omni intemperantia libidinesl.(16 the utter and
unbridled license of their passions). He is an Bmgan and so fol-

19 For full discussion and references see Dentaisila ch. 1.
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lows his master in arguing that the gods, beingdalé and eternal,
can feel no human emotions or anxieties.

In such expressions of disbelief and disapprovalapagriters
show themselves very close to the early Christiauhg frequently
criticized the official religion of the Empire forlalving such stor-
ies to be told of its gods. ‘Proinde incesti qui isaguam quos ipse
lupiter docuit? asked Tertulliampologeticus9. 16 Then again
who are more incestuous than the disciples of Jip)iteiscussing
the Euhemerist view, he argues that belief in tieaglon to divin-
ity of men who have committed incest, adultery, regpelomy, and
murder, and who should therefore be in the depthSantarus,
represents a perverted notion of justice and ‘slag@l in caelo’
(11. 12-14an affront to heaven). He draws attention toghgty
of Christ’s birth: ‘Nec de sororis incesto nec depsb filiae aut
coniugis alienae deum patrem passus est squamatuco@utum
aut plumatum, amatorem in auro conversum Dana@ils’'8 No
incest with a sister was here, no pollution of a ghaar or
another’s wife; he had not to endure a divine fgttlisguised with
scales, or horns, or feathers, a lover turned guid for a Danaé).
Minucius Felix also attacks pagan mythology andnitest stories:
‘Memoriae et tragoediae vestrae incestis glorigrues vos liben-
ter et legitis et auditis: sic et deos colitis istos, cum matre, cum
filia, cum sorore coniunctosO(ctavius 31. 3 Your histories and
tragedies boast of instances of incest, and you teEztth about and
listen to them with relish; so too you worship iseous gods who
have had intercourse with a mother, a daughterjsi@ry St
Augustine went even further in condemning such mythtsi fab-
ula cantat crimen numinum falsum. delectari tanedsof crimine
crimen est verum'Gity of God 18. 12 So legend sings of the false
crimes of the gods, but to enjoy a false crime isu@& crime)? If
Christian writers were so shocked by classicalshetories, why
did they continue to recount them? One motive mayehbeen
pagan accusations that the early Christians werehngiven to
incest; it would have been natural for Christianolagists to
respond by pointing out how frequent incest wascliassical
mythology (see my comments in the previous chapter)

20 Elsewhere, however, he and other patristic writetmitted that myths do have
value in that they conceal truths which must begekeally understood; see my com-
ments below.
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Furthermore, pagan writers continued to be respeateliterary
authorities long after the triumph of ChristianiBut there was
another very important reason for the survival @fsslcal incest
stories: they provided a most useful model of thegias of lust.
Christian writers regarded women as a constantcsoafr tempta-
tion and danger for Christian men (the reverse aggsrently not
true, or not a problem). They were therefore veiliing, on both
literary and theological grounds, to take over tifaslitional cata-
logues of female vices; the attacks which had beaderat least
partly tongue-in-cheek by satirists such as Ovidl aluvenal
became entirely serious in the hands of patristitens?! This may
explain, at least in part, the frequent allusianmiedieval texts to
Myrrha, Phaedra, Canace, Byblis, and Semiramisredlagive lack
of interest in Oedipus, and the almost total lacknbérest in other
classical incest stories in which men are the ayores.

But as well as being sexual temptresses, womernd@sd be pre-
sented as types of virtue beleaguered by vice allenfworld, and
this may explain the fashion in the later Middlee&dor the motif
of the flight from an incestuous father (or brothedaw); this plot
does not seem to appear in classical texts urélitathe period.
One example is the influential early Christian ‘roro@ known as
The Clementine Recognitiaffs

Clement, later Bishop of Rome, has become sepafeded his
family and travels about the Mediterranean wittP&er. They
encounter an old beggar woman who has gnawed hatshi@
the bone in her misery; she turns out to be Cleimenbther
Mattidia, who left home years before with her twdons
(Clement’s elder brothers) to escape the advarfdesrdorother-
in-law, but lost the children in a shipwreck. Triéng on
together, Mattidia, Clement, and Peter encounteryimung men
who turn out to be the long-lost twins. Peter thes an argu-
ment with a cynical old pagan who believes in degp because
of the experiences of a friend (so he says): thad'gewife ran
away with a slave, taking her twin sons, and thenft later

21 On ancient and medieval catalogues of women see bt M\értue; for a depress-
ing but useful anthology of medieval misogyny (irdilug some seminal biblical and
classical sources) see Blamires (ed/man Defamed

2 Edited adDie Pseudoklementingsy Rehm and Paschke; the extant texts date from

the 4h cent.ap, but are derived from 2nd- or3rd-cent. original which in turn may have
been based on a pagan romance. For medieval aralsga Ch4l and 5 below.
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learned that she had previously made advances tarbiher. He
set out to find her with his remaining son, but Ineeseparated
from the boy; now he denies the existence of Godlaalidves in

astrology. Peter realizes that this is Clementkdg the family is

reunited, Mattidia’s virtue is confirmed, and theageo are not

yet Christian are converted.

Here the familiar theme of family separation andhéwal reunion
through a recognition scene is reworked in a did&hristian con-
text with a new protagonist, St Peter, the fadititawho brings
about the happy ending. In this Christian tragi-edsnthe inno-
cent Mattidia is not actually raped; she has tdesufnnecessarily
for many years, but in the end her virtue is eshbtl and she
regains her family Clement loses his biologicah& for many
years, but finds a spiritual father in St Peter.

The Christian message in this story is obviousigeas no need
to allegorize it. But in many cases allegorizatisas the Christian
response to incest stories, as to many other fafnpggan litera-
ture (and also to the Old Testamefit].his technique had been
used in Greece and Rome before the Christian epapved to be
an invaluable tool for Christian writers, both teowho com-
mented on existing texts (scriptural or pagan), alsd those who
invented new allegorical narratives. It was undewdt that pagan
writing contained hidden truths, both philosophiaald specific-
ally Christian—truths hidden in many cases even fthmwriters
themselves, but accessible to interpretation byCthiestian reader.
Medieval writers subscribed wholeheartedly to thawy already
current in classical times, that literature sholiddinstructive and
improving as well as entertaining. Although Chaiscererry Host
suggests his tale-telling competition as a way of/jgling some fun
for the Canterbury pilgrims on their journey, hasrhulation of the
competition rules conforms to both classical andlieal literary
theory: the prize of a free supper will go to thigpm who tells
‘tales of best sentence and moost sold@$’ {. 798 stories of best
[moral] significance and greatest entertainmentyeidé times in
the course of theCanterbury TalesChaucer (or one of his

2 The use of allegory in the Middle Ages is a vasti¢aghich can only be treated very
cursorily here. | have drawn on the following sesliSeznecSurvival esp. ch3; Allen,
Mysteriously Meantesp. chsl and 7 Heinrichs,Myths Copeland,Rhetori¢ and
Blumenfeld-KosinskiReading Myth
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narrators) paraphrases the famous passage fromrigdisiad for
whatsoever things were written aforetime were \@nittfor our
learning’ CT 7. 3441 and 10. 1083l that is writen is writen for
our doctryne’); in Romans this refers specificatlystriptures, but
later it was taken to encompass all texts. In gpitédneir great rev-
erence for literary authorities, medieval writesls §uite free to add
explanatory introductions which gave a decidedhy mwist to the
classical texts that every schoolboy had to redwks€accessus ad
auctoregapproaches to authors) included a confident stateonfe
the intention of the original author, which was ajwaepresented
as moral and didactic, and also an explanation edefulness of
the work for Christian purposé&One medieval moralizer of the
Heroidesexplains that the depiction of love in this text lhsee
aspects: chaste, illicit, and incestuous.

Intentio est castum amorem commendare, illicitufrersre et incestum
condemnare. utilitas est magna. nam per hoc scitagium amorem
eligere, illicitum refutare et incestum penitustegare

(The intention is to commend chaste love, to meiiflicit love, and to con-
demn incestuous love. This is very useful, for thwes know we must
choose chaste love, reject illicit love, and roat mcestuous love entirely,)

This was one way of averting criticism and makingdoacceptable
in a Christian culture. But some moralizers wernt bayond this
rather obvious analysis in their application of tieehnique of
allegorization, as we shall see in the discusdiat follows.

MEDIEVAL ADAPTATIONS OF CLASSICAL INCEST STORIES

Until the twelfth century, there seems to have béde interest in
composing new versions of classical myths, though riytho-
graphic tradition flourished. This century in westdturope is
often described as a renaissance; it marked theriag of a spec-
tacular growth in literacy and in the productionwefnacular lit-
erature (especially what we would categorize in eradterms as
romantic and historical fiction); there seems toeh@®en an intense
interest at this time in stories of love and in psgchology of love.

2 For detailed discussion see Minniéedieval Theory
2 Quoted by Born in ‘Ovid’377.
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One innovative and influential form of response @ssical litera-
ture was to expand and medievalize it: the starfe$hebes and
Troy, of Alexander and Aeneas were retold in thenams antiques
in anachronistic versions which stressed mediettitudes to war
and to love, and shamelessly inserted new episad@siew char-
acters. Ovid reached new heights of popularityleast because of
his emphasis on love and extended description oftiems; indeed
this century is often described as the ‘aetas @uidi the age of
Ovid. Among the classical tales which were adaptetetold with
an intense spotlight on the emotions and amorovenadres of the
protagonists were incest stories. Few of these estoreceived
lengthy treatments; some are retold in collectiohshort narra-
tives, but more often the best-known names werplgimentioned
as examples of overwhelming passion and its tragitseguences.
Some famous classical texts were also subjectedxtended
allegorizations; the most startling example is al@numental late
thirteenth-century poervide Moralisé in which Ovid’s meta-
morphoses of lovelorn pagans were themselves metamsed
with extraordinary ingenuity into multiple Christiaexempla
often including propaganda for specific doctrineshsas contrition
and penancé.In the remainder of this chapter, | explore thettrea
ment of the most famous classical incest storiesdiye secular
and exegetical writers in the later Middle Ages.

Oedipus

Classical traditions about Oedipus varied considgranot
all recounted his self-blinding or removal from thlerone of
Thebeg’ Today we are most familiar with Sophocles’ versibat
this was not known in western Europe in the Middiges;
medieval writers were most likely to know the stdmym Statius’
Thebaid from Seneca’s tragedy (but only after the twetightury),
and from references in other classical writers.hBStatius and
Seneca are particularly interested in the politi@gpects of the

% cite the edition of de Boer, hereaft®M; | do not include the later prose version
in my discussion. For commentary on the approadh tchniques of the poet see
CopelandRhetori¢ 107-30 and Blumenfeld-KosinskReading Mythch.3.

27 See Constans,a LégendeCingano, ‘Death of Oedipus’.
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story?® For Seneca, though the incest is certainly horrdyihis is
very much a story about power and kingship; therspg between
Oedipus and Creon is more marked in his play Satetells the
story of Oedipus very briefly at the beginning of &jc Thebaid
which is mainly concerned with the story of the mmtecine war
between Oedipus’ soR%The first reference to parricide and incest
comes from Oedipus’ own mouth, but the catalogukisivicissi-
tudes and sins does not suggest much sense obgitirror at his
crimes. He blames his ill-begotten sons for desgi¢iim: ‘hisne
etiam funestus ego? et videt ista deorum | igngeagor?’ 79-80:
Do these too think me accursed? and the father efgtids sees
this, and does nothing?) He appeals to Jupiter faicav-father,
conveniently disregarding the fact that the kingQlympus too
produced children from an incestuous marriage;téumionsiders
that Oedipus has made sufficient atonement by blgndimself,
and promises to fulfil his prayers. There are pdssibalogues here
for several distinctive aspects of medieval incesiriss: the
Christian belief that even incest can be expiateghdayance in the
form of suffering or deprivation, and the fashiorr fmaking
the incestuous son himself the product of incest {(seestories of
Gregorius and Albanus in the next chapter). Théidaibprinciple
of the sins of the fathers visited on the childrerswiell known in
the classical world too, though somewhat diffenerttbnceptual-
ized and expressed. In Statius, Jupiter sees O€dipitne in the
greater context of his family history, as one hormarong many.
The story of Oedipus attracted surprisingly littigeation in
medieval literaturé’ It is mentioned in many chronicles, but as in
most other medieval accounts it is merely the dortaiser to a
fuller account of the civil war between Polynicesidgteocles. A
moving planctussurvives in some twelfth- and thirteenth-century
manuscripts in which Oedipus describes and lamkistserrible

28 Neither Statius nor Seneca continues the stoSpphocles does, to show the exiled
Oedipus dying as a sort of saint on Athenian teryjtwhere his bones will bring good
fortune to those who have taken pity on him.

201t may well be that this is the oldest part of therg and that both Laius’ rape of
Chrysippus and Oedipus’ disastrous parricide acdsinwere invented later to explain
the background of the civil war between Polynicesl d&teocles; see Constarsa
Légendell.

30 See Constansa LégendpEdmunds, ‘Oedipus in the Middle Ages’; and Ardit,
‘Sex and Power’.
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fate as he looks at the corpses of his $6Bat Oedipus was not a
popular choice as protagonist in medieval narratias the polit-
ical consequences of his story rather than the petsones that
seem to have fascinated medieval writers, Statiesion rather
than that of the tragedians. Civil war was alwaygoarying possi-
bility in medieval Europe, feuds between royalisigg all too com-
mon, and the necessity for an heir to continuertiade line of
succession a constant preoccupation. In this coiiteshardly sur-
prising that many medieval authors keep Jocasta i the very
end of the story so that she can grieve over hei deas, the ultim-
ate tragedy for a royal mother. Given the ‘rise ofnance’ in the
late twelfth century, and the great interest as thme in exemplary
incest stories which warn against despair and esiphahe bene-
fits of contrition and penance, one might have exguktd find var-
ious lengthy versions of Roman d’EdipeBut few writers seem to
have been attracted by the storys potential fomaoce treat-
ment—the hero’s quest to find his parents, his mgerito his
unrecognized mother, the traumatic recognition seetihough all
these themes appear in the later Middle Ages i lexemplary
and secular stories which are clearly derived fitbim Oedipus le-
gend (see Chapt®).

In one of the earliest vernacular medieval textardgd by
modern critics as a romance, tReman de Thébgethe focus is
on the civil war between the sons of Eteocles angniRes, and
Oedipus makes only a brief appearance in the inctmdy sec-
tion, as in StatiusThebaid®? But whereas Statius has Oedipus
himself recount his tragic story in the course ofsig his two
over-ambitious sons, the author of thkebegpresents this ma-
terial as narrative, and fills it out in ways tygio&dthe new genre
of romance, with its interest in the expression dff&xe emo-
tion and in anachronistic details about daily Eed contem-
porary concerns. There are some striking departinogs the
classical version. For instance, when Laius or@eedipus to be
exposed in order to avoid the dreadful fate rewkbiethe oracle,
Jocasta is given a long speech in which she exggéss pain and
guilt at having to Kill her child43-78); and the baby is left hang-
ing in an oak tree, a form of exposure quite comniorihe

31 See Clogan Planctug and Edmunds, ‘Oedipus in the Middle Agesi8-9.
%2 Roman de Thébge83-568 ed. Raynaud de Lage; see also Poirion, ‘Edyppus’.



74 THE CLASSICAL LEGACY

Middle Ages® The recognition scene occurs twenty years later
when Jocasta is bathing her husband and sees,emplydor the
first time, the wounds on his feet. The story is @bristianized,
and there is no reference to Christian incest fmitibns. Statius’
references to the previous sins of Oedipus’ ancesta omitted;
the responsibility lies squarely on him and on 3t&a
Nevertheless, it is the consequences for Thebeshittierest this
writer, not the fate of the souls of the incestuoimers. As
Constans has pointed out, there is no attempt dw €hedipus’
remorse, to move the reader by an account of higpaeish-
ment, or to stress the ineluctable destiny whiobulght about
these horror® Moreover, this destiny is watered down because
Jocasta already knows when she marries Oedipushthi the
killer of her husband; it is only the incest thamiEns to be dis-
covered, and that is presented as merely the bapkfir the
Theban civil war which so fascinated the Middle &g&/hen the
princes die, the poet comments that it is becausedid not love
their father, and callously trampled on his eyesmhe tore them
out @811-16); as an aside, the poet reminds us that he tara th
out in his distress at the revelation of his inchbat,the behaviour
of the sons is clearly the most important aspechefstory.
Another influential treatment of the story was th&Boccaccio
in his collection of tragic historie®e casibus virorum illustrium
(written 1355-6)) which was translated into French by Laurent de
Premierfait aDes Cas des nobles hommes et femm®405, and
into English by John Lydgate ashe Fall of Princeg1430-8)%°
Boccaccio’s aim was to show how the hubris of prinicevitably
brings disaster: Fortune throws them down from Wwkeel. The
shift in attitudes to Oedipus in the Middle Agesésy clear here;
Boccaccio and his followers tell the story of Thehsghe tragedy
of Jocasta, even though their books are devotechéofdlls of
princes. The plot varies somewhat from the trad#ioversion, and
Lydgate suggests that it was not well known (thikis excuse for

3 See BoswellKindness of Stranger865 When thel2th-cent. Jocasta comments that
the innocent child is not, after all, the offspriafja prostitute, a monk, or a nun, it is
clear that children in these categories were it éften exposed.

34 Constansla Légende302-3.

% Lydgate’s versionHall, i. 3158ff.) is the most extended, and will be my main fecu
here. The relevant parallel passages from thealiadind French sources are printed in
Bergen’s notes; for Boccaccio see also the edbioRicci and Zaccaria.
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giving the Sphinx’s riddle at considerable lengthhegins and ends
with Jocasta’s sorrows: she is mourning when we fineet her
because Laius has taken away her child to be erdpasel at the
end she commits suicide because her sons are deder than
because of shame at her incestuous marriage. Althaydgate
describes the two pronouncements of the oracle,dib&strous
marriage of Oedipus and his mother is ascribed &obidd influ-
ence of ‘'sum fals froward constellaciouB487 some false, hostile
constellation). The recognition scene is reducedoat to non-
existence. There is no speech of mutual or selimacation, no
acknowledgement of the horror of what they have utimgty
done. Jocasta does not kill herself until her sorsbath dead;
Oedipus is exiled, but Lydgate, like Boccacciqjnigble to say any-
thing about his death. At the end Lydgate doesimsi the ‘onkyn-
dli mariage’ (unnatural marriage) as the root of thk trouble,
though the ‘fraternal envie’ of Eteocles and Polgsi¢s certainly a
contributing factor §750-3. But there is no mention of incest in
his Envoy, which has a purely political refrainytgdamys deuyded
may no while endure’3822 Divided kingdoms cannot last).
Lydgate clearly found the story fascinating: inearlier work,The
Siege of Thebede presents himself as joining Chaucer’s pilgrims
in Canterbury and telling the story of Thebes aditisetale on the
journey home?® As in Statius and thRoman de Thebgthe history
of Oedipus is the curtain-raiser, but the bulk of thke concerns
his sons. The Oedipus section ends with his deathuaceremo-
nious dumping in a ditch by his callous sons. Agdiere is little
reference to incest; Lydgate does comment thatribt acceptable
to God for ‘blood to touche blood788), but follows this with the
example of John the Baptist’s criticism of Herod foarrying his
brother’s wife, which hardly seems relevai@®4-80). The only
explicit moral is that those who do not honour thearents
inevitably come to a bad endi019—43).

Although Boccaccio, Premierfait, and Lydgate dovaypthe
incest part of the story in favour of the politicap&cts, it is
striking that in all three versions the Oedipusrgtizs immedi-
ately followed by another complicated family sagwoiving
incest, the story of Atreus and Thyestes, who viehwdach
other in tellingtheir versions of events to the narratéall, 1.

3% | ydgates Siege of Thehe=d. Erdman and Ekwall.
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3844 ff.)3" Boccaccio describes himself as preparing to write
about Theseus when Thyestes interrupts, insistiag his sor-
rows are much greater than those of Jocasta andpQsediis
brother Atreus first exiled him, and then murderéddhildren
and served them to their father at a feast. Atieusediately
approaches to set the record straight, arguing thaitwife
Europa was seduced by her brother-in-law Thyeséeshyng
intollerable, | And to the goddis verray abhomyea@113-14:
an intolerable deed, and absolutely loathsome ¢ogtids); then
Thyestes seduced his own daughter to beget Aegistvho mur-
dered Atreus and then his son Agamemnon. Curiounglgst is
never mentioned here: in Lydgate the introductargric and
Atreus himself both refer to adultery in relation Thyestes’s
seduction of Europa, and Laurent uses the termifation’ as
well as ‘adoultrie’ (note ofRall, 1. 4181). There is no comment on
Thyestes’ seduction of his own daughter, but ingegms an
obvious link between the two stories, in additioa the
internecine rivalry of royal brothers.

The incest connection is used more explicitly itatien to
Oedipus in the@vide Moralisé Ovid only referred very briefly to
Oedipus in theM etamorphosewithout any mention of incest (in
the story of Cephalus and Prociliéet. 7. 754-6); but the author
of theOvide Moraliségave the story more space, and also a very
surprising moralization@M 9. 1437-1996 Immediately before
the story of Byblis, who vainly pursued her own Wret he inter-
polated an account of the story of Thebes based atiuSt In the
allegorization Oedipus becomes a martyr, and hllig a form
of penitence. This is startling enough, but in aenemore unex-
pected twist his ambitious and quarrelsome songypes of the
Jews, and Oedipus is represented as a type of Chirise he was
hung up with his feet pierced when he was exposethdanfant, like
Christ on the cross, and because his mother atsanehis spouse,
as Mary became Christ’s brid&dere Oedipus’ fatal incest is turned
into something positive, and his story is no longerautionaryale

%71n all three versions the narrative is presented dseam vision in which Fortune
herself brings many of the characters to the writsttsdy, while others push in un-
announced, demanding to be heard.

%8 There was a long tradition throughout the Middleed@f describing Mary as the
daughter and bride of her own son (for further dis@mn see the final chapter). On
Oedipus as Christ see Visser-Van Terwisga, ‘Oedipe’
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of a downward spiral to disaster in a doomed farbily rather a
reminder of the central events in Christian histahg Incarnation
and the Resurrection. This is a splendid exampléhefprinciple
dear to medieval Christian writers that ‘al thatvisten is writen
for our doctryne”. any text can be interpreted iway that is use-
ful for didactic purposes.

The moral offered in th®©vide Moraliséis, however, a very
unusual reading. As we shall see, incest was samstinterpreted
by medieval writers as original sin; it would hd&en easy to read
the Theban story as another case of original slavied inevitably
by fraternal slaughter, but even this seems to haens raré® The
most fascinating aspect of the Oedipus story foriavedi readers
was the struggle of the rival brothers, rather ttrevicissitudes of
the father who begot them incestuously In @enterbury Tales
Chaucer uses their civil war as the frame for Kimgght's Tale his
adaptation of BocaccioFeseidavhich opens with Theseus’ defeat
of Creon and focuses on the disastrous rivalry we lof two
Theban cousins previously sworn to eternal brotbedh
Elsewhere in his work he quite often refers to $teey of Thebes,
but he only mentions Oedipus twice in brief allusavithout any
comment on his incestfoilus, 2. 101-2 and 4. 300%:1he never
mentions Jocasta. Generally the incest story gagirgingly little
attention, though it was evidently quite well knawn Constans’
useful list of allusions to thRoman de Thébés later medieval
sources, there are far more references to Jocastacaher sons
than to Oedipus; one might argue that Jocasta radigher pro-
file in the Middle Ages. Dante names her sons atet t&fers to her
double sorrow (their deaths), but never mentionslipues We
have seen that her story dominated the version®oddcio in the
De casibusaind of his translators. Boccaccio also included sStaca
in De claris mulieribus his innovative female equivalent of tbe
casibuswhich was the first collection of biographies of womas

3% Poirion notes that the poet’s sympathy for the ymirson, Polynices, suggests an
echo of the Cain and Abel story (‘Edyppu29]). The author ofOn the Thebaidan
allegorical text long attributed to Fulgentius rbbably written in the later Middle
Ages, interprets Oedipus as lust and his sonsexsigbut the main focus in this text is
on Theseus, who represents God when he conqueos Quede), and liberates Thebes
(the soul). Se€ulgentius trans. Whitbread?35-44.

40 Seelnferno, 26. 52—4 andPurgatorio, 22. 56 ed. Singleton; he also mentions her
daughters aPurgatorio, 22. 110.
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the author proudly points out in his prologtislot all the women he
discusses were famous for good or positive reasamd,it was her
misfortunes which won Jocasta a place in the bobk26); again she
is kept alive till her sons are both dead, and tthis disaster, rather
than her unwitting incest, that causes her to cdnsmitcide. This is
also the case in the works of Christine de Pizam iwhludes Jocasta
in herBook of the City of Ladie$ But although Oedipus was not
very popular in the Middle Ages, his story had mportant influence
on many medieval incest stories, as we shall séeemext chapter.

Ovidian Bad Girls

The female protagonists of classical incest stosies were most
often mentioned in the Middle Ages are Myrrha, Camayblis,
and Phaedra (Semiramis will be discussed separsitelg her story
is not told by Ovid, and so will Philomena, whaaiwictim rather
than a villainess). Ovid describes Phaedra and Garma the
Heroides(4 and 9) and Byblis and Myrrha in thil etamorphoses
(9. 454ff. and 10. 298ff.); both texts were very widely read and
commented on in the later Middle Ages. Ovid devategeat deal
of space to the feelings of each heroine as shegtsigvith her
overwhelming incestuous desire. No single extendedrative
devoted to any one of these women survives fronMtiuelle Ages,
though their stories are told in some collectiohshwort narratives
(for instance by Boccaccio, Gower, Chaucer, andghyd—see
below) But they are frequently invoked in lists of tragiwérs or
wicked women, or of examples of the folly of immoderadst.
Their names recur in the work of both Latin and esular
writers, didactic and secular, mythographers, theolagiand poets
of love, such as Walter Map, Petrus Pictor, Berrar@luny, Alain
of Lille, Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, Matheolus, Jean hed&eean

“ De claris mulieribusch.23 ed. Zaccarial08 trans. Guarino49.

“2Book of the City of Ladie®. 61. 4 trans. Richard€03 see also Régnier-Bohler,
‘La Tragédie’.

“There is some evidence to suggest that the stoByllfs was expanded to include
a courtly admirer, lItis or Iris, but it remainedragedy, with Byblis committing suicide
at the end. See Leclanche, ‘Biblis’, who shows tBgilis was frequently alluded to in
French and Occitan poems of th&th and13th cents. as a passionate and tragic lover
(she is often linked with Dido), and in some tewtss apparently presented as actually
sleeping with her brother.
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de Meun, Deschamps, Froissart, Machaut, ChauceseG@and
Christine de Pizaff. Often two or more of Ovid's quartet are
named together; sometimes they appear with otheorious
women from classical legend such as Pasiphae. ateeyot always
explicitly cited as having committed incest, orbesng wicked: for
instance, the stories of Canace and Byblis, asagalif Semiramis,
Dido, Thisbe, and other famous characters who dféor love,
are painted on the walls of the temple in Chaudéatiament of
Fowls (288ff., a description borrowed from Boccaccio). Butyan
educated reader in the Middle Ages would have kntivendetails
of their incestuous loves and the mythographic amwhroentary
traditions, and would have had no hesitation imiifging these
women as sinners who were punished for their oetrag sexual
appetites. Heinrichs discusses some of the manserafes to them
and concludes that ‘a poetic voice that cites wsympathy
or approval the Ovidian heroines Medea, Myrrha, @
Hypsipyle, or certain others from theroidesandM etamorphoses
is the voice of the irrational, impulsive lovétWhen Gottfried von
Strassburg makes Tristan and Isolde sing songstaBbullis,
Canace, Byblis, and Dido during their idyllic exde¢ the Cave of
Lovers, it is a reminder that their own love iscatoomed®
Canace does not seem to have been so frequeratyast Byblis
in medieval literature, but several long accourfther tragedy do
survive. She is sometimes linked with Byblis indisf tragic lovers,
but may have been regarded with more horror thaniBpecause
she did actually consummate her love for her brokhacareus. In
pre-Ovidian texts it was apparently he who seduuad but after
Ovid it is Canace who is usually cited as the m&imer, partly
because of her famous letter in tHeroides and partly no doubt
because pious medieval writers were always eagdslame the
woman in sexual scanddfsCanace was clearly well known to
English audiences by the end of the fourteenth egntlne Man of
Law in theCanterbury Talesapologizing in his prologue that all
the good tales have already been told by Chauepgrates her
from the other tragic women of theroidesand refers to her with

4 See HeinrichsMyths and Blamires (ed.)Woman Defamed

“ Heinrichs,Myths 47-8 see also ch3, ‘Classical Lovers and Christian Morality’.
4 Tristan, 17187-99ed. Ranke, rev. Krohn, #436 trans. Hatto267.

47 See n2l.
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revulsion, protesting indignantly that Chaucer vabuakver write
about ‘unkynde abhomynacions’ such as incest:

But certeinly no word ne writeth he

Of thilke wikked ensaumple of Canacee
That loved hir owene brother synfuly—
Of swich cursed stories | sey fyl—.% .

(But certainly he did not write a word about thaitked exemplumof
Canace, who loved her own brother sinfully—shameuwath damned stor-
ies, | say!)

It is true that although Chaucer refers to manyfgimous incestu-
ous lovers, he does not tell any of their storiesdpt for that of
Philomena—see below). The comments of the Man of Lay be
intended as a satire on the prudery of some sditemus readers
and audiences. The tale he does tell is in fact analogou®tpdpu-
lar Flight from the Incestuous Father plot, as mamdern critics
have pointed out, even though it does not begih Wit threat of
incest; Dinshaw argues that the spectre of fathergltzn incest
haunts the whole of thdan of Laws Tale®

Another critical response to the Man of Law’s comusetakes
them as a gibe at his friend and contemporary Gomes used the
Canace story as a cautionary tale about the damdenrgath in
Book 3 of hisConfessio Amantisn Gower’s account of the affair
between Canace and her brother (derived from OtA@émides,
the love between the siblings is described quitepathetically—or
at least apparently so, though both here and in gtogy
of Apollonius in Book8 Gower uses incest to represent love out of
control, leading to the breakdown of family life antfimately of

4 CT 2. 77-80This passage has generated much critical commseathe notes in the
Riverside ChaucerAmong more recent criticism see Archibald, ‘Flighi?inshaw, ‘Law
of Man’; Goodall, ‘“Unkynde Abhomynacions”’; and Sea ‘Canacee’. In théegend
of Good WomerChaucer tells many tales from Ovid, but not thaCafnace. Was he
really shocked by it, or did he think that his aardie would be? The use of the term
ensampléere is striking; it usually means an illustrattery or cautionary talexem-
plum). Other less loaded words would have been poskdrle—for instancetory, le-
gend or evertale. This choice might mean that Canace was ofterked@s an example
of wickedness—or it might be ironic.

49 See Archibald, ‘Flight’, and Dinshaw, ‘Law of ManThe heroine of Chaucer’s
Squires Talds named Canace; when the tale breaks off, theaharis promising to tell
how her brother Cambalo fought for her. Some @itiave seen a hint of an incest plot
which is never in fact recounted; see Fyler, ‘Doticasing the Exotic’1-2 and 14and
Scala, ‘Canacee’.
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the common goof.Machaire and Canace are brought up in close
proximity, sharing a bedroom and playing togethed eventually
they fall in love. It is Machaire who first feelsetlpangs and kisses
his sister, but after that they are described astually
‘enchaunted”.

And as the blinde an other ledeth
And til they falle nothing dredeth,
Riht so thei hadde non insihte

This yonge folk no peril sihe,
Bot that was likinge i here yhe . . .179-81, 185-6)

(And as the blind lead one another, and fear nathirtil they fall, so they
felt no concern/had no idea . . . these young pesmieno danger, except
what in their eyes was pleasure . . .)

The Latinnote makesit clear that theyfellin love as a resiybtropin-
quityduringtheirupbringing,andthatthefeelingwasesiyimutual:
‘qui cum ab infancis usque ad pubertatem invicencati fuerant,
Cupido tandem ignito iaculo amborum cordis desalennorose
penetravit’ (when they had been brought up fronanmaly to ado-
lescence together, at length Cupid lovingly pertetiaboth their
passionate hearts with his burning spear). Gowes sech behav-
iour as typical of the workings of Nature in youthtime of life

Whan kinde assaileth the corage

With love and doth him forto bowe,

That he no reson can allowe,

Bot halt the lawes of nature:

For whom that love hath under cure,

As he is blind himself, riht so

He maketh his client blind also. 154-60)

(when Nature assails the heart with love and m#kesw to her, so that
he can accept no reason, but observes the lawstofeydor whomever
Love has in charge, as he is blind himself, in jingt same way he makes
his client blind too.)

Their feelings and actions are controlled by Natuwhich is
Maistresse | In kinde and techeth every lif | Withlzwe positif, |

%0 Gower, Confessio Amantis3. 143-360 For discussion see Benson, ‘Ince40§;
Shaw, ‘Role’; Spearing, ‘Canace’; and Bullén-Ferdén, ‘Confining the Daughter’, and
Fathers and Daughterd59-72.
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Of which she takth nomaner charg&70-3 who is Mistress by
nature and teaches every living creature withoutlesi@stical
authority, to which she pays no attention). Spearemarks that
‘they are unquestionably victims’, nowhere in Gowexccount is
the incest of Canace and Machaire explicitly condednrihough
as Benson points out, ‘Genius’s failure to condebanacee does
not necessarily force the reader to do the sdme.’

The impossible ambiguity of their relationship ispiied by the
oxymorons in Canace’s lament (added by Gower tod®vi
account):

O thou my sorwe and my gladnesse,

O thou myn hele and my siknesse,

O my wanhope and al my trust,

O my desese and al my lust,

O thou my wele, o thou my wo,

O thou my frend, o thou my fo,

O thou my love, o thou myn hate,

For thee mot | be ded algate. 270-86)

(O you who are my sorrow and my joy, O you my virdlng and my sick-
ness, O my despair and all my trust, O my distaeskall my desire, O you
my happiness, O you my woe, O you my friend, O gouenemy, O you
my love, O you my hate, for you | must certainlg.gli

Benson comments that ‘Never have these clichés oftlyolove
been truer or more fatal, and Spearing makes #reespoint:
‘When the love is incestuous, the paradoxes taka naw edge?
Machaire departs before Canace’s child is born, mmdnore is
heard of him. The story is told as a warning notimgdechery or
incest but against Wrath, here personified in tfaglier Eolus who
is so furious at the discovery of Canace’s pregndahey he sends
her a sword with orders to kill herself, and themster child
exposed in a wild place where beasts will devoar.hihere is no
possibility of the survival of the foundling to marhis mother
here. The tragedy of Canace and Machaire is compaxlibgl the
tragedy of their child; in a poignant addition, Govas the baby
innocently playing in his mother’s blood, whichpigasantly warm,
before his cruel grandfather has him taken awapdoexposed

51 Spearing, ‘Canace215 Benson, ‘Incest’102.
52 Benson, ‘Incest’106 Spearing, ‘Canace216.
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(312-15)= The image of the child playing in his mother’s blood
might be linked to the concept of original sin: tileod they share
is tainted by the sinfulness of the fallen worlddgrerhaps there is
also a hint of the heat of illicit passion. | agreghMMacaulay’s
comment that ‘In spite of the character of the subjganust be
allowed that Gower tells the story in a very tomchmanner’; but
he goes too far, | think, in arguing that for Gowhere is nothing
naturally immoral about an incestuous marriagdieotthan the
Church’s disapproval (note d@A 3. 173. It is certainly true that
Gower shows no horror or disbelief at the idea ofather and sis-
ter feeling desire for one another. Wetherbee arthet the siblings
are presented as ‘enfants sauvages’ (wild childrendl that their
passion is ‘unmediated by social form’, represantihe horror of
a moral void’; he sees it as ‘unmeaningness’ rathan ‘wicked-
ness™ Spearing describes their predicament more sympadfigt
and, in my view, more accurately: As Gower telleetstory of
“Canace and Machaire”, it emphasizes the naturalmdsthe
unnatural: that paradox lies at its center and gues the whole
narrative.® The Confessor tells Amans that ‘What nature hath se
in hire lawe | Ther mai no mannes miht withdrav@s5-6 What
Nature has set in her law no human strength carow@mT his
might seem to support Macaulay’s view that incesiriacceptable
only because it is condemned by the Church, bbinktit should
be taken rather as an acknowledgement of the dang@@wver of
love. This does not mean that Gower condones inceast affairs;
but he does feel respect and awe for the powerhwdzio create love
even between close relations who are well awarb®sbcial taboo.
Canace and Machaire behave foolishly, but theyvasiéms, as
Spearing argues—first of Nature and then of their ibdes¢ather.
Their incestuous love is somewhat decentred byoities on Eolus’
wrath, and the placing of this story in a sectiontb& poem
devoted to cautionary tales about misplaced a¥gaithough
Chaucer's Man of Law apparently regarded Gower& ¢dlCanace
as a ‘wikke ensampleQT 2. 78 a wickedexemplun), the modern
reader may see it rather as a rare instance ohgilive presented

53 See Spearing’s ingenious interpretation of the imtship of this harrowing scene
to the Ovidian source, ‘Canac]18-19.

5 Wetherbee, ‘Constancéy. % Spearing, ‘Canace214.

% See Benson’s comments on Genius’ heavy criticisrialfis, which he argues may
be ironic (Incest’,104-5).
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in a fairly positive light, as a mutual and genupeession, though
also a fatal one.

Boccaccio does not mention Canace at alDm casibus and
Laurent gives only a very brief version of the stdogused on
Macareus, but Lydgate expands it considerably, guSower as
well as Ovid Fall, 1. 6833-7070)’ He tells the story of Canace’s
downfall quite briskly, but then devotes considéeadpace to her
last letter to her brothe6883—704% it is three times as long as the
rest of the narrative, which takes only forty-twods. Like Gower,
but unlike Ovid, Lydgate uses this letter to str@asmace’s love for
her brother, and the innocence of their child. Haagks that the
child born of this unnatural love ‘excellid in fauoand fairnesse; |
For lik to hym off beute was non otheB6849-50 was outstand-
ingly attractive in appearance; for he had no equaleauty); this
addition to his sources is an interesting piecevafence that in the
Middle Ages incest was not assumed to produce tefechil-
dren®® Like Gower, Lydgate ends the story by emphasizinm&
hasty vengeance; unlike Gower, he makes little centron incest,
which is described here as unnatural love, ‘ageture’ 6839 and
‘ageyn kynde’6845. The beauty of the child, the sincerity of the sib-
lings’ love, and the pathos of their plight seemmtitigate thehorror
of their transgression, which is mostly condemnethacontext of
their father’s reaction:

For whan ther fadir the maner dede espie

Off ther werkyng, which was so horrible,

For ire almost he fill in frenesie,

Which for tappese was an inpossible;

For the mater was froward & odible:

For which, pleynli, deuoid off al pite,

Upon ther trespas he wolde auenged be6854—60)

(For when their father found out what they werengpiwhich was so hor-
rible, he almost went mad with anger, and couldb®tppeased; for the
matter was perverse and hateful; and so, to sple@ikyp without any pity
he was determined to be avenged on their transgness

Canace does not blame herself or her brother fouheatural pas-
sion; first she reproaches her father for his cpuglishment and

57 See the comments of Bergen, noteFalh, 1. 6736ff.
%8 Adonis is of course another example; for furthercdssion see my comments in
Ch. 1and the Conclusion.
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implacable anger, and then Cupid, the blind arcfwar,ruining
their reputationsg993—700D. It seems surprising that Canace is
allowed to evade responsibility for her actions.id$Gower’s ver-
sion, there is no doubt about the force of the mupassion—
Canace still loves her brother even at the tragic@ her life. Her
letter emphasizes that he has made her happy hasvshd; their
love is presented as plausible and sincere, wrartgrbmantic.
Macareus’ flight is attributed here to fear of theatle penalty
ordained by his father, whereas in Laurent’s verdi@ flees not
only in fear of his father’'s wrath but also out ofsanse of sin.
Lydgate’s version ends not with a moral about nkistaunion or
unnatural sin, but with criticism of Eolus for beifig rigerous . . .
and to vengable’ in allowing pride and anger toroeene mercy
(7057-8 too harsh and too vengeful); Gower uses the samelu-
sion, and is no doubt the model here. As in the cdthe Theban
story, this ending seems political and public rattiran moral and
personal; but as far as the sibling incest is corex®, Lydgate’s ver-
sion of the tragedy is fairly sympathetic.

Boccaccio mentions all Ovid’s incestuous women &ageom
Canace inDe casibus but he merely names Byblis and Myrrha;
Laurent has more to say about these two, but aimé$ransform-
ation of Myrrha. Lydgate gives a succinct accounByblis’ love
and transformation in four stanzas, without angdispeech, and
without any moral; immediately after this he givegher more
space to Myrrha (Bergen notes that he is followigd rather
than Laurent), but again there is no direct spemoti no final
moral> Boccaccio does tell the story of Phaedra, but fdirigfly,
and only as part of the larger story of Thes8uBoccaccio’s con-
clusion is that after the double blow of Hippolytuteath and
Phaedra’s suicide, Theseus was deposed by the iatteeand died
unhappily in exile; as in the Oedipus story, theest is subsumed
into a larger context of political disaster. Simijatydgate tells the
story but ignores the incest in his final commeRtsaedra’s death
shows that slanderers will be punish@8743—7, and that it is a
mistake to make hasty judgemeri28§1—4 this refers to Theseus).
Later Lydgate echoes Boccaccio’s criticism of Theséor his

9 Fall, 1. 5678-775Neither here nor in the story of Phaedra is tlengreference to
offended gods as instigators of the incestuous passi
80 BoccaccioDe casibusi. x; Lydgate,Fall, 1. 2801-84.
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credulity; he should have known better than todvelia womafi*
In none of these versions does the writer draw wein&t might have
expected to be the obvious conclusion: that viokbelights—or
desires—inevitably have violent ends. This surpgsimission is
even more striking in medieval texts which giveegdirical
Christian interpretations of classical incest st®r{gsometimes
offering several apparently incompatible readinfja gingle text).
Since Ovid’s incestuous women are so often citedxasnples of
irrational and wicked lust, it is curious that thrayely seem to have
been used as warnings specifically against thefsimcest.

This is especially evident in ti@vide M oralisé where ‘polysem-
ous and often contradictory interpretations arerille’ accord-
ing to Blumenfeld-Kosinski, who notes the innovatiand
liberating approach of ‘the almost unbelievable sga& interpret-
ation practiced by th®vide poet’'s? A great deal of space is
devoted in theOM to the story of Byblis and her brother, here
called Cadmus rather than the usual CauBud997-276R No
doubt the intention was to emphasize the horror nzest by
expanding Ovid’s version of Byblis’ struggle with riself, her
approach to her brother, his horrified rejectiom, faether agoniz-
ings, and her wanderings before her metamorphogisd foun-
tain. The poet makes things much worse for herredi@ makes
them, unexpectedly, much better. Once Cadmus heded her,
she becomes promiscuous; just as all can drink frdountain, all
could enjoy her favours. But then the interpretatibecomes
explicitly Christian and much more positive. Bybli®d in a degen-
erate age when the proper worship of God had begotien, and
the few saintly and pure people wandered the woddhbating
folly and vanity. The usually virtuous Cadmus hbezomes the
sinful and ignorant human race, and Byblis becodieime wis-
dom, which is sweeter and more desirable than émgradrink and
S0 compassionate that she wants to unite hersdif thi¢ whole
human race. Cadmus’ rejection of her letter echibeséjection by
the hard-hearted and sinful of the Ten Commandmnteatscribed
by Moses. Her promiscuity represents the fact tiahe grace and
love are available to all. The fountain is God wtleanses and

61 Boccaccio,De casibusi. xi; Lydgate,Fall, 1. 4493-6 Lydgate adds that Theseus
believed he was being punished for his earlier dieseof Ariadne 4462-6).
62 Reading Myth13.
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revives the faithful with inexhaustible draughtsgoéce. The inter-
relationship of the fountain, the spring from whitlcomes, and
the stream that runs from it is used to explainrntystery of the
Trinity. The poet gets quite carried away in ddsiag the flowers of
virtue that spring up round the fountain—humilityatjence,
chastity, etc. The sins of the lustful Byblis aratguiorgotten in this
locus amoenusf divine love.

Byblis, of course, did not manage to consummatepaession.
She may therefore seem a more sympathetic sulbjact Myrrha,
who managed through trickery to sleep with her detiher and
became pregnant by him (in Ovid’s version she slegjth him
many times before he sees her in daylight and rézeg her; the
OM author gives them only one night together, no ddebling
that one was quite bad enough). Here too the aiigtory is
extended, from200lines in Ovid to nearly@00 lines of narrative
and 320of interpretation in th@©M. Myrrha's monologues and
her debate with her nurse make it very clear whaanstrous
crime she is contemplating (though @& author does preserve,
in slightly altered form, the Ovidian Myrrha'’s defiaspeech about
the enviable freedom of animals to mate at will) eTinst part of
the moralization uses the approach of Fulgentiusciwivas fol-
lowed by many later mythographer36{5-747f2 Cinyras is the
sun, and as the sun draws out sap from the trebgdather unwit-
tingly drew out his daughter’s desire. Myrrh tr@edndia glow in
the sun’s heat; the sun is the father of all lite Myrrha is said to
have fallen in love with her father. Then the tdrezomes more
moralizing. Adonis represents sweet delight in sdappetite; the
killing of Adonis by the boar is explained as an appropriatd e
for one who has spent his life in lechery; the anemone which
sprang up from his blood represents human sin. But this is fol
lowed by a fully Christian interpretation which is presahtes bet-
ter and more noteworthy (3748-809). Bitter myrrh represémes
Virgin Mary, the daughter and handmaiden of God, who was
sought by many men but could only love God, Who loved her too
above all others: ‘par cele se joint charnelment | Diex a $a fil
voirement’ (3790: thus truly God united in the flesh with his

8 The Mythologiesch. 8, in Fulgentius 92 for comment see Blumenfeld-Kosinski,
Reading Myth93-8 A brief version of this interpretation is also udsdLydgate in his
account inFall.
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daughterf* This was the conception of Adonis/Christ, the lord
and saviour of the world, who removed all reproach ain from
his parents3799. The boar which killed Adonis represents the
Jews; his revival as a flower represents the Resisrethrough
divine grace. For th@M poet, Myrrha’s incest is thus entirely nec-
essary and appropriate, and also unique. Herey tsei Oedipus
interpolation, the poet turns a shocking story ofnlan incest into
the triumphant story of the Incarnation. Not conteith this star-
tling interpretation, however, the poet tries owt yanother
(3878-95%, though it seems almost bathetic after the idieation
with Mary. Now Myrrha is again an incestuous daeghtho con-
ceives by her own father, but the context is Claist confession
and penance could save her as they did Mary Magd£&ién the
end Myrrha does show her repentance in weepingragreat suf-
fering, and God shows that he has pardoned harribyng her into

a myrrh tree; she is killed by her sin, but anaintéth bitter-sweet
contrition and satisfaction just as a dead bodgrisinted with
myrrh. Myrrh is available for all dead bodies, jastGod’s grace is
available to all sinners who are Kkilling their sauThe final moral
is that it is madness not to repent of one’s sinsesGod has mercy
on every repentant sinner. This interpretation efNMyrrha legend
may well have been influenced by the fashion fromlsie twelfth
century on for stories combining incest and coittnit(see the fol-
lowing chapters).

Byblis was a standard example for medieval writdrgrational
and disastrous passion, yet she could also bergegsas the foun-
tain of divine wisdom which offers itself freely tdl.aMyrrha was
widely reviled as an epitome of female lust and d&daess; Dante
consigned her to the eighth circle of hell amongftisifiers, and
bitterly compared her with the Florence that haitiedxhim & Yet
the author of th®©vide Moralisécould read this incestuous daugh-
ter both as a contrite sinner and, more startliragythe chosen
spouse of the Lord. No pagan story was too shoalintgo nega-
tive for the ingenuity of medieval Christian exegete

8 For discussion of the widespread medieval topos ofydaholy incest’, see the
final chapter.

% Mary Magdalene was identified by medieval readeth wie woman taken in adul-
tery and also with St Mary of Egypt; see Karras, l{Hidarlots’.

% Dante,Inferno, 30. 37—41and Lettemi, quoted by Flinker in ‘Cinyras62.
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Ovid’s Innocent Incest Victim

One more Ovidian incest story was widely populatha Middle
Ages: the tragedy of Philomena (medieval writersfesred this
spelling to the classical form Philomela), who waged and muti-
lated by her brother-in-law and then horrificallgaged by her sis-
ter Procne. Here the incest is slightly less shugkin that the
participants are related only by marriage, ansgl @vershadowed by
the crimes that follow it: the mutilation of Philome by Tereus,
and the killing and cooking of his son by the out@drocne. The
twelfth-century version found in tH@vide Moralisés often attrib-
uted to Chrétien de Troyes, though the attributsothe subject of
much debate; it follows Ovid's account in théetamorphoses
fairly closely, but there are some significant chamayed addition§’
The French poet remarks that the laws of Thrace peganincest
even between full siblings, so that Tereus wageally committing
a crime R19-33, though immediately before this he emphasizes
how villainous Tereus was to desire his own wigsger 15-18);
Ovid merely says that the Thracians were partitylaassionate.
The French Tereus has to work much harder to pdesandion
to let Philomena visit her sister; Pandion’s reduate to let his
daughter leave, and his account of how much he logesind will
miss her, hint at an incestuous love on his part(3d4—78)% Ovid
merely summarizes Philomena’s distress just beffoeerape, but
the French poet reports her conversation with Teraudirect
speech. She reproaches him repeatedly: she memiérsister, but
above all she emphasizes his treachery to herrfatia his perjury
in swearing that he would look after her w@07-33. When the
French Procne kills her own son, she is spurredyaime thought of
Tereus as traitor and perjuret3@0, whereas Ovid’'s Procne is
incensed at her sister’s ordeal; Ovid's gory actmfrthe death of
the child is considerably shortened here. Unlike@vidian coun-
terpart, the French Tereus does feel shame wheedwethe muti-
lated Philomena and when he understands his wifegmdful

57 OM 6. 2183-3840see also de Boer's separate editioPbilomena Ovid, Met. 6.
424-674.

% Perhaps this was suggested to the poet by thegmss®vid where she embraces
her father, urging him to let her go, and the besbflereus wishes that he were her
father and could be so embraced by her; Ovid conigrtat this desire would have been
wicked even in a fatheA78-82).
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revenge, but forgets about it in his desire to plinProcne
(1413-27. There is no explicit reference in the Frenchsiar to
incest; the emphasis is on Tereus' treachery inre@tment of his
wife and father-in-law as well as his lucklessesish-law ((450-1).

The story is retold by Gower as an example of Rafiape or
violent theft), an aspect of Avaric&CQA 5. 5551-6052 Gower
seems to be interested not so much in the incdst the fact that
Tereus is already married, and that Philomena isrgin (see
5627-50 and 5809-15T he horror is therefore rape of a virgin by a
married man which also happens to be incest, ratieen incest
which also happens to be adultery and rape. Whersisiiers serve
up Ithis to Tereus, Procne reproaches her huskarithf tirannye’
(5921, and for doing ‘shame’ to lové$926, but there is no more
explicit reference to incest. When Philomena is¢farmed, she
does not mention incest either, but rejoices indogrg that ‘Thogh
| have lost mi Maidenhede | Schal noman se my chekde’
(5987-8 though | have lost my virginity, no one will see blush-
ing). When Procne is transformed, she sings of U®réhe
Spousebrecheb(14 the adulterer), and the falseness of husbands
generally. Chaucer makes rather more of the betody@hilomena
in theLegend of Good Womd@228—-393. it happens in a cave,
and he follows Ovid in comparing Philomena to atbamauled by
a wolf, or a dove in the claws of an eadl8X8-19. He also omits
entirely the second part of the story, the sistdreadful revenge
and the metamorphosis. Yet his moral is, as througtheLegend
that women should not trust men; again there igxdicit refer-
ence to incest

The moralization of the sad story of Philomena anacRe in
the Ovide Moraliséalso seems to ignore the incest; the tragedy is
explained as a sort of fall of man—or in this case warfi Their
father Pandion becomes God; Procne is the soul,isvimarried to
the body, Tereus. When Procne yearns to see ler siee becomes
human nature, inclined to every villainy. Poor Bhiena is worldly
love, misguided and open to deception. She is isomed by the
body (Tereus), and then wrongly freed by the sdedo¢ne);
together the sisters destroy lItys, the good fréitthe virtuous life.

5| ydgate mentions the story, but refers interestedders to Chaucerdll, 1.
1786-180% he describes it as Tereus’ deception of botlesstand does not comment
on the incest.

POM 6. 3719-3840it is not included in de Boer’s edition €hilomena
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Thus the body brings the soul to destruction in ittfernal fire-
place! The final transformations are only very byieflentioned
here: the nightingale represents vain and transitetight; Tereus
becomes an owl whose dirty condition mirrors hifilbehaviour.
These metamorphoses are presented not as a meaagrgf the
sisters from the vengeance of Tereus and then piagishm, but
rather as punishment for the crimes committed bthate. There
is no sympathy here for any of the protagonistsgpk@erhaps
poor little Itys. All come to a bad end when thelss corrupted by
the body. Philomena seems to be unfairly represented inyanega-
tive way as worldly delight (like Eurydice in moizdtions of the
Orpheus myth), and is made responsible for heer&stiownfall.
Procne as soul is the central character in the hdosana here, and
the stress is on infanticide rather than incesseiéms that the
killing of Itys is the focus of the story for this madizer, who
blames excessive sisterly love (read ‘worldly fegd) for such a
barbarous rejection of maternal instinct (read ‘ayppiate and
moral love’). The burden of guilt is shifted to womeho behave
in inappropriate ways; unfeminine behaviour becoméerpe for
unchristian behaviour. Modern readers are likeliea that Tereus
the rapist and mutilator gets off disturbingly lighthere, even
though we may not consider his rape of his sistdain to be
incest, as it was for medieval readers.

Semiramis

Semiramis was admired by many classical historifors her
achievements as a ruler, a warrior, and a buildke. many power-
ful rulers, she was said to be promiscuous; Diod@iculus, writ-
ing in the first centurygc, remarks casually that she used one of her
newly constructed pleasure gardens to enjoy handsmung sol-
diers whom she then had killed, but he makes noamjodge-
ment’ The story of Semiramis’ incestuous desire for her, secho
later murdered her, seems to have appeared firgteirreign of
Augustus in the universal history of Pompeius Trogusich sur-
vives only in the later epitome of Justinus; thewiation of the

"I Histories 2. 13. 3—4 For a more detailed history of the legend of Semisasee
Samuel's important essay ‘Semiramis’, and also #vall, ‘Sex and Power’.
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story must have been greatly increased by its gmfuin Orosius’
very influential Universal History an anti-pagan polemic com-
posed in the early fifth centurp.”> Orosius paints a savage picture
of the shortcomings of Semiramis: according to hihe was not
only a bloodthirsty conqueror but also a homicisghphomaniac
who justified her liaison with her own son by legiizing par-
ent—child marriages. A barbarian queen with such groas
Semiramis would have been particularly horrifying tarly
Christian writers; the legend of her sexual appsti@mmbined
with her residence in Babylon, would have madedsem a living
incarnation of the Whore of Babylon so vividly debad in
Revelations and depicted in medieval Apocalypseunanipts’

Not all medieval writers referred to the story of recest when
discussing Semiramis, but it was certainly knownD@nte, who
put her in the second circle of hell; he does nontio@ her incest
explicitly, but he does allude to her infamous nege law, assum-
ing that his readers would understafhBoccaccio included her as
the second subject in his innovatde claris mulieribus praising
her many political achievements, but arguing theytwere can-
celled out by her incest.He adds the tantalizing story that she
invented the chastity belt in order to prevent ¢tmurt ladies from
seducing her son. This surprising claim can be asenfurther sign
of Semiramis’ monstrous and perverted behaviour, ahder
tyrannical abuse of power; these vices led to hadeuby her own
son, yet another unnatural act. Boccaccio also imesiSemiramis
and her infamous law in his misogynist digressiothieDe casibus
(1. 8, though modesty forbids him to discuss her gindetail; his
French translator Laurent de Premierfait is muchemxplicit, and
so is Lydgate® Chaucer uses her as the epitome of murderous
deceit in his description of the evil old Sultanes® is Constance’s
first mother-in-law in thévlan of Law’s TalgCT 2. 359, though
elsewhere he mentions her in a less hostile lighd ®ictim of love

72 See OrosiusSeven Bookd. 4 trans. Deferrari22—-3.

7 This important parallel was pointed out to me byr@@m Shrimpton. Augustine
mentions her incest ifihe City of God18. 2 where Babylon is presented as the antith-
esis of the city of God. " Inferno, 5. 55-60Q see Jacoff, ‘Transgression'.

s De claris mulieribusch.2, trans. Guarino4—7.

76 See Lydgatefall, 1. 6631ff., and Bergen’s note.
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in theParliament of Fowlg288), and as the founder of Babylon in
theLegend of Good Womé&ia07).

It was Christine de Pizan who came to the rescugeafiramis,
making her the first stone in her metaphorical ofyladies—a
provocative and somewhat scandalous ch@i€dristine confronts
her notorious reputation for incest head-on, argulrat it was not
contrary to the laws of the time, that Semiramis ldawever have
done anything wrong or scandalous, and that heivenatas not
lust butRealpolitik This fits Samuel's argument that in the later
Middle Ages and the Renaissance Semiramis’ repurtathderwent
a considerable rehabilitaticdhFrom the fourteenth century on she
was regularly included in lists of the Nine Worthykiven which
were invented to match the well-known male WortHies
Semiramis’ claim to fame in these lists consist$ef public and
political achievements as warrior and city builedrich had been
celebrated by classical writers; it seems thathie tater Middle
Ages these pluses cancelled out the minuses of gooiity, incest,
and murder which had previously preoccupied so nfansistian
writers.

Apollonius of Tyre

As a female barbarian ruler, Semiramis was vulrerat allega-
tions of tyranny both in the political and the dotiesphere; as we
have seen, tyrants are often accused of incestp®pelar story of
Apollonius of Tyre begins with a tyrannical and istteous father,
and the shadow of incest hangs over the storyhél ¢énd when
Apollonius, his wife, and their long-lost daughtare safely
reuniteds®

7Book of the Cityl. 15. 1-2trans Richard38—40 See QuilliganAllegory, 69-70;
and Dulac, ‘Un mythe’.

8 Samuel, ‘Semiramis’d3. Shakespeare refers to her negatively in the soriée
promiscuity and lustTlaming of the Shrewnd. ii. 39; Titus Andronicugii. i. 22 andi.
ii. 118); but Spenser invokes her as an example of femidleavand success when prais-
ing BoadiceaKaerie Queengi. 10). 7 See SchroedeDer Topos 168-202.

80| summarize the plot of the standard Latin versidistoria Apollonii(HA); all ref-
erences and translations are taken from my ownoedifor futher discussion of the
medieval reception of the story, see the edition8aftekaas and Archibald. There is
useful discussion of the incest theme in ScanloigdR of Incest’, though his main
focus is Gower’s version.
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King Antiochus of Antioch, a widower, seduces hidyoslaugh-

ter and heiress, and sets a riddle to deter heorsyion pain of
death for all who fail to solve it. Apollonius of g finds the
answer (that the king and the princess are conmygitticest), but
is told that he is wrong and given thirty days’ggaHe flees to
Tarsus and then is shipwrecked near Cyrene; thereish
befriended by the king, Archestrates, and marriesdaughter
(and heiress). When they hear that Antiochus asdiaughter
have been killed by a thunderbolt, Apollonius ansl gregnant
wife set off to claim the throne of Antioch, but ometway the
princess apparently dies in childbirth, and heffiecdas thrown

overboard. It arrives in Ephesus, where she isr@gdvirom her
coma by a doctor and becomes a priestess of Dignallokius,

heartbroken, leaves his baby daughter Tarsia witef-parents
in Tarsus, and goes off to Egypt to be a merchant.

Years later the jealous foster-mother tries to mur@iarsia,
who outshines her own daughter; but in the nickimitTarsia
is carried off by pirates and sold in Mytilene tpienp. She man-
ages to preserve her chastity in the brothel utldeprotection
of the local prince, Athenagoras. Apollonius goesT&rsus to
collect Tarsia and is told that she is dead. Irpdi&she sails off
aimlessly and arrives by chance at Mytilene, whée prince
sends Tarsia to try to cheer him up. Apolloniudriawn to the
clever young woman, and solves the series of ricgHessets him;
they discover their relationship. Tarsia is marriedhe prince;
they sail to Ephesus where Apollonius is reunitethwis wife.
They all return to Cyrene where Apollonius inhethe throne,
and begets a son.

Almost every male authority figure in the narratings a daughter,
including the Ephesian doctor and the prince of Myi; indeed,
father—daughter relations are a crucial indicatomofal character
in both the domestic and the political spheres.idahus is a bad
father and a bad king; Archestrates is a good faéimel a good
king. How will Apollonius measure up? He abandoisrole as

king when he loses his wife, and abandons his infanighter too.
Once he has safely negotiated the encounter withiiecognized
daughter, whom he might have been tempted to sedecean

return to his proper status as father, king, arsband® He hastily

81 See ArchibaldApollonius 15-22 and Schneidegger, ‘Péres et filles’.
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marries his daughter to prince Athenagoras, hesquetor turned
protector; so he distinguishes himself from the auilbus

Antiochus by not seducing his daughter, and byragireg a con-
ventional marriage for her to a worthy suitor (tgbwithout con-
sulting her). Next comes the reunion with his wifad their return
to her father’s court; Archestrates bequeaths inigdom to them,
just as Apollonius had made his son-in-law Athemagahe king of
Antioch (or Tyre in some versions). These arrangesiean be
seen as a welcome return to the normal patriangchadedure of
the exchange of women: the king marries his hetlesghter to a
suitable prince, who becomes king in his turn. THemph of

patriarchy in this story is marked, finally, by thieth of a son and
heir to Apollonius and his wife; this solves theiregs problem
and—by implication—the incest problem too.

The story of Apollonius seems to have been compimstte third
centuryap, though the earliest extant versions date fitbin fifth
or sixth century. It was extremely popular throughthe Middle
Ages and into the Renaissance, though the reasmnghis
popularity are hard to pin down. The plot in thegoral Latin and
in many later versions is often illogical and prrbhtic. The vogue
for romans antiques’ and chivalric adventures wih strong
emphasis on romantic love is usually consideretaee begun in
the twelfth century. Yet allusions in literary texshow that the
story of Apollonius was widely known from the sixtkentury on;
and monastic library catalogues and wills from ¢ighth century
on testify that monks and secular readers alikedtzdss to copies
of theHistoria Apollonii At least six of the surviving Latin manu-
scripts were copied before the twelfth century;@tehundred and
twenty Latin manuscripts survive from the whole negdl period,
plus translations and adaptations in every Europleaguage;
printed editions in both Latin and vernaculars weeguently pro-
duced from14700n. Allusions in a wide range of languages and
genres indicate that it was a well-known and popsiary, recited
at social gatherings such as feasts and weddingssldramatized
by Shakespeare &sricles Prince of Tyr&in the Prologue the nar-
rator, Gower (whose version in tldonfessio Amantiwas one of

82 There is considerable scholarly debate about th&saship between Shakespeare’s
Periclesand Wilkins’ playThe Painefull Adventures of Pericles Prince of Tymed also
about the possibility that Shakespeare wigicleswith a collaborator; see the intro-
ductory comments of Hoeniger, from whose Arden editll references are taken.
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Shakespeare’s sources), comments on its lastingadpp high and
low:

It hath been sung at festivals,

On ember-eves and holy-ales;

And lords and ladies in their lives

Have read it for restoratives.

The purchase is to make men glorious;

Et bonum quo antiquius eo melius (1. Prol.5-10)

A good thing is made even better by age’: though Bonson, jeal-
ous of the success ®€ricles famously condemned it as ‘a mouldy
tale’, it was in fact a medieval best-seller, arergveen which
remained popular in the Renaissance®oo.

The story did attract criticism in some quartenstfe very rea-
sons which made it attractive in others. It is stmes mentioned
in lists of texts which are a waste of time and sddad replaced by
more serious and moral reading material; but elses/Apollonius
is cited as one of the heroes whose story shouid thee repertoire
of every jongleur and minstrel. Part of its appeabwtkearly the
opening incest scene, distressing though many reddend it. In
the standard Latin text, the story opens with &flsitatement of
Antiochus’ growing desire for his daughter (somaestversions
attribute this lust to the devil). He fights agaih& inappropriate
passion for a couple of lines, and the consummatidiows in
short order. The description is made more shodjntine succinct,
matter-of-fact narrative:

Qui cum luctantur cum furore, pugnat cum dolorecitur amore; excidit
illi pietas, oblitus est se esse patrem et indaitiggem. Sed cum sui pec-
toris vulnus ferre non posset, quadam die prim& Nigilans inrumpit
cubiculum filiae suae. Famulos longe excedere jugsisi cum filia secre-
tum conloquium habiturus, et stimulante furoredihis diu repugnanti
filiae suae nodum virginitatis eripuit. Perfectogaelere evasit cubiculum.
Puella vero stans dum miratur scelestis patris étepem, fluentem san-
guinem coepit celare; sed guttae sanguinis in pavim ceciderunt.HA,
ch. 1)

(He struggled with madness, he fought against pasdbut he was
defeated by love; he lost his sense of moral respiifys forgot that he

was a father, and took on the role of husband. Sieceould not endure
the wound in his heart, one day when he was awattaven he rushed into

83 See Jonson, ‘Omhe New Inh 21-3Q in Ben Jonsoned. Donaldsor502—3.
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his daughter’s room and ordered the servants tddséw, as if he
intended to have a private conversation with hguarf&d on by the frenzy
of his lust, he took his daughter’s virginity by der in spite of her lengthy
resistance. When the wicked deed was done hehlefbédroom. But the
girl stood astonished at the immorality of her witKather. She tried to
hide the flow of blood: but drops of blood fell ontwetfloor.)

When the Man of Law in th€anterbury Talegsists that Chaucer
would never tell ‘cursed stories’ about horrorelikcest, he men-
tions the Apollonius story as an example:

... Or ellis of Tyro Appollonius,

How that the cursed kyng Antiochus

Birafte his dogther of hir maydenhede,

That is so horrible a tale for to rede,

Whan he hir threw upon the pavementCT(2. 81-5)

(... Orelse of Apollonius of Tyre, how the accursed kingi@ohus took
his daughter’s virginity, which is such a horrikéde to read, when he threw
her on the floor.)

The detail that Antiochus threw his daughter onfiber does not
occur in any surviving text of the story Did Chaucesent this, or
was an even more disturbing version than the omesnew circu-
lating in the later Middle Age%?

The crudity of this opening scene contrasts strilivgth the
crucial scene in which Apollonius encounters higeangnized
daughter in Mytilene. It is vital that he shouldspdhe morality test
by treating her appropriately, but in the Latinttakleast his behav-
iour hints at the possibility of rape. Schneideggkeows how ‘e
rapport pére—fille a glissé de I'érotique au disdunsais il subsiste
quelques traces du déplacement’ (the father—daugblionship
has slipped from the erotic to the discursive,dnrhe traces of the
displacement remairf). To rouse Apollonius from his gloom,
Tarsia proposes a riddle contest; Apollonius isriesped by her
intelligence, but after solving the riddles he dissas her. When she
tries to drag him up to the light, he pushes hethsd she falls and
starts bleeding from the nose (the knee in a variamsion).
Weeping, she starts to describe her sad histoginbimg with her
mother’s ‘death’ at sea. Apollonius realizes whe &) and from

81t may derive from a misunderstanding of a Latinsien; see the note in the
Riverside edition. 8 Schneidegger, ‘Peres et fille870 seeHA, chs.40-5.
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this point on all is well; but his response to tetraction followed
by unwarranted violence, recalls the rape of Anticllaughter at
the beginning, as does the scenario of a riddleestribvolving a
nubile girl. The speed with which Apollonius magi€arsia off to
Athenagoras, without consulting her at all, coulsbabe read as
conscious or subconscious anxiety to avoid the tatigm of
incest®

Later versions of the story often downplay the redogn scene,
no doubt because it casts Apollonius in such aligatt Gower’s is
an exception, and particularly interesting. He engites the
strong attraction between the two, which at firense quite inex-
plicable to both:

Bot of hem tuo a man mai liere
What is to be so sibb of blod:
Non wiste of other hou it stod,
And yit the fader ate laste

His herte upon this maide caste,
That he hire loveth kindely,

And yit he wiste nevere why.

Fro point to point al sche him tolde,
That sche hath longe in herte holde,
And nevere dorste make hir mone

But only to this lorde al one,

To whom hire herte can nought hele . ..

(CA 8. 1702-8, 1725-9)

(But from these two a man may learn what blood ti@heship really
means. Neither knew who the other was, and yefatter at last cast his
heart upon this girl and felt natural love for heithout knowing why . . .
Point by point she told him everything that she feady kept in her heart,
and had never dared lament except to this one foydy whom her heart
can hide nothing .. .)

Here Gower suggests that it would be quite natdoal an

8 Athenagoras is first introduced as the client wglin pay a lot of money to deflower
her; when she wins him over with her tears andtragic story, he tells her that he has
a virginal daughter of the same age, whom a sinféde might befall (chs33-4).
Though he is filled with sympathy for Tarsia and @&@sher greatly, he inexplicably
leaves her in the brothel, where he is said to kvater her as if she were his own daugh-
ter (chs.35-9; this also hints at incest. Some medieval authmeslified the brothel
episode considerably.
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unrecognized father and daughter to feel drawnatch eothef’
Apollonius does indeed love Thaise ‘kindely’ or nilly, since he
is her father. He is not described as smitten byppropriate lust,
like Antiochus, though the possibility of incest @oked by
Thaise's response a few lines earlier when Apollerhits her: in
this version she does not bleed, but she says, fagilord, | am a
Maide’ (1699. The motif of incest averted here is most clearly
emphasized by the startling language used in Sphakes'sPericles
to describe Apollonius’ emotions at rediscovering daughter. In
the standard Latin text, Apollonius embraces Taasid cries out
‘lam laetus moriar, quia rediviva spes mihi estdieaf (ch.44: Now
I shall die happy, for my hope has been rebornratutned to me).
But in Periclesit is the royal father himself who is reborn: ‘O,nce
hither, | Thou that beget'st him that did thee ege i. 195-6).
This sounds worryingly incestuous—but it is a woridgr apt
metaphor for his emotional rebirth or resurrectitre reversal of
fortune that returns him to his proper politicabadomestic status
as king and father, and signals that all's wellt tbrads welf®

It would have been easy to omit the opening scéngaternal
rape and invent some other reason for Apolloniigtifland subse-
guent adventures, and indeed some critics haveedrthat the Ur-
version of the story did not begin with incest; getextant version
omits the sordid opening episode of Antiochus’ incgbough
some writers did downplay it as much as possil&xplicit
father—daughter incest was what many people in tioslM Ages
associated most prominently with the story of Appils. Some
introductory rubrics mention only Apollonius and®s®name both
Antiochus and Apollonius, but there are also soniméchv omit
Apollonius entirely, like the one in the fourteergéntury Colmar
text of the populaiGesta Romanorumde Antiocho qui filiam

8 Today this phenomenon of intense attraction betweeg separated siblings, or
parents and children, is well recognized; socialkeos now warn parents whose children
are to be adopted by different families that thera significant chance of the siblings
meeting and falling in love later in life. Siblimgcest is also a potential hazard of Internet
liaisons, according to a report in tdobe and Mail(Toronto), 10 June 200(R14; a
psychotherapist is quoted as commenting on a repiostblings who discovered that
they had been chatting each other up on-line uresttaiat this is disgusting, ‘but at least
it's not your mom’.

8 For further comment on this passage, see the firegiter.

8 Jourdain de Blayeachanson de gestomposed in the latezh or earlyl3th cent.
which follows the Apollonius plot very closely, doase a different catalyst for the hero’s
flight; see Dembowski’s edition, and also Archibagollonius 54-5.
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propriam cognovit et tantum eam dilexit quod nullegm in
uxorem habere potuit nisi problema ab eo proposiolveret’ (of
Antiochus who slept with his own daughter and loked so much
that no one could marry her unless he solved Hidlg)*™ In
Gower'sConfessio Amantjs Latin marginal note at the beginning
of the tale describes it as ‘mirabile exemplum degnuarege
Antiocho’ (the amazingxemplumof the great King Antiochus).
Yet versions which introduce the story in this vedyays give the
complete plot; there is no extant text which stojit the death of
Antiochus.

Since the story always begins with some versiormefincestuous
rape, however decorously presented, one might &tpatthe end
would stress the sinfulness of incest, or at lelastlikelihood that
incestuous partners will meet a justifiably violedeath, as
Antiochus and his daughter do. Yet although theysimoften pre-
sented as aexemplumit is rare to find an explicit moral at the
end; and when there is one, it is often a genatalanition about
enduring temporal tribulation, rather than a spedfimment on
incest® In theGesta Romanorupa collection of hundreds of cau-
tionary tales, the Apolloniusxemplumis the only one that does
not end with a Christian allegorization. Does tiniean that the
story was supposed to be transparent, to speats@i? Gower is
unusual in ending his version with an explicit mofe contrasts
Apollonius, whose love was honourable in that hergarried and
had children, with Antiochus, whose pride and unnal love
brought him to grief CA 8. 1993-2008 Just to make the point
absolutely clear, the narrator, Confessor, sumfoug\mans, the
young lover:

Lo thus, mi Sone, myht thou liere
What is to love in good manere,
And what to love in other wise . . . 2¢09-11)

(So, my son, in this way you can learn what ibiave properly, and what
it is to love in other ways . . .)

Gower makes the story the last in his long seriesationary tales
about love and other dangerous passions ilCtdrdessio Amantis
as a good father and husband and also a good Apglonius

% See ArchibaldApollonius 93. % See ArchibaldApollonius 81-106.
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represents a sort of mirror for princes as well asoalel of appro-
priate and stable love.

ShakespeareBericlesputs a lot of emphasis on good kingship,
and can also be read as a mirror for prirfi¢ésis in this very late
version of the story, rather than in one writtennbgdieval clerics
to explain the dangers of inappropriate love, thataal is most
clearly expressed at the end. The final lines surthegxperiences
of all the main characters, starting with the ingesis pair:

In Antiochus and his daughter you have heard
Of monstrous lust the due and just reward.

In Pericles, his queen and daughter, seen
Although assaild with fortune fierce and keen,
Virtue preservd from fell destruction’s blast,
Led on by heaven, and crownd with joy at last.

(v. Epiloguel-6)

This explicit moral is what we expect, but do natdfi in most
medieval versions.

The opening incest episode seems to be at leatly paspon-
sible for the popularity of the Apollonius story tlughout the
Middle Ages. Some writers felt it necessary to agae for it, but
they also emphasized that however sordid the statig show vice
punished and virtue rewarded, and was thereforearfihvalue to
Christian readers. Two writers, one in the latelftivecentury and
one in the late sixteenth, described its valuerms of the proverb
that gold can be found even in a dungh®dp. the case of the
Apollonius story, as so often in literature, thistare of gold and
dungheap was the recipe for a best-seller.

CONCLUSIONS

Of the many incest stories circulating in the classical @iponly a
few remained widely known in the Middle Ages, and they wete se
dom retold as extended narratives; more often the protatpwere
cited briefly as examples of tragic love or disastrous lustyath.
Stories of unwitting incest were rare in the classical perithis

9 See ArchibaldApollonius 21-2.
% Geoffrey de Vigeois and Markward Welser; see AraldhbApollonius 205 (V31)
and 224 (A16).
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category was represented in the Middle Ages only by Oedipus,
whose fame derived more from the internecine war of his sbas t
from his marriage. Of those who yielded knowingly to incests
desire (and in some cases actually consummated theirtust)ieval
writers concentrated on a small group of legendary women
described by Ovid—Phaedra, Myrrha, Canace, and Byblis—plus
the ‘historical’ Semiramis. Sometimes their incest waigu and
they were presented as tragic figures, betrayed in love; Somes
they were held up as examples of the fate in store for thosegivieo

in to lust, though in allegorical treatments they could akske on
more positive Christian roles. As for innocent victims o€est, the
two best known were Jocasta (pitied more for the loss of has so
than for her fatal marriage) and Philomena. In classicatiaso
mother—son incest seemsto be fairly rare, and is alwaysnezsas
the most shocking relationship, but when it is deliberatémnpart

of the mother it isregarded as particularly monstrous;ieneeems

to be initiated knowingly by the son (except in the case otiSduis,
who acts out of intellectual curiosity, and has no intentidractu-
ally having sex with his mother). Sibling incest may be corssel or
unwelcome; Canace loved Macareus deeply (at least acaptdin
Ovid), but Caunus fled in horror from the advances of Byblis.
Father—daughter incest is almost always initiated by thleeiat
Myrrha is a shocking exception to this rule—and often takes th
form of rape. Daughters who have been incestuously rapdikelse

to kill their offspring in grief or revenge, and sometime# #iem-
selves too; men who discover that they have unwittingly caottat
incest never react like this. Incestuous in-laws are raciissical le-
gend and literature, no doubt because in Greece this didoumit@s
incest; their villainy consists more in treacherously deghg a fam-

ily than in committing, or attempting, incest. Consummaitezkst

is almost always associated with violence and vengeanten of
stretching over several generations. The protagonistsrgén die,

or are metamorphosed, as a direct result of their incesbiiaest
stories with happy endings, there were not many to be foucths:
sical myth, legend, and tragedy; but they were more numeirous
New Comedy, a genre which may have influenced the late cldssic
‘romances’ that survived and flourished in the Middle Agds t
Historia Apollonii and the ChristianClementine Recognitions
Here the themes of vengeance and violence are subordiratbd t
more positive theme of family separation and reunion. lnaesrted
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brings material benefits to the protagonists, and there are n
unhappy repercussions for later generations; in @ementine
Recognitionshe benefits are spiritual too, a trend which would con-
tinue in the Middle Ages. The Apollonius story is unique indoin-
ing scenes of consummated and averted incest; the villain is
punished, and the virtuous hero and heroine are rewardedape
this satisfying combination accounts, at least in partitboextraor-
dinary popularity and influence throughout the Middle Ages.

Classical writers clearly accepted that incestudesire was a
reality even in civilized societies, and was bymeans confined to
barbarians and animals. They also found it possiblbelieve in
consensual incest in the tragic story of CanaceMacareus. Some
writers, most notably Ovid, were fascinated by psgchology of
incest, by the inner struggle of the woman who flicééd by for-
bidden desire (men are seldom described as aggn&inany
length). But even if the incest was consensual,as rought about
by the intervention of the gods, the protagonistsinie punished,
either directly or through their families (or botlr) classical incest
stories there is no concept of sin and/or redempti@nmoral les-
son to be learned; there are only actions and cumesees. The
main change introduced by Christian writers is plossibility of
contrition and absolution; for them incest is apalpng sin, but
through God’s grace even the worst sinner can bedsarhis
change of attitude meant that some classical stomes retold as
cautionary tales about the dangers of lust, orasoehte Christian
allegories; it would have been difficult to rewrite the ergiirof stor-
ies as well known as those of Oedipus and Myrrhahsa they
repent and live happily ever aftéiSome classical stories were pre-
sented as romantic tragedies (Byblis, for instanmog) this was not
a very popular genre in the Middle Ages, thoughrtieslieval ver-
sions of the Oedipus story might be described asigadltragedies.
Another option was to rework the familiar classigadest plots
with a change of protagonist, a medieval settingd &n new
denouement. In the chapters that follow, we sheglreow medieval
writers did this, and added some startling newtsvis

% As was noted above, Sophocles’ account of Oedipestidin the classical equiva-
lent of the odour of sanctity was not known in thedblle Ages, but it is possible that
some analogous version was circulating orally GWdlyrrha feels guilt and appeals to
the gods to remove her from mortal life, and stursed into a tree; this too could be
seen as analogous to the later Christian themerdfition and penance.



3
Mothers and Sons

RANCE [to Prenticd. If you are this child’s father my book can
be written in good faith—shis the victim of an incestuous
assault!

MRs PRENTICE And so am |, doctor! My son has a collection
of indecent photographs which prove beyond doubt hiea
made free with me in the same hotel—indeed in tineesa
linen cupboard where his conception took place.

rRANCE. Oh, what joy this discovery gives me! Double stde
more likely to produce a best-seller than murder—#risl!
is as it should be for lovenust bring greater joy than
violence.

Joe OrtonWhat the Butler SapwAct 2

In the course of a rebuttal of the charge of incest sendkvelled
by pagans against the early Christians becauseetf ithysterious
love-feasts, Minucius Felix, writing in the latecead century,
reminds his pagan interlocutor that classical legesnd literature
are full of stories of the promiscuous behaviour oftbgods and
mortals:

Merito igitur incestum penes vos saepe deprehendiamper admittitur.

Etiam nescientes, miseri, potestis in inlicita prene: dum Venerem
promisce spargitis, dum passim liberos seritis, detam domi natos

alienae misericordiae frequenter exponitis, necesisis vestros recurrere,
in filios inerrare. Sic incesti fabulam nectitisia@d cum conscientiam non
habetist

(It is no surprise, then, that among you incestfien discovered and is a
constant occurrence. Even without knowing it, yoetehes, you can run
headlong into the illicit: while spreading love atidn casual affairs, while
making children here, there and everywhere, while gre often exposing

! Octavius ch.31(my translation, improved by Keith Bradley). In Chsnd 2 quote
responses of other early Christian apologists talaimsharges. For more patristic com-
ments on the practice of exposure and the risk oésincsee BoswellKindness of
Strangers 138-79.
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even those born at home to the mercy of strangdssinievitable that you
should come back to your own, that you happen arr yovn children.
Thus you weave a tale of incest without even readizi.)

From our perspective today, this comment on atétuo the expos-
ure of children in early Christian Europe is strigfiyn lacking in
family feeling, protective instinct, and reverefigelife; it is also an
accurate synopsis of an age-old literary plot, inclvran exposed
child is found, grows up, and unwittingly marrieis/her parent.
The last sentence of the quotation suggests thatvtiter was
aware of the literary relevance of his argument:itsiesti fabulam
nectitis (thus you weave a tale of incest).” Mysterabout identity
and birth are staples of fiction in all lands andtoeies, and so are
recognition scenes in which the foundling hero tuont to be the
long-lost son of the king or queérin some stories he has already
married his unrecognized mother, and here the rétiog scene
acts as the peripeteia of the plot, rather tharitiade; such stories
cannot end, as many quests for identity do, withithppy reunion
of the hero and his parents. In the Oedipus storyinfstance, the
recognition leads to disaster all round: Oedipuldieation,
Jocasta’s suicide, the civil war between their s@msl the end of
the royal family of Thebes.

Incest stories were doubtless circulating orally in wester
Europe in the early Middle Ages (and the late Latifistoria
Apollonii was widely known in written form); but they begin to
appear in written texts in increasing numbers from the tivelf
century on, when the populaabula simultaneously shocking
and intriguing, was harnessed and put to didactic use. Ths w
not merely because of the growing audience for Latin and ver-
nacular narrative fiction in this period, though of course ftise

2 The father—daughter version is much rarer in medidtarature than the
mother—son version; see my comments in the nexttehapotentially incestuous
encounters in brothels between fathers and daugibtesiblings are common in classic-
al New Comedy, but very rare in medieval texts.

3 For analogues of the Oedipus story from all over wweld see Edmunds and
Dundes (eds.)Qedipus Casebogklohnson and Price-William§) edipus Ubiquitous
On recognition scenes see Aristotle, who lists tlrefive categories of ascending effec-
tiveness Roetics ch. 16 (1454-1455)); and also Cave’s magisterial stuBgcognitions
though it includes little comment on medieval teXtse discusses identity as a particu-
larly characteristic and crucial theme for romaimc&ecular Scripturgesp. ch4, The
Bottomless Dream: Themes of Descent’, where he densidescent into poverty or
despair or madness in relation to the concealmentecelation of descent in the
genealogical sense.
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of romance’, a genre with a strong interest in identity ancbge
nition scenes and in the psychology of love, must have been a
contributing factor. Incest was a very topical subject ire th
twelfth century because of the Church’s attempts to define- ma
riage in precise legal terms, and to impose a very elabordtefs
rules about who could marry whom (see Chapter 1). There was
also a new emphasis in this period on the importance of contri
tion, inner consciousness of guilt and repentance, andalsihe
value of confession; the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 nexgu

all Christians to go to confession at least once a year. inces
seems to have been the sin of choice in stories featuring what
Payen calls ‘le motif du péché monstrueux’ (the motif of the
monstrous sin); these stories show that even the most heinou
behaviour can be forgiven through God’s grace if the sinmer i
truly repentant. As we saw in the previous chapter, the Oedipus
story was retold in the Middle Ages, but not as often as might
have been expected, given the popularity of incest stories f
the twelfth century on. One reason for the comparative wegie
Oedipus may be that for medieval audiences the violent icast

of Oedipus and Jocasta would have been a prime example of
accidia, one of the Seven Deadly Sins, the fatal despair which
turns the victim away from God, from hope and repentance and
grace, and leads to death and damnatidrhe classical setting
and tragic ending of the Oedipus story would have emphasized
the antiquity of the problem, and the remoteness of the story
from the Christian world. It was more advantageous for the
Church, and more impressive for medieval audiences, to have
the incest theme in a Christian context, and either in a near-
contemporary setting (such as the legend of the apocrypze P
Gregory), or in a pseudo-historical one (such as the legend o
Judas). In didactic narratives from the twelfth century oan-
summated mother—son incest is usually followed by religicars-
version instead of the suicides or metamorphoses found in
classical stories (except in the case of irredeemableindliauch

as Judas); the initial prophecy of disaster may be retaimetbt

4 Payen,Le Motif, 519 ff., and see also his chapter on Contritionisbd-75;
Archibald, ‘Incest’; DornDer Siindige Heilige

5 As | noted in the previous chapter, Sophocles’egdh Oedipus at Colonysvhere
Oedipus becomes a saint-like figure whose grave beiliefit the land where he dies,
would not have been widely known in the Middle Ages
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depending on the effect desiredn later vernacular romances,
mother—son incest is one of the possible dangersxdathe
foundling heroes in search of their origins; but tAgal consum-
mation is usually avoided, and there is no expiiairal or religious
interpretation. When the incestuous marriage istaden the nick
of time (and the parricide too), the stories areatyditillating and
clif-hanging romances; when mother—son incest dueesir, the
story becomes aexemplummot about the inevitability of fate, but
rather about the sinfulness of mankind, the valueowitrition and
penance, and the possibility of divine forgiveneBle classical
combination of prophecy and fate takes a new folingesroom
has to be left for the good effects of contritiondgpenance and
also for the unpredictable workings of divine gréitee Arthurian
legend is an exception which will be discussedetad in Chapter
5). When the focus is on the mother rather tharstime many con-
ventional elements of the Oedipus pattern are othéieogether.

In this chapter | do not attempt to survey all gxamples of
mother—son incest in medieval literature, or to usscmy selected
texts in the detail which they deserve. Insteatidllssuggest the
range of treatments of the theme from the twelfthtwento the
sixteenth, the various genres in which it appe#rs, audiences
addressed, and the attitudes to incest which aealed. The texts
will all be ones in which mother—son incest is cahtlssues to be
discussed will include the main focus of each téke (mother or
the son), the degree of sympathy for the variousgganists, the
extent to which ecclesiastics are involved in the,pand the pres-
ence or absence of explicit moralizing by characéerd/or narra-
tor. | shall also consider how different generieneentions affect
the use of various traditional motifs.

MEDIEVAL OEDIPUSES . JUDAS, GREGORIUS, AND THEIR LITER -
ARY DESCENDANTS

An early and influential incest narrative which agrseto be derived
from the Oedipus story is the legend of Judas. dessin both
Latin and the vernaculars circulated widely frome thwelfth

5 Propp notes that the prophecy is ‘organically lshkeith the entire plot’ in
Sophocles, but not in medieval adaptations of theystOedipus’,83).
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century, if not earlier; | shall be dealing mainlythvLatin narra-
tives. The best-known version of the story is foumdhe Legenda
aureaof Jacobus de Voragine, a thirteenth-century catlecof
saints’ lives, as part of the story of St Matthiaboweplaced Judas

as an apostleJacobus begins and ends it with narratorial caveats as
to its apocryphal and implausible nature, but he did decae t
include it in his collection, and in fact it alreallgd a considerable
pedigree.

Ruben and his wife Ciborea live in Jerusalem. Sheaken one
night by a terrifying dream in which she bears #dcko evil that
he will be the downfall of his race. Nine monthselafudas is
born. Their horror of infanticide is outweighed af for their
people, and they expose the baby at sea in a bdsikks arrives
at the island of Iscariot, and is found by the de#d queen. She
presents the boy as her own, then conceives and bheson her-
self. Judas mistreats his foster-brother; evenyuh# truth about
his origins comes out, and Judas in shame and &dlggethe
younger boy. He flees to Jerusalem, where he takgikes with
Pilate. Pilate takes a fancy to the apples in aghb®uring
orchard; Judas goes to get them for him, and inaarel kills the
owner, who is in fact his father. Pilate rewardsak with the
dead man’s land, and also his widow. The unhappyebr
recounts the various disasters in her life, ancaduéalizes that
he has married his mother. She suggests that dalasnance
for his sins, and he goes to Jesus for help. Jasasrs him and
makes him his purse-bearer. After betraying his measter,
Judas commits suicide.

Here the incest, and the parricide too, were gleadded to show
what an incorrigible villain Judas was. A man cdpabf the
supreme sin of betraying Christ was obviously the sd person
who would have committed other appalling crimesg am the
twelfth century the worst crimes imaginable (in tbentext of
didactic literature) were killing one's father amdarrying one’s
mother, extreme transgressions of the fifth, sixthg @&eventh

7 Legenda aureaed. Graesse,84-6 For other texts and discussion of the develop-
ment of the legend sdea Leggendaed. d’Ancona; Constanga Légendg 95-103;
Rand, ‘Medieval Lives’; Baum, ‘Medieval Legend’; luimann, ‘Judas Iscariot’; Reider,
‘Medieval Oedipal Legends’; Edmunds, ‘Oedipus ire tMiddle Ages’, esp149 ff,;
Axton, ‘Interpretations’; Ohlypamned 1-102.
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commandments. This is a good example of Frank Kegbadm-
ment on the development of biblical stories thatrrative begot
character, and character begot narrati&um comments that if
there is a connection between Judas and Oedipes,ttte Judas
story must be a literary creation (probably by ankjarather than

a folk-derivation, since the Oedipus story did otulate at the
popular leveP. The association of incest with an unpopular figure
was quite common in the classical world (see treargxes cited in
Chapter L But the combination of motifs—exposure, prophety o
disaster, parricide, mother—son incest—seems to lendethe
bounds of coincidence or even polygenesis. In thkesaform of
the Judas legend (Baum’'s Type A, found only in dwelfth-
century manuscript), there are several furtheritetdnich suggest

a link with Oedipus: Judas’ father dreams thatumborn son will
grow up to kill him, and the infant Judas’ legs aretilated before
he is exposed, creating scars which bring aboutréleegnition
scene with his mothéf.

As we shall see, the combination of parricide arcesh is found
in various later legends, but generally it has féedint thrust, as
Edmunds points out: ‘Whereas the Judas legend seeneflect a
Pauline sense of human sinfulness, these other dsgerake a
homiletic point: the efficacy of penance and the ihdide of God’s
mercy.!* The sense of human sinfulness in the story of Juslas i
emphasized by the many biblical echoes. The expasuthe infant
Judas and his discovery by the queen of Iscariallrde story of
Moses. The orchard and the illicit desire for appdeiggest the
Garden of Eden myth, and murder soon follows, aféGenesis
story of Cain and Abel, which is also echoed in 3idaurder of
his foster-brother. Judas is doomed by his rol@himistian history;
though he is absolved by Jesus of his incest andcjxbe, there can
be no redemption or grace for him. Like Oedipuscér@not escape
his destiny, so the story concentrates on theiwijllaf the betrayer

8 Kermode,Genesis of Secrec®l, quoted by Axton, ‘Interpretationsl,79.

® Baum, ‘Medieval Legend§15 Axton, ‘Interpretations’182-3 It is hard to assess
the possible oral circulation of the Oedipus storywf analogues; it seems probable that
it was popular in oral form in western Europe jastit was in the rest of the world.

10 It is striking that when his mother discovers Judtfentity, her immediate reaction
is to curse the dream which caused her first husbafehr his unborn son and to expose
him at birth; rather than simply being horrifiedthaeir sin, she makes the crucial con-
nection between exposure and incest, as if it exatedrthem, at least in part.

11 Edmunds, ‘Oedipus in the Middle Age$49.
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of Christ, ‘qui malus in ortu, peior in vita, pessimextitit in fine’
(a man who was bad at birth, worse during his éifeg worst of all
at the end), and shows little sympathy for RfrAxton argues that
the story evokes no sympathy in any version, ancelo8rewer
considers the Judas legend ‘an artistic failuretalise of the
impossibility of identifying with the protagonisthé marginal role
of the mother, and the consequent meaninglessndsse damily
drama’®®

But the Judas story represents only the first statfee medieval-
ization of the incest theme. At the same time thada3 was
credited with an incestuous marriage to his mottter, same sin
was becoming increasingly associated with legendaigts and
ecclesiastics in narratives which were more didaztid also more
optimistic. Some of the earliest medieval mother-isgest stories
occur in hagiographies rather than secular stoaed, these lives
often include deliberate as well as unwitting inéé©ne of the
most startling innovations of medieval writers isstHhouble incest
theme: intercourse between siblings or father amhtiter who are
well aware of their relationship is followed by tegposure of their
illegitimate son, who later quite innocently masrieis unrecog-
nized mother-aunt-sister (or, much less frequetiynother and
son who know their relationship produce a daughtbo later
marries her father-brother). Such double incegtiesalo not seem
to appear in classical literature; incest, whethitempted or con-
summated, may recur in several generations, akdnstories of
Tantalus and Thyestes, but no one commits incesetwith dif-
ferent family members. Rank disapproved of this agoeal use of
double incest, and thought these medieval stodiffer displeas-
ingly from the naive antique traditions in theirlwptuous and
torrid fantasies’; he attributes these medievatdaies to the fact
that ‘the great repression of drives expressed irisianity could
be maintained only at the cost of a fantasy life pouring faidh
the most voluptuous degre®€’.Other explanations seem more

2 The quotation is taken from the Type A version taéh by Baum, ‘Medieval
Legend’, 490 This version does show some sympathy for Judemrding to Rand,
‘Medieval Lives’, 314, and Baum, ‘Medieval Legend491.

13 Axton, ‘Interpretations’ 187 Brewer,Symbolic Stories61-2.

14 The brutal father of Beatrice Cenci (99 is said to have tried to persuade her to
accept his incestuous advances by arguing thatoffspring of incestuous liaisons
between fathers and daughters were all saintsngemments in the next chapter.

15 Rank,Incest Theme271.
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plausible. Not only does such double incest comapdiche tangle
of identities and relationships and add to the tamsif the recog-
nition scenes, but it also presents a uniquelyihterform of lust,

a particularly heinous sin to be confessed, remkrdad expiated.
As Ohly stresses, The real question is not how gete into guilt

but how one gets out of it The ability to deal with the guilt
induced by such a sin and to avoid despair and daiom after

such a lapse represents the extraordinary powerhoisttan faith

and the infinite grace of God. As a further encounzeyg to the
faithful, the heroes of these hagiographic romamcesnot merely
absolved of their sins, but usually end their dayshie odour of
sanctity as admired and authoritative figures inGheistian com-
munity, remarkable examples of the workings of divgrace. In

the twelfth century a new type of hagiography emerigpewhich

great emphasis is put on individual contrition and confession
and penance, and in these stories the ‘péché mumustr (mon-

strous sin) is often mother—son incEst.

The earliest of these stories known to us, and ¢lecg, wholly
or partially of many later ones, seems to be thgend of
Gregorius. The earliest known texts of this very plap story are
not in Latin but in Old French and date from abd15Q probably
the best-known version is the German poem derie@ah them by
Hartmann von Aue about200 (the source of Thomas Mann’s
Holy Sinne), and it is on this version that | shall base nigcds-
sion, since it is one of the most fully imaginedatimaents of incest
in medieval literaturé®

On his deathbed the widowed Duke of Aquitania comatsemis

young daughter to the care of her brother. The unietsib-

lings are devoted to each other, and sleep in #meesroom.
Tempted by the devil, the brother rapes his sigtefirst she is
upset, but then they enjoy an incestuous affairckwiis halted
only by the discovery that she is pregnant. Onatidce of a
faithful steward, their baby boy is born in seaat exposed in

16 Ohly, Damned 5.

17 Payen,Le Motif, 54ff. | know no saint’s life from earlier centuries imhich the
saint-to-be commits incest, with the possible ekiocepof St Metro (see the discussion
in the next chapter).

18 | have used Paul’s edition of Hartmann’s text ;tlee Old French texts sée Vie
du Pape Grégoireed. Sol. On the ‘holy sinner’ theme see Dddey Stindige Heiligessp.
86—-9 and OhlyDamned esp.1-61.
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a chest in a tiny boat with money, fine fabrics, antblet indi-
cating his rank and the circumstances of his bittie; brother
sets off on pilgrimage to the Holy Land, where hersdies. The
sister, distraught at the loss of both brother aabybbecomes
duchess and devotes herself to good works.

The baby's boat is found by fishermen; their lord,abbot,
makes himself responsible for the child, and bapthien with
his own name. Gregorius is raised by the fishermdren he
enters the monastery school, he excels in hisasutiis jealous
foster-mother knows that he is a foundling; whergarius hits
her own son in a quarrel, she maliciously taunts bbout his
origins. Gregorius goes to the abbot, and insists being
knighted. The abbot shows Gregorius the tablet, gives him
the money that was in his little boat, and clotimegle from the
rich fabrics. Elated by the discovery that he ismoble birth, but
horrified by his conception in such sin, Gregoriets ®ff to seek
his unfortunate parents. Arriving by chance atrhaher’s city,
he finds it under siege by a duke who wishes to ynéane
duchess. Gregorius defeats the unwelcome suiteingie com-
bat; the barons advise the lady to marry her nemngocham-
pion, to whom she is strangely attracted. Theyvarg happy,
but every day Gregorius emerges weeping from a&sperusal of
the tablet which describes his parents’ sin. Apgynaid brings
this to the lady’s attention; she finds the takdetd realizes that
she has married her long-lost son. Both are haodrifiethis reve-
lation. Warning his mother not to abandon herselle¢epair, as
Judas did, Gregorius rules that both must devoeentelves to
penance, and leaves the country at once.

He arrives after some days at a lonely fishermamissh by a
lonely lake, and asks about a suitably remote placedo
penance. The fisherman rows him out to a rock, dbatkm to
it, and throws away the key. In his haste Gregolasss his pre-
cious tablet. He spends seventeen years on thaémagky harsh
conditions. At the end of this time, the Pope dreRome, and
two eminent churchmen dream that his successarigta holy
man named Gregorius, currently living on a rock lonely lake.
They eventually come to the fisherman’s house; thg to
Gregorius’ shackles appears miraculously in the deshght for
their dinner, he is freed, and the tablet is mitagsaly found. On
the way to Rome his healing powers are demonstrated he
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becomes an admirable Pope. Gregorius’ mother, mgarf his
fame but unaware of his identity, decides to go 6mR to seek
absolution for her sins. Gregorius recognizes hemfher con-
fession; after an enjoyably ambiguous conversahiendentifies
himself. She enters a convent, and they both Ivagly in Rome
till they die.

From beginning to end, and particularly at the begig and the
end, Gregoriusis an explicitly didactic Christian poem, though
Hartmann von Aue was not a cleric, and was preslymatiting
for a courtly lay audienck.lt is, as he repeatedly states, exem-
plum of the value of repentance and of the importance d$tirg
despair (see, for examplé4 ff., 162 ff., 3983ff.). The two main
enemies of the protagonists, and of all humankind,tbe devil,
prompter of the initial incest, and despair, the @g&in against
which Hartmann repeatedly warns his readers. Gyggdhe name
of a series of famous Popes; needless to say, ftedrdontain no
episode remotely analogous to the poem, but thactiicpower of
the legend is obviously enhanced by the papal aura.

The traditional parricide is omitted here, perhdpsreduce
Gregorius’ guilt (see below), or perhaps to foctiertion on the
incest; there is a doubling not only of the incesttimbut also of
the recognition scene, in a way that emphasizeshtitefrom secu-
lar to religious values, and also the abandoninfpefromance pat-
tern. At the end of the poem, the (still unnamediman who was
first Gregorius’ mother and then his wife hears & téputation of
the new Pope and comes to him in complete ignorasae sinner
in search of absolution. He does not recognize hat she tells her
terrible tale; then he talks to her of her lost @mags, and finally
identifies himself as son and husbaB82§. But the role in which
he is now cast is that of spiritual father: she Hase penance, as
he instructed her so many years ago, and againuse act as her
moral guide® There is one more shift in relationships at the,end
when the poet presents the two contrite and inndceaunited

1% Hartmann also produced a version of Chrétien de eE®yArthurian romance
Yvain so he clearly had access to a range of Frencfatiitee, both religious and chival-
ric; and he wrote another didactic podber Arme Heinrich the story of a man smit-
ten by leprosy and saved by grace.

20 As Legros points out, Gregorius as Pope is theatgpirfather of all Christians, and
is also married to the Church, in spiritual terfRafenté naturelle529. One might add
that as a nun, his mother is the bride of Christ.
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sinners as children of eternal G&9%4. The poem begins with the
death of an earthly father who leaves his childremerable to
mortal sin by failing to arrange marriages for theénends with a
mother and son who, after passing through a sefiesmnatural
relationships (simultaneously mother—son and aunphewe, then
also wife—husband), are seen at last as equalgechkiatngs in a
spiritual sense under the protection of the heavEather (though
in terms of status in this world, Gregorius as Papéearly well
ahead of his anonymous mother in her convent).

Hartmann’s poem is a hagiographic romance, notealtiyical
treatise. Christian ethics are everywhere appatant,there is a
notable absence of ecclesiastical advisers at dromanents, and
the protagonists never make formal confessions the faithful
steward who gives sound advice to the incestuduligs about
pilgrimage and penance (and about disposing of tiey) and
Gregorius himself, driven by his overpowering sewissin, chooses
appropriate penances for his mother and himselfauttany pro-
fessional help. The ambiguous treatment of some ef rttain
theological issues can be judged by the contingitfplarly con-
troversy over the distribution of guilt in th@regorius Was the
mother initially at fault in not resisting her bhatr's advances? Was
Gregorius wrong to leave the monastery and pursurtdly ambi-
tion? Is ignorance an excuse for incest? Was thwaen Gregorius
tainted with his parents’ sin? Christians weredi on the prin-
ciples underlying this last point. According to Kst 18: 2Q ‘The
son shall not bear the iniquity of the father’; bBbd declared
Himself to Moses to be a jealous god, ‘visiting thiguity of the
fathers upon the children unto the third and fogdmeration’
(Exodus 20: b For Tobin the poem reflects an Augustinian pes-
simism about original sin: ‘since Gregorius fafitsd the same sin of
incest as his parents, it may well be that theystapposes a wide-
spread knowledge of the dictum that God punisheseahdho imi-
tate the sins of their father®.Mancinelli, on the other hand,
thinks that Hartmann was more sympathetic to theladdian
position that intention is a crucial part of sin; for hdretphrase
so frequently used of Gregorius, ‘der guote siindg#dne good

2! Tobin, ‘Fallen Man',92, he reads the poem as the story of fallen man nedédy
divine grace, and stresses the presence of the Ipasllthe Good Samaritan in the
Prologue.
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sinner), demonstrates Hartmann'’s belief in his pyotast’s inno-
cence?? Hartmann’s signals are ambiguous: at the birth of
Gregorius both his mother and the steward’s wifeeaghat he is
born in appalling sinG88—90, but the abbot makes no reference to
this when Gregorius is found in the sea. When Giiagdearns of
the circumstances of his birth, his reaction isaid between dis-
tress at the sinfulness of his conception—thoughdtegithat he is
not to blame—and delight in his nobility and wea(ttvy48-55,
1777-83. He is knighted and sets out to find his paremtsepting
chivalric adventure on the way; yet later he suigjgimself to a
penance much more ferocious than would have begmresl by
contemporary ecclesiastical practié¢iartmann'sGregoriuswas
translated into Latin by the Benedictine abbot Arnold of etk for
William of Lineburg in the early thirteenth centi#fyHe inserted
two categorical assurances that the sins of the parentwéavesited

on the childreni( 380 ff. andi. 945 ff.), and in his prologue gives a
more encouraging quotation from Romans 5: 20: ‘But where sin
abounded, grace did much more aboufidd the view of K. C.
King, ‘Hartmann'’s purpose is not to criticize the behaviotieither
mother or son, nor, particularly, the mode of life which abidad
such “good” peopleinto such sin;itisto show that wheredh®true
repentance forgiveness is never impossifflE.’ Ruh formulates the
same point succinctly and elegantly: ‘grosse Sunde—grassseB—
grosse Gnade’ (great sin—great penance—great gface).

22 Mancinelli, ‘Der guote siindaere’.

% Ohly notes that there is a very ancient traditidnAdam and Eve standing on
stones in the Jordan as penance for the Fall, lzautdint thelOth-cent.N avigatio Sancti
Brendanithe saint meets Judas, who is allowed out of hefitarvals to stand on a rock
in the middle of the ocean. These stories may haga Imnodels for Gregorius’ penance;
on the other hand, the Gregorius story may haweentled a later German version of St
Brendan’s voyage in which he meets a man standing mck in the sea as penance for
incest with his sisteamned 49-56).

2 Arnold von Libeck,Gesta Gregorii ed. Schilling. Arnold was commissioned to
translate Hartmann’s poem by William; he seemstndiave known any Latin version
of the story, or indeed any other version at all. idmarks in his introduction on its
value for Christian teaching; this suggests thdtaitl only circulated orally before the
12th cent.

% He is, however, more explicit than Hartmann abdwat status of incest as a sin: in
an internal debate before the sibling incest, téteiss Reason reminds her that ‘incestus
superat omne scelus. @03: incest is the worst of crimes). The poor girl sums upsiter
ation ati. 337ff.: she feels guilty before God and ashamed befoea.

% King, ‘Mother’s Guilt’, 93.

27 Ruh,Hofische Epik 109 quoted by MertensGregorius Eremita67.
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It seems to be assumed that there can only be oheSthner in
the story The focus is on the adventures, reastiand penance of
Gregorius, rather than of his unnamed mother, thakghis the
one who commits incest twice over; we are told flyrief her good
works but never see her in action, and at the drelis over-
shadowed by her son the Pope. The world which Hantrdepicts
is largely a male world, and initially at leastrévalric world; when
Gregorius refuses to become the abbot’s succdss@xplains that
during his years of education he yearned to be ahkni‘sd
turnierte min gedanc’ (1584: | jousted so much in mind). In
making the apparently innocent Gregorius take oohshard
penance, Hartmann—and his source—seem to be desctdin
reaction to incest (albeit in an extreme and peshidgalized form),
rather than the prescribed theological view. SiedfChristoph has
argued that th&regoriusrepresents the clash of two value systems,
the shame culture of a secular and heroic societlthe guilt cul-
ture of a religious society; he quotes Hildegard Blighsiew that
‘the issue of an incestuous union is burdened witamy, not sin’,
and suggests that the incestuous sinners’ faitumnfess is occa-
sioned by a sense of shame and by reluctance tlvénwatsiders in
such a dishonourable family mat£&il he sojourn on therock can be
seen as a social penance, in that it represents exile froietgpihe
election to the papalthroneis, Christoph points out, batpigtual
and a social reinstatement. Simon Gaunt, following Anitaeau-
Jalabert, argues (with reference to the French version ektbry)
that the point is to show that lay society is in serious dabhgeause
it tends to break the rules about exogamic marriage eshaoliby
the Church?®But Gregorius is quite ignorant of hisincest, and by the
late twelfth century intention was believed to be crucialsto°

28 Christoph, ‘Guilt, Shame’; for the quotation fronoblel see212 There may also
be some sense of pollution; Mary Douglas commeres‘ffollution rules do not corres-
pond closely to moral rulesP@rity, 130).

2 See Guerreau-Jalabert, ‘Inceste et sainteté, amdn6G Gender and Genre
198-212 Gaunt argues that ‘the shadow of incest undersabieportrayal of chivalric
marriage in romance and once again shows how hagbg contests the values of
other vernacular genre2@l). He also thinks that Gregorius’ grandfather snodtely
to blame for everything because he failed to maffyis daughter before his own death,
and so left her vulnerable to her brother’s lussimailar argument is made by Legros,
‘Parenté naturelle516.

30 Abelard uses the example of sleeping with an unmeized sister to show that
intention is crucial to sin: sdethics ed. and trans. Luscomb26—7. See also Herlem-
Prey, ‘Schuld oder Nichtschuld'.
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Nonethelessitis very proper for him to feel the burden of digarly
the reader/listener is encouraged to examine his/hesctemce and
to worry about sin, whether deliberate or unwittihghe ‘happy
ending’ for Gregorius entails ‘his rejection of lagcial structures
and of the lay aristocratic model of masculinity’,cading to
Gaunt®? Unlike Oedipus and Jocasta, Gregorius and his mothe
have no children; it is tempting to see the starpmre level as an
attack on sex and marriage, and as propagandhdaretibate life.
Legros argues that ti&regoriuscondemns all bonds of family kin-
ship, which are an obstacle to saintliness, andhersiges the super-
iority of spiritual relationships: ‘Grégoire doitppr atteindre a la
perfection, échapper au poids d’'une parenté pourtatuite a des
relations de consanguinité ou dalliances directese/sceur, ses
parents, mereffils, son épouse’ (To attain perfacti@regorius
must escape the weight of a kinship which is reducedonsan-
guinous relationships or actual marriage: his pareme brother
and sister, his wife is his mothéf)T heGregoriussuggests an alter-
native set of values for romance narrative, a clastiveen worldly
and spiritual standards and ambitions, just agriyention of the
Grail Quest introduced a problematic new valueesystnto the
Arthurian world3*

If the Gregoriuscontains a mixture of theological and lay atti-
tudes, what can we glean from it about contemporaagtions to
incest? It is striking that Hartmann shows consiéx sympathy
for the young girl raped by her brother; he dessiber hesitating
between bringing dishonour on her brother by cglfor help or
sinning with him, an impossible choice between shamd guilt in
which vicarious shame win8§5ff.). But she is not shown simply
as a victim of rape; though incest is clearly unptable, it is not
presented as something which only subhuman bansadia, nor is
it simply a matter of violent sex. Once the affaiashbegun,
Hartmann seems to have no difficulty in imagininattthe siblings
really do love each other (like Canace and Macalieuspite of the
horror of the situation. When the brother leavedfarHoly Land,

31 Ohly commentsamned 11): ‘The shorter route to grace via absolution iscth
logically irreproachable, but narratologically wedhe story gives God time to elect
those whose penance is not imposed, but chosdg'free

%2 Gaunt,Gender and Genre204.

3 Legros, ‘Parenté naturelle345 see alsdb25 and my argument in ‘Gold in the
Dungheap’. 3 See GauntGender and Genrel80-211.
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both he and his sister are devastat@®o (f.). When the infant
Gregorius is exposed at sea, the poet apologizdsdanability to
describe adequately the mother’s grief, which harabterizes as
triple: she grieves for her sin with her brotheddrer parting from
him, for her frail state after childbirth, and fdre exposure of her
child (789 ff.)*® Her brother feels as passionately as she doekgefor
dies of a broken heart. Hartmann remarks that thomgmen’s
love is said to be more intense than men’s, itos 3o, as this ex-
ample proves842—4. The mother's meeting years later with her
unrecognized son and her growing feeling for him @so sympa-
thetically described. Hartmann explains at somgtlethat it is the
practical arguments of the barons which persuadetdienarry
Gregorius (she needs a champion, like Laudine irétlam’sY vain
which Hartmann also translated), but they do loaeheother
greatly. Considerable space is given to her anxietiie news of her
lord’s secret sorrow, and her horror at the rei@abf his origins.
Both the mother and Gregorius are allowed to comroerihe situ-
ation themselves: there is no narratorial moradjizin the sidelines.
The devil is given some credit for the attractiogtvieen mother
and son, and for the lady’s decision to marry; aen the tablet
reveals the dreadful truth, she laments that Gaosl dilawed the
devil to trap her yet again. But Hartmann is marteiiested in
maintaining the narrative tension than in delivgriierce moraliz-
ing asides about human frailty, and he puts mush éenphasis on
the role of the devil than does his French soureeindludes much
dialogue and gives plenty of space to the drama ef¢ognition
scenes (as does the French version). Few later writers spend
much imagination and space on the emotions of tlaeaddters,
particularly in the recognition scenes, or dealwtiteir lapses so
sympathetically.

Though Gregorius’ extreme reaction to his unwittimgest
seems to emphasize original sin and man’s falletesthe point of
the story is not to denounce human weakness anetiggut to
celebrate the power of remorse and penance, aridfthiége mercy
of God. The double incest certainly representsohest depths to
which human carnality can sink, depths abhorrelddth God and
man; but the characters retain their nobility ameé treader’s

35 In the French version she regrets endangering to¢hér’s soul; this does not seem
to worry Hartmann.
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sympathy throughout. Gregorius’ behaviour up to tilree when
the incest is discovered and his ignorance of théeiis commit-
ting help to exonerate him, whereas Judas’ earliiainy and vio-
lence cancel out his ignorance of his blood reladiop with his
new wife. The prophecy found in the stories of Oedipnd Judas
disappears in the story of Gregorius, who does tibhis father,
and whose fate is not explicitly linked to that o Hamily or
people. A further innovation is the happy endinf§,course: by
renouncing secular life and marriage, and by dgiegance, the
protagonist is able to achieve social acceptanceexalesiastical
power in the end as a ‘holy sinner’. The parridgidéne Judas story
which reminds us of Oedipus is not present in @Gwegorius
although the father is removed from the scene earlyhe dies of
natural causes.

Incest and parricide are both present, togetheh wiophecy
and a spiritually happy ending, in a narrative \whis clearly a
combination of the Judas and Gregorius stories)apend of St
Andreas of Creté&

A merchant receives a prophecy that his wife wethba son who
will kill his father, marry his mother, and raperéb hundred
nuns. When their son is born they mutilate his badg expose
him in a little boat. He is found and raised bycmenunity of
nuns; one day, in a fit of lust inspired by the dewil rapes three
hundred of them. He is driven out and arrives in tinen of
Crete, where he is employed as a watchman by hisaldather;
neither knows their true relationship. At night Fasher comes
disguised to the vineyard as a test, and is kibgdAndreas.
Andreas then marries his mother, who subsequeatggnizes
him because of his scars.

She sends Andreas to a priest, who refuses to \@bbiah.
Andreas Kkills him, and then two more equally obestinpriests.
The Bishop of Crete eventually absolves him, but asgs a
severe penance on both mother and son. Andredmiserl at
the bottom of a deep cellar; when it is filled witréh to the top,
his sins will be forgiven. His mother has a padlgtk through
her nose; the key is thrown away, and she is oddeyevander
through the world praising God until it is foundadg. After

3% This legend is preserved inld@h-cent. folktale collection, but it derives fromuch
earlier legends; see Rankgcest Theme79ff., and Dorn,Der Siindige Heilige88.
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thirty years the key is miraculously found in a fisimnd she goes
into a convent. Andreas is found sitting on top d bellar,
which has filled up with earth. On the death of thehBp of
Crete Andreas succeeds him, and lives a most Hely |

Baum points out the parallels between this andstbey of Judas:
both children are of humble birth, both are predwestito commit
parricide and incest, both commit violent crime$obe fulfilling
the prophecy, both discover their unwitting sinsotigh mutual
confession of mother and son, both are sent to y ialn to be
pardoned’ Other parts of the story of Andreas are much more
reminiscent of th&regorius the use of the name of an historical
ecclesiastic (there really was a Bishop Andreasmete€in the sev-
enth century), the penances for both mother andtbeir eventual
reunion and absolution, and the key miraculoushnfbin a fish.
The two story patterns are neatly combined to ersighdoth the
characteristic violence and sinfulness of man in ¢kFeme ex-
amples of mass rape, parricide, and incest, andthlswvalue of
Christian penance which leads to absolution andatah. The
prophecy is fulfilled, but this does not precludeappy ending, in
a Christian sense. The message is much the sarfmiasf the
Gregorius but its content is more sensational, and thetigath
to redemption much more violent—parricide and theraf three
hundred nuns surely outweigh the taint of siblingest! Again the
spotlight is focused throughout on the male sinaéthough the
mother does leave her home to carry out her penaheestory
does not recount her adventures, and her absolistiuot rewarded
by any special status.

Parricide and incest are also combined in a thitteeentury
legendary saint’s life which is much more heavigpdndent on the
Gregorius yet contains some striking variations, the stofrpaint
Albanus, which Baum describes as ‘the most horribig also, it
seems to me, the most moving of all the incest gr&up

A widowed emperor in a northern land seduces hisghter,
who bears him a son. The child, Albanus, is expasétiungary;
with a supply of rich clothes and jewels; he is adpby the

37 Baum, ‘Medieval Legend597-8.

% Baum, ‘Medieval Legend598 | cite the text edited by Morvay as Version ADie
Albanuslegendel2-39 See also Constansa Légende114—15 Rank,Incest Theme
290-4 and Dorn Der Siindige Heilige84—6
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childless King of Hungary, and when grown is marrtedthe
daughter of the northern emperor, his unrecognizether. On
his deathbed the King of Hungary tells Albanus hoswas
found; the princess recognizes the clothes andgeshe left with
him, and their incestuous relationship is revealed.

The emperor, the princess, and Albanus are orderedher-
mit to spend seven years wandering separatelyriampee. At the
end of this time they meet again, and on the wahéir hermit-
adviser are benighted. The emperor cannot ressptésence of
his daughter, and relapses into sin. Albanus caticlsgparents in
the act, and kills them both. After another sevesry of penance
he becomes a hermit. He is killed by robbers whimwhhis
corpse into a river, where miraculous cures subsetiyioccur.

Here the double-incest-plus-penance pattern apfgfast intro-
duced in th&regoriusreappears, but in a new form. First, the hero
is the product not of siblings whose incest is emagad by their
proximity and orphaned state, but of a deliberatkda-daughter
liaison. Rank argues that the initial sibling irtcethe Gregorius
did not satisfy the medieval imagination; father—glater incest
was more horrifying, and complicated the relatiapststill further
in that the hero’s mother was also his si&t8econd, the hero’s sins
take the form of unwitting incest followed by delibée parricide,
the reverse of the usual Oedipus pattern where ahegde must
come first to make the mother available for remgejahis might
seem to make Albanus more culpable. The circumstan€ the
parricide seem to bear out Edmunds’s view: ‘Pattacithen, is a
morally sensitive episode in the Oedipus-type ramraand it
seems likely that the hero who is to be forgivegltuo commit a
justifiable parricide? Here there is no ominous prophecy, as in the
stories of Judas or Andreas; the parricide is ano&atighteous
anger by a reformed sinner who sees his parepisistj back into
their previous sin. Even if not wholly defensibleséems much less
criminal than the thuggish killing of Ruben by Juda@sidreas’
killing of his father might be partially justified Hyis zeal for his
new job, and by his father’s rashness in cominggndo to test the
new guard}y!

% Rank,Incest Theme290. 40 Edmunds, ‘Oedipus in the Middle Age&53.
4 Rank points out the parallels between the storfigiilmanus and Julian, whom he
calls the Catholic Oedipuslr{cest Themg392ff.). Julian is warned in a prophecy that
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Like theGregorius the legend of Albanus is amxemplunof the
value of confession and penance, and the hard rmagatce: like
Gregorius, Albanus achieves sanctity at the end,parsthumously
demonstrates healing powers. The focus here isreeea firmly on
the hero; his mother-sister does share his pendmteher role is
both small and passive, and at the end she isikijeher son for
her relapse into sin. This time the father survaksost to the end
of the story; his shameful seduction of his own dadaghhis failure
to reform his ways, and his subsequent death ahamels of his
own son serve to emphasize the weakness of thediesthe diffi-
culty of eradicating human sinfulness, as well aswhiiter’s total
rejection of incest. The author of this Latin pragedives his char-
acters few speeches and little individuality, bdteo comments
himself in strict moral terms. His reaction to tlethfer—daughter
incest is typical of his general attitude: ‘O humadiidinis effre-
nis impietas’ (O unrestrained wickedness of humash) I he fact
that the story is told in Latin prose suggests thstdesigned for a
masculine and ecclesiastical audience; this impmess confirmed
by the frequent misogynistic references. Phrasels as ‘ut mos est
mulieribus’ (as is characteristic of women) and gag mulier’ (the
impudent woman) indicate the writer’s lack of synipafor the
female protagonist of hisstory, asdoes hiscomment thalbétiter to
admire God's justice in making the mother anxious about fegr n
husband’s originsthan to describe her anxiety. He is nangrio tell
an elaborate story of suspense, orto rouse the sympathg ofalder
or audience for human weakness, as Hartmann does, but tather
present an explicéxemplumin resolutely black and white terms.

Theseexemplaare clearly invented to act as propaganda for the
value of contrition and penance, but some incestet@urport to
be based on real incidents. Such is the legend gfogma*?

he will kill his parents; he travels far away andnmes. His parents search for him and

arrive at his house by chance when he is out; lifes walizes who they are, entertains

them hospitably, and puts them to sleep in Juliaws bed. When he comes home and
sees two figures in his bed, he assumes that héshag a lover and kills them both, only

to discover that they were his devoted parents.aHe his wife do penance, and die

absolved. Rank suggests that a motive of sexualysgl perhaps even incest, has disap-
peared here. Certainly the pattern of prophecy, enigenance, and sanctification sug-
gests the Holy Sinner genre to which the storie€dgorius and Albanus belong, and

of which Judas is an antitype; see also D@er, Siindige Heiliged0-102.

42 See the editions of d’Ancona and Benuda, Leggendaand also Constanga
Légende118-20 and Rank|ncest Them,eg296.
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A baron seduces his daughter. Their son is expasecbaby, and
arrives in Egypt. The baron goes on a pilgrimagehi® Holy
Land and dies there. The daughter refuses all ®jitbe neigh-
bouring barons seize her lands, and besiege h#reirconvent
where her father has installed her. Her son, nawgrup, hears
of her plight and comes to rescue her without kngwoh their
relationship; then he marries her. Some time aftewedding he
tells her about his birth, and the awful truthdgealed. Together
they go to the Pope, who orders them to do penseparately in
a monastery in Rome; there they die in the odousafctity.
They are buried in one tomb, with an inscriptiodigating their
complex relationship: mother and son, sister aratHar, wife
and husband.

The inscription can be seen today in the monastdrysanta
Presidia, says the writer. A number of other suddlmg funerary
inscriptions are recorded, including one reputedBen near
Bourbon:

Cy-gist la fille, cy-gist le pere,
Cy-gist la sceur, cy-gist le frére,
Cy-gist la femme et le mary,

Et sin’'y a que deux corps i.

(Here lies the daughter, here lies the father, lesehe sister, here lies the
brother, here lies the wife and the husband, aetetare only two bodies
here.)

It is impossible to say whether such inscriptions ldased on real
cases of double incest, or whether they are entiggbcryphal; but
the records of these riddling epitaphs do sugggstifaular aspect
of the incest theme, as well as a more literaryidactic one. Even
if the story of Vergogna is based on a real histtirg, name of the
protagonist, which means Shame, reveals its exemplen. The
initial father—daughter incest looks back to Albgnie rescue of
the beleaguered mother and the role of the Popdl @oegorius,
and as in th&regoriusthe hero’s father fades from the story early
on (both die in the Holy Land), leaving mother asuh to their
spiritually happy ending. No rigorous penance imdeded here; it
is enough that they acknowledge their shame byessirfg.

4 See Constansla Légende 120-1 Rank, Incest Theme296-7 and Taylor,
‘Riddles’, 26-7.
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This is also the case in the variant version of shery of
Gregorius included in some manuscripts of the veopyar
collection of exemplary stories known as tBesta Romanorum
where the story is drastically shortened so thamitethe penance,
Gregorius’installation as Pope, and the secondgration scené?
When Gregorius and his mother discover their inicetdtis version,
they confess and take communion; they hear a \als®lving
them, and three days later they die (in the Englé&sision they die
immediately). The Latin rubric is ‘De Gregorio quatrem duxit in
uxorem’ (Of Gregorius who married his mother). Iretlarger
group of Gesta Romanorumrmanuscripts edited by Oesterley, the
full story is told and the rubric gives away thelgg: ‘De mirabili
divina dispensatione et ortu beati Gregorii paf@d’'the miracu-
lous dispensation of God and the origins of blessegpeP
Gregory)®*In theGestaversions, the story is set in Rome at an un-
specified date: the dying father of the opening efds the
emperor. His son is more forceful in raping histesis and
Hartmann’s inner monologue in which she has to skdmetween
public and private honour is replaced by her thrdzt her
brother’s crime will offend God and cause disordemong men.
Her increasing pleasure in the incestuous liaisoalso omitted.
There is still a surprising lack of ecclesiasticatmtment on the sib-
ling incest, but the sister and the faithful stedvave an interest-
ing quarrel about baptizing the child: she refusesause of its
incestuous origins, while the steward urges hertoadestroy the
child’s soul because of her own sin. The tabletsipuhe baby’s
boat ask the finder to baptize hifiThe chivalric aspects of the
story are much reduced here. On discovering tloeicgistances of
his birth, Gregorius sets out for the Holy Lanc&tonement for his
parents’ sin, but is driven by a storm to his mothland. There is
no suggestion of growing attraction between mothat son; it is
at the barons’ urgent recommendation that they yndine first
recognition scene and Gregorius’ subsequent adremtare much
curtailed; there is less of the hostile fisherman ahthe arrival of

4 Gesta Romanorunch. 170 ed. Dick,148-59 (Latin);Early English Versionsed.
Herrtage, 250-63.

% Gesta Romanorupch. 81 ed. Oesterley399-409.

“ This was an important issue in medieval Europe; Beswell's discussion of
foundlings and baptism iKindness of Stranger822-5 and 374-5.
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the Roman envoys, and the final recognition scetwdam mother
and son is also brief.

Almost a fifth of the story is taken up by the mazation at the
end, a characteristic feature of nearly all theistin theGesta
Romanorum these moralizations tend to be complex and may
present a character as playing several apparentgnipatible
roles. The dying emperor is interpreted here assthris son is
man (also the flesh), and his daughter the soulir Tineest repre-
sents the corruption of the soul by vice; their gtaeus offspring
is the human race, born of corrupt parents comparablAdam
and Eve. Gregorius’ exposure by sea represents hkindis wan-
derings on the sea of human misery. His mother’'salcame suitor
is the devil; when Gregorius rescues her he isSgreof God who
marries the Church, His Mother. The abbot who réarsis God,
the fisherman a prelate. Gregorius’ journey to Roepeesents his
return from the rock of penance to Mother Churctd #ren he is
able to lead his mother, the soul, to the heavkimigdom. So the
story of Gregorius could be interpreted on two levilis in itself
a cautionary tale with a positive moral: inceghis worst of carnal
sins, yet the incestuous sinner can be forgived,cam even become
Pope, after sincere contrition and appropriate peed But it can
also be read as an allegory of the corruption andigation of the
soul, and the inevitably sinful state of humankinthjch can only
be saved bymitatio Christi(the imitation of Christf® The story of
Albanus is similarly moralized in théesta Romanorurff Here the
incestuous father is man, his daughter is his ovilmdl, and their
offspring is wickedness. Albanus’ adopted fatherGed, who
through His death reveals humankind’s wickednegss sin. The
seven years of penance represent the Seven DeadlyT3ie fatal
relapse of Albanus’ parents represents evil williag&inally, the
reader is enjoined to turn like Albanus to a hermit-confessod to
devote his life to penance. Incest here seems to represginalisin.

47 1t may seem surprising that Gregorius never makesraal confession to a priest.
Though in thel2h cent. increasing importance was attributed tatigton, confession,
and penance by theologians, it was not usual tessmegularly and frequently until the
practice of annual confession was instituted byFRiwerth Lateran Council if215 For
discussion of the literary impact of this changeBaewin, ‘From the Ordeal’.

4 The notion ofimitatio Christiin the story of Gregorius is discussed by Mertens,
Gregorius Eremita68-9.

4 Gesta Romanorunth.244 ed. Oesterle$41-6 it has no rubric and the hero has
no name, though it is clearly the story of Albanus.
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ROMANCE VERSIONS: INCEST AVERTED

The appeal of the Oedipus plot in its various pe@atiohs was not
restricted to pious writers trying to improve themals of the faith-
ful, of course. The story has analogues from arothel world
which are by no means all exemplary, and in wesknrope in the
later Middle Ages it also appears in narrativeshwlittle or no
moral agend& In the beginning of the thirteenth-centulPyose
Tristan, for instance, the account of the Cornish dynastyhich
both Tristan and Mark belong includes the sad stfrypollo
I'’Aventureus, who is exposed as a baby by the pagedtior of his
mother Chelinde after his father Sador has beemwthioverboard
by sailors as a murderer who has brought ill-foettmtheir ship
Apollo learns of his origins from his adoptive moth&nd sets out
to find his father. Sador, already mortally woundattacks his
unrecognized son whom he has mistaken for an engpolto kills
Sador (he also kills his mother’s second husbamgk fulfilling the
prophecy that caused him to be exposed as an jnthen unwit-
tingly he marries his mother Chelinde. When St Astine reveals
the truth to them, he is sent to the stake by @Heli but she is
killed by lightning. Apollo is converted to Chriatiity and marries
again, but he and his wife die in tragic circumsem This story
seems intended to show that misfortune dogs theniStoroyal
house, leading up to the final tragedy of Tristathea as in the
classical stories of Oedipus and of the house of Atralthough a
saint is involved, there is no explicit Christiaroral.

It is more common to find romances which adapt tleelifus
plot and defang it, so to speak, making both paleiand incest
near-miss, and concluding with an entirely sechiappy ending.
Such romances include a recognition scene no ¥estsng for the
omission of the incestuous relationship. They usuladgin with
the exposure of a male baby conceived in a clantestiationship,

50 See for instance Johnson and Price-Willia@edipus UbiquitousSince the earli-
est extant versions of th@regoriusare in French and German, it may well be that this
and similar stories were circulating orally throogit the earlier Middle Ages, and that
it was only in thel2th cent. that they were taken up by writers keewaon against the
dangers of incest and to encourage the practicemfiton and penance.

51 For the story of Apollo seee Roman de Tristared. Curtis, i49-122 It is sum-
marized by Lésethle Roman en prose de Tristad—15 and by Baumgartner,

Le Tristan’, 1-3 See also Grisward, ‘Un schéme narratif’; Traxl&pservations’,
Mickel, ‘Tristan's Ancestry’; and Gracia, ‘La Prahoria’.
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and they end with a happy reunion of parents and sseased
from any danger of incest or scandal and respeciaihed off to
their own and everyone else’s satisfaction. In sstdries it may
even be the father rather than the son who is thm rfocus of
attention, as in the fourteenth-century Middle EstglpoemSir
Eglamour®

Sir Eglamour is set a number of tasks by the hofttleer of his
beloved, Cristabelle. During this time Eglamour &ristabelle
become lovers, and she becomes pregnant. Eglareawesl to
continue his tasks, and gives Cristabelle a rimgtie child. The
furious father exiles Cristabelle and her baby img boat. They
arrive at a desert island, where a griffin steadsitby and carries
him to Israel; there the king adopts him and narhes
Degrebelle. Cristabelle arrives in Egypt, whereistprotected by
the king, her uncle. Eglamour returns to Artoidita her gone.
Her father takes refuge in a tower, and Eglamowsgiif to the
Holy Land for fifteen years.

The King of Egypt offers Cristabelle in marriagettee man
who can defeat him at jousting. Degrebelle, nowwgraip, suc-
ceeds, and marries his mother. But his crest,fangnith a child
in its claws, prompts her to inquire about his orég and their
relationship is revealed before the marriage issaommated.
Cristabelle is then promised to the man who caneatef
Degrebelle in a joust. Eglamour arrives and defa&sinrecog-
nized son, but he too has a crest which provokéstabelle’s
curiosity, a woman and child in a boat. A seconcbgaition
scene takes place, and the reunited family rettiongrance.
Cristabelle’s father falls out of his tower and kkgdis neck,
Eglamour marries Cristabelle, and Degrebelle mamierincess
previously turned down by his father.

This romance does not conform to the pattern ofGhegorius or
Albanus legends, but it contains many characterig@tures of
mother—son incest stories. There is no initial ingdsough the
unwillingness of the old king to let his daughterrnyamay be a
trace of an earlier Incestuous Father motif); thposure of her
baby is occasioned by illicit sex and the fear @frstal, the motives
for exposures in many other incest stories. Dedieelseexposed in

52 | cite the edition of Richardson.
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a boat, though accompanied by his mother (a motifsivall
encounter frequently in the Incestuous Father raresrand the
Constance group, to be discussed in the next chaphen he is
separated from her and raised by a foster-fatherséds out not to
find his parents but to acquire a wife, at the uggif his foster-
father; like Gregorius, he wins his mother's harmotigh his
prowess as a knight. In the recognition sceneddastity is proved
by the clothes found with him as a baby; the rirgolv Eglamour
left for him is never mentioned again, though itynfeave con-
tributed to the recognition in an early version loé tstory. But it is
the father rather than the son who is the focubeftory (as in the
case of Arthur and Mordred discussed below). Eglanmgiven a
number of chivalric adventures which have nothingltowith his
wife or son—hence the princess whom Degrebelle aadiyt
marries—and the story is not complete until he mesuo reclaim
Cristabelle. The reunion and marriage of these kepprated
lovers eclipses the recognition scene between maihe son (both
recognitions occur through the rather clumsy rejpetiof the tell-
tale crest). This is a totally chivalric tale, alilg@ most romances it
has a happy ending for both generations. No praagpresent in
this story because there is nothing for the protége to confess,
except the initial fornication, a very common sim ¢hivalric
romance which does not usually require formal altsmh.
Cristabelle’s hostile father dies at the end, but not at thedcof
any of the protagonists; his death is not a deliberate puméstt,
but merely the deserved removal from the scene of an unpleasa
and obstructive character. The near-miss incest is aatitild
incident, but the turning-point of the story is the combafather
and son, a frequent theme in medieval narratives (and in many
others)® We hear little about Cristabelle’s feelings. The em-
phasis throughout the story is on chivalric prowess and iadem
exponents.

This chivalric emphasis is even more clearly presenthe
fourteenth-century Middle EnglisBir Degaré which offers some
interesting variations on the familiar thefe.

%3 See PotterSohrab and Rustum.

5| cite Schleich’s edition as corrected by Jacobke Later Versions12-37.
Unfortunately the ending of the poem is missing,utilo a crude version exists 16th-
cent. printed versions, and in an inferithth-cent. manuscript; see the comments of
Jacobs.
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A widowed king does not want his daughter to maghe is
raped in the forest by a fairy knight, who leaves & sword with-
out a tip for the son she will bear. When she dbieth to a boy
she exposes him with a letter round his neck, gelaum of
money, and a pair of gloves sent by the fairy knighith the
instructions that the boy must marry only the womdro can
wear them. He is found and reared by a hermit waimes him
Degaré [meaning either ‘ignorant of himself’ or fhsMean-
while the princess becomes the prize offered to laright who
can defeat her father in battle. When Dega@®ise is told that
he is a foundling and given the tokens which wefewith him;
he sets off to find his parents. After some adversthredefeats
an old knight in battle, and wins his daughter. yrhearry in
church, but before they sleep together he remenibersake her
try on the gloves, and so discovers that she imbiher; the mar-
riage is annulled. Degaré inquires about his fagthex mother
gives him the fairy knight’s sword, and Degaré sats to find
him. He fights an unknown knight who asks aboutstherd and
turns out to have the missing tip; it is his fatheis parents are
reunited and marry, and Degaré marries a lady amgplioned in
a previous battle.

Here there is a deliberate search for the heraema, as in the
Gregorius but the motives are social rather than religioten
Degaré and his mother discover their true relatigmshe narrator
comments that anyone proposing to marry a strafgyefrom
home should always be careful to enquire aboufutwre spouse’s
family first, in case they turn out to be relatédd-24; but overall
the story is clearly not intended to be a cautigntale with an
explicit moral about incest. The recognition tokéose for each
parent) are introduced in such a way as to ruirsttspense for the
reader by foreshadowing the two recognition scefié® rapist
leaves a sword with his victim for their unborn serplaining that
he is keeping the tip (broken in a fight with a gjamhich may help
him to recognize his son should they meet in thar (115-32).
The princess keeps the sword with her, but when estposes
Degaré she puts in his cradle the gloves sent feargland by her
attacker, and instructs her son in the accompanreiter that the
woman he loves must be able to wear them, addmigtkey will fit
only his motherZ15-19). She seems to be anticipating their incest
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and the saving recognition scene, just as the kaifght anticipates
combat with his son.

As in Sir Eglamoury the pattern of events is the reverse of the
Oedipus plot: the marriage with the unrecognizedhaoprecedes
the battle with the unrecognized father, whichléady the crucial
turning-point. The encounter with his father is Begjs fourth and
final battle; his prowess has increased with eacrrddre, and
proving himself the equal of his father is the firedttof his matur-
ity as a knight. The lives of both father and somiacomplete until
they find each other. The symbolism of the brokenrdwtip is
striking: the unifying of the sword pieces can bersas symboliz-
ing not only Degaré’s establishment of his idenaityd reputation,
and his sexual maturity, but also the unifying of taimily which is
necessary to legitimize the erstwhile foundlingeThasculine and
martial nature of the symbol makes the prioritiestloé writer
crystal clear, as does the fact that the heroimeaisginalized once
she has had her baby, and spends twenty years aacaimed
tournament prize before being handed over to amawk youth
who has won her in battle. Although it isBidungsromanfor
Degaré, the frame story focuses on his parents, 8is Eglamour
In both romances the son seems sidelined at thdwmnle happy
reunion of his parents who are now free to marrg fdpist fairy
of the beginning seems to have metamorphosed imésectable
mortal knight).

James Simpson comments Degaréthat ‘a father’s incestuous
and violent possessiveness of his daughter is #resgression that
drives this narrative’, and that more near-misssgmession is ne-
cessary to reach a happy ending not just for twithual but for
the whole kin-group: ‘Degaré must nearly kill himgdfather, must
nearly sleep with his mother, and must nearlyhil father before
proper relations can be established between anHinwigener-
ations.** The near-miss incest and parricide are also mubedigh
in different ways, in other analogous narrativestog period, such
asRichars li Biaus® Here another possessive and potentially inces-
tuous king locks his daughter up in a tower, whedre is raped by

% Simpson, ‘Violence, Narrative’. See also Kay's neting discussion of father—son
relations in epic and in romance in her chaptepatriarchy inTheChansons de geste,
79-115.

% Richars li Biaus ed. Holden; it may share a source v8ihDegaré See also Bouché,
‘De “l'enfant trouvé”’.
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an unknown knight. When Richars is born, his gratitdr orders
servants to kill the infant, but instead they exgpbin and he is fos-
tered by a count. When he discovers that he isiadting and goes
off to look for his parents, he defeats an enemyfsiunrecognized
grandfather, and so meets his mother. They are aiately
attracted to one another, but before there is aregtipn of love or
marriage she asks him who he is, and recognizeskimeans of
the cloth with which she had exposed him, and hisbis resem-
blance to his rapist father. Richars then goesfirtd his father.
He wins a tournament and excuses all his defegipdroents from
paying a ransom on condition that they recountrilost amazing
thing that ever happened to them. His father tdlithe rape, and
this leads to a recognition scene. Here the paikmigest and par-
ricide seem to be deliberately downplayed: theredasdanger of
incest between Richars and his mother becausedibegver their
relationship so quickly, and the recognition scetitd the father is
part of a larger episode in which Richars defeateyranights and
displays heroic generosity to them %Il here is a similar deflecting
of the danger of incest and parricideRarise la Duchessevhere
the mother recognizes her long-lost son at a varly stage, and
the son knows his father’s identity while fightiniglt?® The fashion
for this type of near-miss mother—son incest, ancafblappy end-
ing with a safely exogamous bride provided for hieeo, also pro-
duced a startling rewriting of th@regoriusin the Spanish version
published by Timoneda in hRatrafiueloof 1576 Here the hero
does not consummate his incestuous marriage wstinbther, but
discovers the truth just in time; she urges hinkéep the scandal
secret, and on her advice he marries the widow ef fitithful
steward who had advised on the problems surrounkligdpirth.
The story ends there, shorn of its religious dim@msnd of its

5 There is potential incest early on, when Richafsogified at the suggestion that
he marry the woman he thinks of as his sister; ihisow he discovers that he is a
foundling. The final recognition through story-tediiis a secular equivalent of the con-
fessions which trigger recognitions in other incsdries, such a&regoriusand the
Flight from the Incestuous Father narratives taliseussed in the next chapter. It also
occurs in classical New Comedy: see Trenk@eek Novella9l A variant of this
motif appears in Apollonius of Tyre in the hero’s reams with both daughter and wife.

% | cite the edition of Plouzeau.

% TimonedaPatrafiuelg ch.5, ed. Romera Castilld,17—22 The editor comments on
the last page that it is impossible to tell whetttez new ending is the author’s own
invention; no direct source is known.
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propaganda for contrition and penance. In TimorseHahds it is
the tale not of a saint but of a knight, and therefemds with secu-
lar prosperity in the form of a successful and leggite marriage,
rather than retreat from the world and spiritualaed.

We have seen three very different forms of mediesaiation on
the Oedipus theme. It could be used to blackerhérran already
accepted villain, as in the Judas story; here toplpecy of disas-
ter comes true, and there can be no rehabilitatorihe protag-
onist, even though his parricide and incest aredetiberate, since
he is destined to betray Christ. It could be adadpte show the
power of contrition and penance, and the miraculsorkings of
divine grace, as in the stories of Gregorius, Altmrand their ana-
logues; when a prophecy is included here, it comesbut does not
preclude the repentance and absolution of the pootiag These
stories are comedies in the Christian sense, ftiloabh the prot-
agonists abandon the world and may even be martyileel
Albanus, they achieve spiritual success; the incest be seen as a
felix culpa’, a fortunate crime which leads to &tion® Finally
(and this probably was a later development basethempopular-
ity of the exemplary models), it could be used ageaof passage
in chivalric narratives where a noble foundlingeexs in avoiding
both incest and parricide, and so proves his migtand prowess
while also discovering his identity and reuniting long-separated
parents. So far the stories under discussion hlveean free-
standing, unconnected to larger story-cycles. Otherovariation
on the Oedipus plot should be noted here, a version whichitisere
explicitly exemplary nor titillating in the mannef the romances
discussed above. The popularity of the linked maiffexposure,
parricide, and incest is shown by their insertiotoisome versions
of the Arthurian legend. In the early versions of tbegend, as
recounted by Geoffrey of Monmouth and his followéfgirdred is
Arthur’s nephew, who betrays the king's trust bymmng his queen
and his throne. But in the thirteenth century (it before) a more
elaborate story developed: Mordred is the resulhoést between
Arthur and his unrecognized half-sister Morgatid¢is story thus
becomes an unusual variation on the stories of Jualad

80 ‘Felix culpa’ was the phrase used by St Ambrosemady later medieval writers to
describe the Fall of Man, an apparent disaster wleitho the Incarnation and therefore
to the salvation of mankind. Rocher discussesiielation toGregoriusin ‘Das Motiv'.

1 For a full account for the development of the stofyordred see Chb.
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Gregorius, complicated by the particular constmimposed by
the traditional Arthurian fram®&.Unwitting sibling incest plus a
prophecy of disaster lead to the exposure of a ehlild grows up
to attempt quite deliberately to marry his stepneotland to suc-
ceed in quite deliberately killing his father (wisomultaneously
kills him). Here the tragic ending leaves no roam €ontrition,

confession, penance, or absolution. Mordred isdindas at the
Round Table who betrays his lord (and his fathEhere is a fatal-
ism about his story which is reminiscent of both asidand

Oedipus; the prophecy of disaster is ineluctable,nfonstrous sin
cannot be absolved. Neither Mordred’s attemptegsnaor his
successful parricide brings about the sort of péeipehat we have
seen in other medieval stories of mother—son inegsether con-
summated or averted. In the Arthurian legend palgimeans the
end of Arthur, and thus the end of the whole story.

MOTHERS IN EXEMPLA! DELIBERATE INCEST

It is a striking aspect of all the stories of mother—son inclst
cussed so far that the focus has been on the son rather than the
mother. In the exemplary stories of Gregorius and Albanus it
the mother who commits incest twice over; we are given some
insight into her feelings, especially in Hartman@segorius but it

is the contrition and penance of the son which are cruciad, iin

is he who achieves spiritual greatness at the end. Gregorius
mother, though pious, has no formal status in the Church, and
Albanus’ mother dies unabsolved. In each case the son isnpait i
situation towards the end of the story which demonstratds no
only his spiritual growth, but also his superiority to his ther

and his control over her: Gregorius as Pope absolves hidgueni
mother and puts her in a convent; Albanus kills his bad mother
when she relapses into her old sin, a sin which he has put firmly
behind him. In the romances of separated families too, thinero
disappears from the story while the son (or the fatherSin
Eglamou) performs deeds of chivalric prowess. Once she has

62 Arthur must be the hero, and Mordred the villainpfidause disappears from the
story early on, reappearing only to come to a batvehen her sons murder first her and
then her young lover.
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exposed her illegitimate son, she has no further role to @tagpt

to be married, first to her unrecognized son and then to heg-lon
lost lover. She has nothing to repent, and nothing to achlede
not know any romances or extended narratives involving
mother—son incest, potential or actual, which focus on théher
or in which the mother initiates the inc€8tBut women do have a
central role in a very popular group of shagkemplain which

a mother knowingly commits incest with her adolesceon, a
theme which continued to be popular into the Renaissanu#, a
which in some cases offers interesting parallels with theg8rius/
Albanus double incest plot.

In Tubach’s Index Exemplorumthe majority of the entries
underincestconcern mothers and sons: a mother falsely accuses
her son of incest because he has rejected her advances, sttt is
sequently struck dead by a thunderbolt; a mother is denalinge
the devil for incest with her son and infanticide, but is sblog the
Virgin's intercession; a mother dies of fright when she iz that
she is about to commit incest with her son, who has come home
incognito to test her and see if women really asaiiably lustful
These stories usually concern bourgeois women rather than a
tocrats, and they are nameless; the sons are alseless, and play
little part in the plots, which emphasize femalstland reluctance
to confess (often the spiritual fate of the son remainknown).
The incest is almost always deliberate—or at |daestetis no uncer-
tainty about identity. The point of the stories il $he value of
contrition and confession, but unlike the protagtsibf compar-
able male-centred stories, these women take atioregto acknow-
ledge their sin and cast themselves on God’s mEtryhermore,
they do not usually achieve any special spirittatiuss at the end;
sometimes they die as soon as they have confessutl, the
implication is that they are very lucky to have escagternal
damnation.

8 Semiramis’ affair with her son appears in someentibns ofexemplabut there is
no extended medieval account of it (see B)hln the stories of separated families which
focus on the heroine as calumniated wife (the dle€c&€onstance group), the heroine’s
young son usually stays with her; thus there islaonger of inadvertent incest.

84 Tubach,Index Exemplorumnos. 2730, 2733-8, 466lfluse Tubach’s numbering to
refer to theexemplabut it should be noted that his survey is not ptate; for additional
material, see Berlioz and Polo de Beaullses Exempla médiévau®n misogyny in the
exemplasee Karras, ‘Gendered Sin’; on misogyny in confesai literature see Murray,
‘Gendered Souls'.
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One of the most popular of thesgemplais the story of the
mother who commits incest and sometimes infantitol® but
eventually confesses (Tubach, r&730. This type ofexemplum
seems to start in a very simple form; an earlyiverspossibly the
earliest, appears in Caesarius of Heisterbach&logus
Miraculorum (written aboutl200, in the section on Contritiofs.

A woman is overwhelmed by lust for her own sonsgeegnant
by him, and bears a son. After consulting a pribst takes the
baby to Rome and manages to see the Pope. He drdets

dress as she did to tempt her son; she does fingfdeat shame
in this world is trivial compared with shame in thierlife. The

Pope is impressed and absolves her, but a cambingblains that
she should do more penance for such a sin. The iRgipes the

devil to enter him if he has made a mistake, orrtieethe car-
dinal if the judgement was just. The devil tormetits cardinal,

who never again criticizes God’s mercy. The notievhom the

stories are being recounted comments that divineegis amaz-
ing, since fifteen years of penance would hardly seeough in

this case.

This version is slightly unusual in that the mothepents so
quickly of her sin, but the main point is the startdane, the sin-
cerity of her contrition which so impresses both Bope and the
devil. We are not told what happened to the sorg teimds to dis-
appear early on from this type of story, leaving his mothegeatre-
stage. No mention is made here of her husband; imyrnaersions
of this story, the mother is a widow and is passielyaattached to
her adolescent son. One might compare this sitnatibich helps
to explain her sin without exonerating it, with thepular narra-
tive of the widowed father’s desire for his own dategy who resem-
bles his dead wife (discussed in the next chapter).

TheGesta Romanoruroontains a more elaborate version of the
story of the lustful mother under the rubric ‘De Aradnordinato’
(About Inappropriate Love?.

% Dialogue on Miracles2. 11, trans. Scott and Swinton Bland84-5 On the history
of this theme see Cazauran, ‘La Trentieme Nouvetle’,essay to which | am much
indebted.

% Gesta Romanoruprch. 13, ed. Oesterley291-4 ‘inordinato’ might also be trans-
lated as ‘excessive’ or ‘irregular’. The story appein many other collections: see
Tubach,Index Exemplorunmo. 2730.
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An emperor’s widowed daughter is so attached tosoer that

she sleeps in his bed until he is eight&hhe devil tempts the
son to have intercourse with his mother. When slteimes preg-
nant, the son travels far away. The mother killsifevborn child

by cutting its throat; drops of blood make four iagicable red
circles on her hand, so that she has to coveriharently with

a glove. She is too ashamed to confess, but tlginVippears to
her confessor and tells him that the glove concdesevidence
of the lady’s secret sin. He persuades her to rett®/glove, and
finds four bloody circles on her hand: each contéons letters,

four Cs in one, four Ds in the second, four Mshe third, four

Rs in the fourth. Around the circles he sees aaripgon: ‘Casu

Cecidisti Carne Cecata, Demoni Dedisti Dona Donslt@nstrat

Manifeste Manus Maculata, Recedit Rubigo Regina aRag
(You have fallen by misfortune, blinded by the flegbu have

given the gifts you were given to the devil; thaiston your hand
shows it clearly; the red mark goes away when thedp (of

Heaven) is invoked). The lady confesses, is abdplrad dies a
few days later.

Rank explains this story as the son’s wish fantasiyhere again he
disappears early on from the story, which focusesis mother’s
consciencé® The moralization of th&esta Romanorumersion
explains that the incestuous emperor is Christ, wteories His
own daughter, human nature, when He becomes a man. Theiinfant
cide represents the soul destroyed by sin and wepof eternal
life. The blood on the lady’'s hands recalls theireent biblical say-
ing ‘my life is always in my hands’ (see for instenJobl3: 14 and
Psalm 119: 109 An alternative moralization explains that theya
is human nature, and conceives through lust whenagpple of
original sin has been eaten. The first bloody ciisleCogitatio
(Resolution) preceding the sin, the second is Detex (Delight),
the third Consensus (Consent), the fourth Actusd&e¢the Sinful
Act). Adam was marked with the same circles whesiheed, says
the author, and so are all the rest of us. Herestniseexplicitly
equated with original sin (though, paradoxicatialso symbolizes

5 The text does not actually say that this is her lspher own father the emperor,
but it is assumed in the moralization. | am inddbtte students in m$996 Medieval
Studies 21@lass at the University of Victoria for pointing shout to me.

68 Rank,Incest Theme276.
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the mystical marriage of Christ and mankind, ashia moraliza-
tion of Gregoriug.

At one level the incest is even more horrifyingenénan in the
Gregorius and Albanus stories, since it is not drimg in either
case: father and daughter, mother and son areddllaware of
their relationships. Infanticide was a practicaimegly much
employed in contemporary society; it is a frequigr@me inexem-
plawhich involve incest® In the hagiographic romances, of course,
the plot requires that the child of the first indestexposed but sur-
vive to commit incest himself before he repents @dbsolved;
exposure was also a common practice in the Middjes® The
choice of infanticide rather than exposure in ékemplaserves to
accumulate sins and thus to emphasize the sinmez for contri-
tion and the miraculous salvation of the ending; irfanticide
motif also shows how one sin breeds another, addasis to vio-
lence (for an outstanding example of this, see tbaudsion oDux
Moraudin Chapterd). Infanticide also increases the focus on the
guilt and confession of the mother; the feelings &atd of the son
are seldom discussed. The suspense of the stoiiy lies threat of
eternal damnation for the protagonist; writersegemplafelt no
need to tie up all the loose ends and dispose dfalcharacters in
the manner of romance writers.

Thisexemplumwas presumably intended to show that although
women are notoriously weak and sinful and abovéuatful, even
they can repent and be saved, so it needed todessilale to a less
learned audience. It survives in various vernacular versio
especially in French. ‘La Bourjosse de Romme’ elaboratesi gl
ibly on the circumstances of the initial incest, and alsdudes
infanticide’

A rich bourgeois on his deathbed urges his wifage his money
for charity, and to cherish their infant son. Sheeas, and always
sleeps in the same bed as the boy. When he growseugalizes
the danger of this practice and asks for a sepdredeto avoid
the sin of lechery. His mother refuses, accusingdfinvanting to
run off to loose women. The devil tempts the boy hadjets his
mother pregnant. She dares not confess, strangielsdby, and

8 See Gravdal, ‘Confessing Incests’. 7 See BoswellKindness of Strangers
7 Jehan de Saint-Quentibjts en quatrainsed. Munk Olsen39-46 also ed. Jubinal
in Nouveau recueili. 79-87 See Payerle Motif, 22—4 and Régnier-Bohler, ‘Llnceste’.
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continues to dispense charity and to enjoy an kexeteputa-
tion. The devil disguised as a pious doctor denesther to the
emperor (in one version a series of mysterious nmgrigeattrib-
uted to her). She is to be burned at the stake,thatVirgin
arranges that the Pope himself should hear her ssinfe
secretly. The devil is forced to withdraw his aatisn, and she
becomes a nun devoted to the Virgin.

Here too the emphasis is on confession: no perianegquired. The
son’s responsibility is minimalized; his mother @sts in sleeping
with him in spite of his protests, and so he givesa the devil's
tempting. No more is heard of him once his mothgoregnant;
apparently it is of no interest whether contritioakas him confess
or not. This story appears in many collections ofades of the
Virgin, whose role seems particularly appropriates is the perfect
foil for the incestuous mother, since she herseficeived without
sin, and is quite properly the spiritual Bride of loe/n Son, as well
as His Mothef?

In a more complex version of this story, the ‘Dit Buef’, the
writer introduces the story as an example for gignend as illus-
trating a blow we can deal to the devil throughfession, but in
fact the story is largely about penarite.

A widow cherishes her son, who greatly resembles dead

father. She sleeps in his bed, and they have aaddffag. When

she gets pregnant the devil rejoices, but we aerad that God
will save the sinners because of their penitencee 3dn con-
fesses to the local priest, who sends him to thpeeFor absolu-
tion. The Pope imposes no penance, but employgaiitd as a
chamberlain, to keep him from relapsing into siheT™evil tries
to persuade the mother to kill the baby she isy@agr but the

Virgin helps her at the birth. She confesses tqtfiest, who tells
her to go to Rome, but she does not. Her daughtersgup

unaware of her parentage. When shi2jghe Virgin advises her
to ask her mother about her father. The motheristhe secret,
and the priest advises the daughter to go to the RoRome. At
last the two set off. At Rome the son identifies $8thas mother

72 The relationship of the Virgin with God the FathedaGod the Son, which is often
represented by medieval writers as a sort of ‘hodgst’, is discussed in the final chapter.
7 Jehan de Saint-Quentibjts en quatrains216—45;N ouveau recueili. 42—-72 See

Régnier-Bohler, ‘LInceste’passim
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and daughter are confessing. The Pope decreeslttihtee are
to be sewn into cowhides which leave only their dgrieet, and
heads free; they are to wander through the wopérsgely for
seven years, and may not talk if they chance to nigethe end
of this time they are to return to Rome.

After seven years they all arrive on the same nédha village
near Rome, and are given lodging in a barn. A seriemiracles
occurs: an empty pot is found to be full of food the strangers,
and the host’s two children, one blind, the otheppled, are
cured overnight. A great light shines from the bagach of the
penitents has prayed to God to be taken to he&aamight, and
angels come to fetch them. Next morning the Poperismoned,
and is informed by an angel of what has happeneé. biddies
are too heavy to be moved; each holds a letter svithme and a
prayer to the Virgin. The Pope founds a monasteryhe spot
and buries them in it. Miraculous cures continuetour there.

Here for once the product of incest is a daughtbl survives to
play a crucial part in the story. The shock andrboof Gregorius
and Albanus when they discover the identity of theives is
replaced here by the horror of theyear-old girl on discovering
the identity of her father. We might have expecteglson to marry
his unrecognized sister-daughter when she arnv&me, but the
author spares us such double incest (though it dppsar in some
Renaissance versions which are discussed beloig)the penance
that interests him, and here it is a folk variahtlee penance of
Albanus and his parents; the three sinners mustragp and wan-
der the world for a number of years. But what isstpmificance of
the cowhides they wear? The woman who gives theigihg is hor-
rified by their appearance, and thinks that theyno&nbe
Christians: perhaps the implication is that bymivin to animal
lust in defiance of social convention and religioustgbition, they
have reduced themselves to the level of animalsaunst be treated
as such* Régnier-Bohler suggests that the hides suppressitge
and make sexual activity impossible, as a way ofegging the con-
fusion of identities caused by the incest; she axghat this oblit-
eration of identity is a necessary prelude to theiritual rebirth as

7 In the Fourth Branch of thid abinogionmale siblings are transformed into animals
and condemned to mate with each other as a punighforaaping a maiden; see Welsh,
‘Doubling and Incest’, and my comments in Gh.
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absolved Christians at the eftdl here may be a connection here
with the tale of Peau d’Ane, where the animal skéiph the hero-
ine to evade seduction. Possibly there is alsocho ef the hair
shirts worn as part of penance, or even without pea®y devout
Christians’® Their penance seems to be a combination of the pil-
grimage often prescribed as a punishment for iniceshe early
penitentials, and the social marginalization opsgmating associ-
ated with the shame of breaking a taboo. The ‘DiBdaf’ resem-
bles the story of Albanus in that the family sepasdab do penance
by wandering in the world, and that they all digla end of the
penance (though in very different circumstancespaiA the
emphasis is on the value of contrition and, in t@se, rigorous
penance as prescribed by an ecclesiastical aughBtit here the
whole family is absolved; the focus is not on the alone as in the
pious romances, nor on the mother as in analograsplaOne
might argue that in both cases a family is desttdygincest, but
here the moral seems to be that the family thagnmepsincerely
together also goes to heaven together. The abssilvedrs are only
named at the very end (the son’s name is missitlggimanuscript);
the story does not seem to be linked to an exis#igt's cult, but
rather to be purely exemplary.

In the ‘Bourjosse de Romme’ and the ‘Dit du Buef§ in ‘De
Amore Inordinato’, there is no question of unwittimgcest; the
transgression seems to be largely attributabldsessive maternal
love (and perhaps the frustrations of widowhoBdJhe son in
theseexemplabears little responsibility; he simply gives inteamp-
tation when his mother provides the opportunityeTiriters often
attribute the incest to the influence of the devédady the son is
not actually raped, but very little is said abois feelings (there is
no profound passion as in the sibling incest@regoriug. As
Cazauran shows, variants on this theme of the krngiwincestu-
ous mother and her eventual repentance were vepulao
throughout the later Middle Ages, and into the Resance. | want
to discuss three Renaissance versions all writtevug1540-50
because, although strictly speaking they are oettdi@ period of
this study, they include some important plot twistsch seem to

> Régnier-Bohler, ‘L'lnceste’291.

6 See the comments of Kleiddje erzahlende franzdsische Dit-Literatuyés ff.

7 This kind of incest is undoubtedly present in ounameciety, but is not widely pub-
licized or discussed.
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be borrowed from the Gregorius/Albanus pattern aflde incest.
This variant appears in Bandello’s influential caiien of novelle

in Luther's commentary on Genesis, and in Margeerie
Navarre'sHeptamérorr® Here is the basic plot; | will comment on
the variations in each of the three stories in turn.

A maidservant complains to her mistress, a nobtiow, that the
son of the house is propositioning her. The mothéesin his
bed to verify the story, and succumbs to his lugheut reveal-
ing her identity. She conceives that night; overedmy guilt and
shame, she finds excuses to send away both theamdider son.
The daughter who is subsequently born is rearedniather
house. She grows up to be very beautiful; her fadihether falls
in love with her and marries her—neither knows tleie rela-
tionship. The mother is horrified. The young cougl®ain mar-
ried in blissful ignorance.

Here we have double incest comparable to that énGllegorius
The mother knows who her son is when she sleeshirit, but the
second incest is entirely unwitting on both sidese main innov-
ation here, however, is that the lady’s childrenenaliscover the
truth, and are allowed to remain married. Onlyinether suffers
the physical and emotional consequences of her lmpsesin, a
lapse which is emphasized by the unexpectedly ohébed virtu-
ousness of the maid at the beginning.

In Bandello’s version, the mother is presented amewhat
worldly. The narrator gives several possible exptéons for her
incest: she may have secretly desired her sonusirvanted to
embarrass him, or there may have been some otasone She is
still relatively young, and responds enthusiashjcal his embrace;
he on the other hand is a virgin, and cannot disiish a maiden
from an experienced woman. A cousin raises the laalfiyst, but
then the mother takes her in, apparently as anfadtarity, before
sending her off to the court of Navarre. When the meothears
that her son has married his sister/daughter, sherbes mortally
ill, confesses to the bishop, and dies. This endéaglls the earlier
exempldn which the mother resists confession for manyseand

78 Bandello,Le Novelle 2.35 ed. Brognoligo, iii243—7 Luther,Lectures on Genesis,
Chapters 31-37trans. Paul291-300 Marguerite de Navarréjeptaméron ch. 30, ed.
Frangois, 229-33trans. Chilton,317-23 See also the comments of Cazauran, ‘La
Trentieme Nouvelle’passim
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then dies as soon as she has confessed. The lastlofne Queen
of Navarre decide that the newly-weds must nevemktie truth,
so the cover-up is both theologically and sociadinctioned.

Luther tells his version as part of his commentary3enesiS6:
14 (written betweerl535 and 1545 which mentions Esau’s wife
Oholibamah: accordingto one Jewish tradition she was thglufr
of Anah who was born of incest between Zibeon andstap-
mother, but according to another she herself coneghiticest with
her father-in-law Anah. Luther comments that thigmeo historical
record of the incest of Anah and Oholibamah, andt should
remain hidden, like the secrets of the confessiosdtihough
Luther was opposed to the corrupt system of indudgenhe saw
psychological value in confession as a means ofalatien for sin-
ners, and as an example tells this story of doufilest which he
says was recounted in the confessional to a calead his at
Erfurt. In his version the child of the first incéstraised incognita
in her mother’s house, and it is there that thefadia in love with
her; because of their mother’s opposition the yolavgrs marry
secretly The mother is so desperate that she wgrétes suicide,
but eventually confesses to a priest. He consufiert theologians,
who rule that since the couple are ignorant of thedationship and
are very happily married, they should not be seggrar told the
truth; the mother is absolved. Luther approvesjtidgement, and
offers the story as a reminder to keen young @wigsit good pas-
tors ‘do not burden or involve consciences butrkibe, encourage,
and heal the consciences which the devil has drived and
enmeshed in his snare800).

Marguerite de Navarre’s version in thieeptaméronoffers fur-
ther variations, and an intriguing and unexpectedah Here the
mother is a particularly pious young widow who otgeall worldli-
ness. As soon as the incest is committed shedeels remorse, but
her pride is such that she thinks she can resistrdusin without
help from God (the narrator stresses this poiritg &nds her son
away to the wars; when he wants to return, shadsrbim until he
can bring a well-born wife whom he loves deeplyettter or not
she is rich. This stipulation seems to functior like gloves irBir
Degaré virtually guaranteeing that he will eventuallyehand fall
in love with his daughter/sister. The girl is sentthe court of
Navarre, where she has many admirers, but bechess poor no
one wants to marry her. Her father/brother arrbres day and falls



MOTHERS AND SONS 143

in love with her; he marries her and writes tornisther that he has
fulfilled her condition. The mother realizes thettruand is in
despair, but confesses to the Legate at Avignoncéheults theo-
logians, who advise that the couple must be tolthimg but the
lady must do penance secretly for the rest of ter li

Thisstoryistold bya man, Hircan, and occursin the seri¢slet
‘Desdames quien leur amytié n‘ont cerché nulle fin que I'hestaté,
et del'hypocrisye et mechanceté des religieux’ (Of ladikee wn love
have sought no goal but goodness, and of the hypocrisy arkeasc
ness of monks). The storyteller specifically addressesities in his
audience when he comments at the end of his tale: ‘Voyla, mes
dames, commeil en prent a celles qui cuydent par leurs feteestu
vaincre amour et nature avecq toutes les puissances queylzeu
mises’ (233: There, Ladies, that is what becomes of thoseemom
who presume by their own strength and virtue to overcomedowk
nature and all the powers that God has placed therein). A lady
Longarine, remarks that the moral is that no woman shouldesha
bed with a male relative of anykind, ‘car le feu aupres desiggpes
n'est point seur’ (234: for it is not safe to set a naked flamarne
tinder). Ennasuite comments cattily that the lady must Heaen
convinced by the Franciscans that she was incapable of s, a
Longarine explains that the Franciscans deliberatelyesiitbhem-
selves to sexual temptation. The general conclusion seehwesthat
the human inclination to carnality is pandemic, and shoelenbe
underestimated. Although the lady does confess, there eappy
ending for her; she must do penance and live with her awfuéséar
the rest of her life, while her children live happily in théiansgres-
sive marriage. In a way, this is the most misogynistic of lad ver-
sions of the theme of the mother who knowingly slesfib her
son, though here it is her pride rather than hgrtliat is attacked.
By comparison, the medieval versions seem much syongathetic
to the incestuous mother. And in all these statiesson seems to
get away scot-free, whether or not he marriesikisrs®

® The only example | know of mother—son incest wheeeftitus is on the son and
his confession is a post-medieval ballad which pidy had medieval antecedents,
‘Brown Robyn’s Confession’: seéenglish and Scottish Popular Ballads?, ed. Child, ii.
13-16 Here Robyn confesses during a storm at sea #haahk had two children by his
mother and five by his sister, and so his men thmow overboard; but because he has
confessed, the Virgin gives him the choice of retnigrio his ship or going to heaven, and
he chooses heaven.
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The conclusion of thigxemplumseems far removed from the
twelfth-century view that the infant Gregoriusadgrtted at birth by
his parents’ incest, and that once he has himsetihtitted incest,
albeit unwittingly, he is no longer fit for humancsty till he has
paid for his sin with many years of extreme suffgrihere was
certainly a substantial change in thinking abowest in the early
modern period, partly as a result of the Reformatfobhe most
common and also the most serious form of incest Ipnobin
Elizabethan and Jacobean plays seems to be fafiingve with
one’s sister. The most extreme example is FGTds Pity Shes a
Whore(1633, where the male protagonist feels no shame ig-def
ing social convention and ecclesiastical advice] msnprepared to
die rather than deny his love. At the end of hisiable article on
incest in folksongs, Brewster concludes that saridsother—sister
incest outnumber all others, and that songs of eher&tdesire for
her son are rarf.The situation in medieval literature appears to be
just the opposite, though of course many of the longather—son
incest stories are about unwitting incest; it issthoin the brief
exemplathat mothers knowingly sleep with their séaRidactic
tales that begin with sibling or father—daughterestcoften con-
tinue with mother—son incest (for instar@eegoriug. In those that
begin with mother—son incest, there is usually nchssequel (for
instance, the ‘Bourjosse de Romme’ and the ‘Dit Buef);
mother—son incest is a sufficient sin for the subsetjmoral about
confession and penance. For the Middle Ages, thetmerious
form of incest, deliberate or not, was incest betwsen and
mother.

80 See McCabdncest, Dramaand BoehreiVl onarchy and Incesand my comments
in the final chapter.

81 Brewster,Incest Theme25 | comment further on his conclusion in Gh.

8 There is an example of deliberate (and multiple)meotson incest in the legendary
history of Britain, according to a narrative foumdhioth Latin and Anglo-Norman and
often attached to French proBeuts and sometimes to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia: seeDes Granz Geanzd. Brereton, trans. Régnier-BohlerLia Coeur mangé
281-92 and for discussion and recent bibliography, edtshnson, ‘Return to Albion’,
in Arthurian Literature 13 (1995), 19-40T he thirty (or fifty) daughters of a Greek king
are set adrift after murdering their husbands. Tdweye to an uninhabited island which
they name Albion after the eldest, Albina. Sexudilystrated, they sleep first with
incubi, and then with the giant sons produced lyyititercourse. When Brutus and the
Trojans arrive, they kill all the giants except @mgog, who tells the story of his ori-
gins. This strange episode may be a sort of parb@®eo.6: 1-5 where the sons of God
sleep with the daughters of men and beget a raceébehave so badly that God devises
the Flood.
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Fathers and Daughters

When fathers love daughters and daughters loveeffatlit's
like tying up into a knot the thread that runs ithe future,
it's like a stream wanting to flow backwards.

Simone de Beauvoii he Mandarins

Just as sons do not knowingly seduce their mothers idieval
incest stories, daughters do not knowingly sediair tfathers;
though Myrrha was well known in the Middle Ageseseems to
have had no literary descendants. Some medievestimarratives
describe at length the growth of mutual affectiobwsen sons and
their unrecognized mothers (e.g. Gregorius), andéen brothers
and sisters (e.g. Gregorius’ parents, or Canacevachaire); but
no such developing mutual love is attributed tdvéxs and daugh-
ters! This may be because there is almost never any daludit
their close relationship, and the father is clearly in cohdf the situ-
ation. It is a typical polemical strategy to accaseunpopular ruler
of incest; a man who behaves immorally in one arfehiolife is
assumed to be corrupt in others too, and as aikitige father of
his people, his family can be seen as the microaafdms kingdom:

.. .inasocialformation that ascribesrank, wealth, andtityegenealogic-
ally, family structure is always already macropoét; to write or rewrite
the family is to write or rewrite the state . .. tieep interconnectedness
of royal family and royal state results from thetféitat they are socially
and conceptually the same thing 2. .

As Boehrer points out, endogamy as a deliberatdesyy is likely
to be of greater appeal at the highest levels ofesgpavhere there

! In many Incestuous Father stories the father isgmted as falling gradually in love
with his daughter, and in some cases he fights hgadnst this forbidden desire (see
below); but the daughter is almost never attraatetthe same way to her father (for a
startling exception, see the end of this chapter).

2 Boehrer,Monarchy and Incest; he is writing here about the Renaissance, but his
comments apply equally well to the Middle Ages. & McCabe)ncest, Drama
120-1.
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is more to be gained in terms of wealth, land, statund powet.
Tyrannical rulers may also be drawn to incest (emdther outra-
geous behaviour) as a demonstration of their freeffmm the
moral and legal constraints which bind their sutgietn medieval
stories the father is generally cast as the vilid as the initiator
of the incest, while his daughter is presented aimaocent victim
(though she may subsequently accept and even gmdiaison). If
there is any question of contrition and penands,ussually on the
part of father rather than daughter. It is interegtihat such con-
trition usually occurs in stories of unconsummatedest, and
more often in romances thangremplaOn the whole fathers who
actually seduce their daughters seem to be regasladost cause,
and are punished for their unacceptable behavigweath.

Father—daughter incest stories in the Middle Ageslmdivided
into two main groups: those in which the incestassummated,
and those in which it is avoided. When it is consuaed, it is
almost always initiated by the father in the fulidwledge of his
relationship to his daughter. Unwitting incest withdaughter is a
highly unusual motif, though the threat of it maygaver a story,
as in theHistoria Apollonii it does occur in some late versions of
the incestuous mothexemplumwvhere the son marries his unrec-
ognized daughter/sister, but the focus in this atame is on the
mother and her sin. Stories of consummated fathemghdauincest
do not usually constitute the main plot, but appearminor
episodes embedded in larger narratives. Therddsmeany men-
tion of children born of the forbidden liaison. Soimets the
daughter kills them at birth, but it seems thatenfthe conse-
guence of such an unnatural union is also unnattial:father
keeps his daughter for himself, but she does notigee him with
an heir (the great majority of literary incestuoathiers are rulers).
When the incest is not consummated, the story &xum the
daughter’s rejection of her father’s advances, hghtflor banish-
ment, and her subsequent adventures; the fatlatrsent from the
narrative after the opening incest episode, thosmmetimes he
reappears at the end to repent and be reconcildgdher (and to
attest her noble birth).

From the early Middle Ages on, theélistoria Apollonii
(Apollonius of Tyre) with its shocking opening episoof violently

3 Monarchy and Incestl7.
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consummated father—daughter incest was widely poputeere

the function of the incest motif seems to be exemypldre wicked
father and his submissive daughter are killed ljvne thunder-
bolt, and the hero later resists the opportunityirigest offered by
his meeting with his own unrecognized daughter. But in therla
Middle Ages consummated father—daughter incest is raregmex
plary literature> Unconsummated father—daughter incest seems to
have been much the more popular form, judging by the many ver-
sions of the Flight from the Incestuous Father narrativachvfirst
appearsin the thirteenth century Thisis the most populdwvede-
spread type of incest plot circulating as an extended nigertthe
later Middle Ages. | shall begin by discussing this Fligharfr Incest

plot which appears aaxemplurmand as romance, in chronicles and
in saints’ lives, throughout the later Middle Ages; then &imove

on to some examples of consummated father—daughter incest.

UNCONSUMMATED INCEST —THE FLIGHT FROM THE
INCESTUOUS FATHER

There are plenty of incestuous fathers in classicghology and
literature, but the story of the flight of the innoteaughter from
her father’'s unwelcome advances seems to be a vaédmnov-
ation, with possible folkloric roots (versions of the Cimeléa story).
It combines the widely known motifs of the woman aefrift or
exposed, the Accused Queen or Calumniated Wifeig/imjustly
driven from her home, and the father who wants &ryhis own
daughter, plus in some cases the Maiden withoutdd@gchlauch

4 For references and discussion see Zh.

5 Of the twelve entries undéncestin Tubach’sindex Exemplorumonly four con-
cern father—daughter incest (and three of them afectietly the same plot);
mother—son incest is much more frequent in exemplalgctions.

6 See motifs706 and 712n Aarne, Types 240-2 and 247-8n the woman adrift see
Reinhard, ‘Setting Adrift’; Kolve's richly illustriged discussion of thiglan of Law’s Tale
in Chaucer 297-358 and Hares-Stryker, Adrift. On the Accused Quedreme see
SchlauchChaucers Constan¢éMicha, ‘La Femme’; and Rouss&pnter de gesteesp.
21-221 | read Roussel's wide-ranging and learned stddhe Flight from Incest theme
at a late stage in my own research; we discuss roattye same texts and have arrived
independently at many similar conclusions, but laso indebted to him for some valu-
able insights and references. Two recent essaysddcon specific texts contain many
useful comments and arguments that are applicaldéhter incest narratives: see Putter,
‘Narrative Logic’, and Scanlon, ‘Riddle of Incest'.
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believed that though the incest motif was undoulyteedry
ancient, its use as catalyst for the heroine’s eaings cannot have
belonged to the original Accused Queen story bexdus omitted
in so many versions (in her view the Exchangeddrettas the uni-
fying factor in this group of stories). | have arduie detail else-
where that the use of incest as the catalyst for fliget and
misadventures of the protagonist, and the combinadibincest
and mutilation, are in fact much older than Schiaacknow-
ledges, going back to the story of Apollonius of Tamrd to the
Clementine Recognitionswo late classical texts which retained
their popularity throughout the Middle Agéspollonius of Tyre
offered the greater number of narrative buildingckk a series of
royal fathers each of whom has only one child, agt&er; the
hero’s horrified flight after his discovery of the @stuous liaison of
his prospective bride and her father; the abandommghis new
wife at sea after childbirth; the ordeals of theaudhter at the
hands first of her jealous stepmother and then ofiassef hostile
or aggressive men; the intervention of a deity; andio-part fam-
ily reunion, the second part caused by a sort ofassion in a tem-
ple. TheClementine Recognitionsffered some variations and
additions on the same theme: flight of an innocerhaw from the
unwanted approaches of her brother-in-law; sepanaifomother
and children; mutilated hands; and a multiple fgnriéunion
through the agency of St Peter, the first Bishop ahRoincluding
a sort of confession by the father. Of course thghElfrom the
Incestuous Father story may have been circulatingral forms
throughout the first millenniurad; it has survived as a folktale to
the present dé&jt would seem that the fully-fledged medieval ver-
sion of the story was developed (or at least firstrwdtted to writ-
ing), like the legend of Gregorius, in the twelftb thirteenth
centuries. This was the period which saw not otig tise of
romance, with its increased interest in the psywiwlof love and

7 Archibald, ‘Flight’; and see Ci2 above. Marijane Osborn has tried to link what she
calls the ‘Castaway Queen’ plot to ancient goddesship and especially to the cult of
Isis, but her argument is highly speculative; de8of Romancing the Goddess.

8 See Bernier.a Fille, who records versions told in Quebec in this cepitihas long
been a popular theme in other parts of the world: Zhnson and Price-Willliams,
Oedipus Ubiquitous Ramanujan confirms that it is widespread in In@iadian
Oedipus’, 248 and 230The most ancient myths bear witness to a fashd@sire for his
daughter’ and ‘Dozens of tales open with the flighttee daughter from the lecherous
father-figure’. On fairytales see also Warri@om the Beastesp. chs19 and 20
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adventure stories about women, but also great gnaimong cler-
ics about the definition of marriage, the consangyitaws, and
the incest taboo, and great emphasis by clericaérgron contri-
tion, confession, and penance.

A remarkable number of versions of the Flight frome th
Incestuous Father have survived@he earliest seems to be in the
EnglishVitae Duorum Offarunattributed to Matthew Paris, writ-
ten aboutl25Q the life of St Dympna, written abodf4qQ is clearly
an analogue, but lacks several parts of the stanglatd At about
the same time Beaumanoita Manekinavas composed in France,
andYde et Olivdollowed at the end of the thirteenth century; in
Germany the same period produdéddi und Beaflorand Enikel's
Der Konig von Reusserrrom the fourteenth century we have in
Latin the Y storia Regis Franchorum et Filie in qua Adulterium
Comitere Voluit and the elaborate seven-act dra@mnedia sine
nomine(also known a€olumpnariun); in English from the end of
the centuryEmaré in FrenchLa Belle Hélene de Constantinople,
Jean Maillart'd.e Roman du Comte d’Anjpluion de Bourgesand
Le Miracle de lafille du roy de Hongrign Catalan_a Istoria de la
Fiyla del Rey d’Ungriaand in Italian thé\ ovella della Figlia del Re
di Dacia The fifteenth century offers in Latin Fazio’s versio his
De origine inter Gallos et Britannos belli historitn FrenchDe
Alixandre, Roy de Hongrie, qui voulut espouser $a, fiand
Wauquelin's prose versions b Belle HélenendLa Manekinein
German Die Koénigstochter von Frankreichy von Biihel (also
known as der Biiheler), and a prose version of Esikedr Konig
von Reussenin CatalanlLa Istoria de la Filla de 'Emperador
Contastj in Spanish the version in Gutierre Diez de Gasg@s'on-
icle El Victorial; and in Italian the plaRappresentazione di Santa
Uliva and a poem about the same saint. In the earlyesiktiecen-
tury, my cut-off point, Lord Berners translat&die et Olivento
Englishl® These are all fairly elaborate and lengthy narestiv
shorter versions of the story also exist in exempleollections

° Brief plot summaries of the texts discussed in thepter (apart fromLa
Maneking are given in the Appendix; see also the morereled descriptions provided
by Roussel irConter de gesteg3—140Here | list the versions by century and thenany |
guage, beginning with Latin; in the Appendix thewg arranged in chronological order,
in so far as this can be established.

10 Various versions of the theme continued to appedatir centuries, some appar-
ently influenced by oral accounts too. BasileEntamerondearly 1Zh-cent.) includes
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such as theScala coeliof Jean Gobi (or Johannes Gobius), an
anthology of Marian miracles begun in the late #grtth century
and completed about33Q | shall discuss the implications of the
contexts in which the story appears later in thispter.

The earliest extant version of the Flight from the Incestiou
Father plot appears in the life of Offa | astold in the midrtbénth-
century Vitae Duorum Offarum it differs in some significant
respects from the later and better known vernaomdesions of the
story!! | want to begin with this Latin text produced indand in
order to show how it, or some similar version, nfegve con-
tributed to the fashion for retelling this grim sgan more elabor-
ate ways according to the conventions of the newlyylar genres
of romance anéxemplum

The young and unmarried King Offa is out huntinge aay
when he hears the sound of weeping and finds a yawongan
alone and unhappy. She tells him that her father, King of
York, was overcome with incestuous love for her.eWtshe re-
sisted his bribes and threats, preferring to risklauman danger
rather than offend against God, he had her expimsadvilder-
ness. The servants to whom this task was entrwsteel moved
by her beauty and did not mutilate her, but left\Wwihout food.
Offa takes her home and has her suitably lookedr aft his
household. Some years later, his lords press himaoy, and he
remembers his protégée, who is much loved and admide
marries her and she bears him several sons anctiaag

Some years later Offa is summoned to the aid of the King of
Northumberland, who is being attacked by the Scots and by his
own men. The messenger bringing back news of Offa’s victorie
happens to stay a night with the King of York, who knows of
his daughter’s marriage. Maliciously he forges a letternfro
Offa reporting that he has been defeated and most of his lords
killed; that he realizes that this disaster must be the tedutis

the story of a princess who evades her father'sreazbsby putting a magic stick in her
mouth which turns her into a be&: ¢, and also the story of Penta the Handless, who
has the usual round of adventures when she fleestimnncestuous brotheB.(2. A
lurid variation on the traditional plot is told Btraparola'de Piacevoli N ottiof 1556

1. 4).

1 The text is printed by Furnivall iBources and Analogueg3—84 and by Chambers
in Beowulf 227-35 For a defence of the authorship of Matthew Parisl an import-
ant discussion of the shape of the story, see VaudWatthew Paris 42—8 and 196.
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sin in marrying a witch without the consent of his people; and
that she is to be exposed in a lonely place with her childrad, a

her hands and feet are to be cut off so that she dies. Offals lor
are amazed by this order, but they send the queen and her chil-
dren away. The servants in charge spare the queen because of
her beauty, but mutilate the children. A hermit hears theeque
lamenting and finds her in a deep swoon and the children life-
less; through his prayers they are all revived and the aildr
limbs are restored. They live with the hermit.

Offareturns home and is horrified to learn what has happened.
After some time his lords suggest a hunting trip to cheer him u
He happens on the hermit’s hut, remembers how he met his wife,
and tells the hermit the sad story. The hermit reveals treatvife
and children are all alive, and there is a happy family renniche
narrative ends with the hermit’s advice to both king and quee
thank God for their good fortune, and to found a monastery
which their children too should endow and protect.

This story is part of a larger history of the origins of the
monastery of St Albans, which the first Offa supposedly pseui
to build in the fourth century, though it was actually foudday
his namesake Offa Il in the eighth century We cannot know at
what point the story of the abandoned girl who becomes queen
only to be unjustly cast out again was inserted into Offasgbi
raphy, or how well known such stories were at the time. Thé-dec
sion to include it may have been partly influenced, as Vaughan
suggests, by the story that Offa himself was born dumb amdibli
and was subsequently healed by a miracle; the revival of tieem
and the restoration of the mutilated hands and feet of tHdreimi
could be seen as providing symmetry (the repetitions in toé p
are also very obvious: two hunting scenes, two exposureblen t
wilderness when the heroine narrowly escapes the mutilatio
ordered by her malevolent father, two rescues). The stooyiges
an important role for the hermit and foregrounds the roytgrin
tion to found the monastery as thanks for divine favourssit i
striking that in this version Offa is the protagonist, ané ttermit
also has an important part: his prayers for the revival of¢gheen
and her children and his injunction to Offa are given in direc
speech at some length. In contrast, the queen is a shadowy cha
acter who rarely speaks; the story begins with Offa, not vhieh,
and when he finds her in the wood, the story of her harassment by
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her father is reported indirectly, rather than in her own dgr
Though her children are mutilated, she herself is not; thitewr
does not seem interested in milking her story for as muchgmth
as possible. At the end she is marginalized by the final speéch
the hermit which is addressed primarily to the king, thoubke s
does receive some advice too. There is a strong religious ton
the ending of the story, but no explicit moralizing: it isiking
that there is no reference here to the fate of the incestuagsdt
York, who does not seem to be punished in any way.

It is not clear whether this particular story cietied widely
enough, in Latin or in vernacular forms now losthtave influenced
the spate of more elaborate versions of the samewfiath fol-
lowed in the next decades. Perhaps the life of @ffmply one lit-
erary reworking of a traditional story which had ¢pairculated
orally But it is a very suggestive story; it issgdo see how it, or its
source, could have been taken up and expandedtteofidifferent
and very popular genres in the thirteenth centvoynance and
exemplurm? A romance needs considerable emphasis on emotion
and psychology, both in narrative and direct speactd also on
details of courtly life and behaviour; it ends whéme protagonist
achieves or retrieves status, fame, and worldlypiregss. Arexem-
plum needs explicitly Christian motivation and activigjd also
moral commentary (often allegorical); it may or nrmay finish hap-
pily in worldly terms, but there is a clearly Chi#é message at the
end. Later versions of the story explain how theomidd king
came to desire his daughter and plan to marry dfegn after a
long struggle with himself; and they also describedetail the
daughter’s horrified reactions. Much more spac&engo her mis-
ery each time she is exposed, and her prayers(tdtéhe Virgin).
Sometimes the incestuous father reappears at thecentrite and
in search of absolution from the Pope; the recognisicene(s) may
be preceded by the confession of husband and/oerfathe happy
ending, often presided over by the Pope or a sarexpanded to
describe the reactions of all the main charactéres,celebrations,
and the return home of the reunited family; andehgisometimes
a moralizing epilogue.

2 The Gregorius story seems to have circulated firstrénch and German, and then
was translated into Latin when its exemplary vdleeame apparent; see my comments
in Ch.3.
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There are a number of variants in the plots of thests, and no
single version can be taken as representativalbtite motifs most
relevant to this study are included in the mid4dénth-century
French poenia Manekineby Beaumanoir; if one accepts recent
arguments that it is the work of Beaumanpérerather tharfils
and was written abouit24Q it is the earliest extant vernacular ver-
sion of this plott3 | shall discuss it in some detail as my base text,
and shall then go on to consider some of the mopoiant vari-
ants in other versions.

The King of Hungary marries the heiress to the kingdom of
Armenia and has one daughter, Joie. When his queen is dying,
she makes him promise not to remarry; but if the barons insist
on a male heir, he is only to marry a woman who looks just like
her. The barons do urge him to remarry and search for a suit-
able wife, but can find none. Then they notice that Joie is the
image of her mother, and encourage the king to marry her; at
first he demurs, but then agrees, and feels increasing desire
her. Joie is horrified; she cuts off her left hand, which it
out of the window and swallowed by a fish; then she tells the
king that a cripple cannot be queen. The furious king orders
that she be burned, but a kind seneschal sets her adrift tr a li
tle boat instead.

She arrives in Scotland, where the local king fellfove with
her and marries her, though no one knows her nanheroori-
gins. Leaving her pregnant, he goes off to tournamehe gives
birth to a son, and sends a messenger to her hdsbah the
messenger lodges with the jealous queen-mother,aleos the
letter to say that Joie has borne a monster. Tingikidistressed,
but writes back that mother and baby should be kef# till his
return. Again the messenger lodges with the queethen, who
alters the letter to say that Joie and her babyt@iee burned.
The kind provost takes pity on them and burns caglinstead;
once more Joie is set adrift, with her son. Shizeg'in Rome and
is taken in by a rich senator, a widower living lwihis two
unmarried daughters.

13 References are taken from the recent edition byeBarBaur. See also the useful
commentary in the editions by Suchier and Gnarra e translation by Marchello-
Nizia. Among the many critical studies, see Fepsi&aumanoirsLa Maneking
Roussel, ‘Chanson de geste’ abdnter de gesteand CastellaniDu conte populaire
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The King of Scotland returns home; when he learnatwias
happened he immures his mother and sets out iclsedrhis
wife. Seven years later he comes to Rome and happelodge
with the senator who is protecting her. He see® fdaying
with a wedding ring which he recognizes as beloggmhis lost
wife, and so they are reunited. Meanwhile the KafigdHungary
has come to Rome to do penance for his incestugsts and
makes a public confession. Joie hears it and fesgiim. Soon
afterwards her severed hand is found in a pail dewand the
sturgeon which had swallowed it in a nearby foumtélhe Pope
reattaches the hand, and the sturgeon furnisheeetbleratory
banquet. The Armenians remind Joie that she hasiteld their
country from her mother, and invite her to visieth. She goes
there with her husband, father, and son; her hublvastores
peace to the land and receives the homage of ths,laho hail
her son as their future ruler. They then returrStotland, and
more children are born to Joie.

Beaumanoir introduces this disturbing story as one whidh wi
please everyone, and also do good to those who can underistand
(1-48), but he does not specify here what the moral will beikenl
Hartmann von Aue at the beginning of l@segorius for instance).
The ending of the main narrative b M anekings secular and con-
ventionally pious: we are told that the happy couple have enoms
children for whom God arranges the enviable fate that the glt
become queens and never cease to love Him, and the boys become
kings, respecting divine law all their lives. Then the paddsian epi-
logue (8529-90) in which he explains to the reader at consider
length that one should never despair, but rather should itm@od
like Manekine; despair is tantamount to believing that Gadrmot
relieve unhappiness or suffering—for this reason God hagspair
more than anything else. This is the same moral as Hartmann’s
Gregorius like Hartmann, Beaumanoir says nothing at all about the
sin of incestuous lust which was the cause of his heroines ne
trust so devotedlyin God. But Gregorius’penance is sélieied out
of his guilt about his unintentional sin, whereas Joie hasrodtted
no sin and does not seek penance; it is her father who trissican
cessfully, to commit incest, and he who initiates the longeseof
ordeals for hisinnocent daughter.

La Manekinas narrated in an elaborate and leisurely stylétfor
8590lines, with a much greater emphasis on pathos thakitae
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Duorum Offarumversion of the story. In the French poem the main
characters are given lengthy and emotional mon@sgund dia-
logues at every stage in which to express theirehpgesires, and
fears; considerable space is given to minor chara@nd to scenes
which could have been summarized briefly, such asfahging of
the letters, the reactions of the courtiers who crarged with
burning Joie, and her dealings with the senator priodects her at
Rome. This is all typical of the romance mode; kaligious elem-
ents are also very marked lim Manekiné* A number of critics
have commented on the hagiographic aspects of thg; dtegros
calls Joie’s life a model of lay sancti®yShepherd argues that she
has Marian aspects in that she mediates betweena@ddinful
mankind, and also Christ-like aspects in that sbdeems her
father: ‘Change ina Manekinalerives not from the protagonists’
achievement of purely emotional maturity, but fromeit progress
towards God?*® Throughout her adventures Joie prays to God and
and to the Virgin (for instance, she is given |qrgyers each time
she is set adrift, at095-1160 and 4601-788&nd is sustained by
them. Castellani has explored in great detail tigaificance of
water inLa Manekine she argues that it is the symbol of life and
also of death, the locus for the test of faith, tkeee of disequilib-
rium where everything is decided, and where thennthiaracters
can be rebori’ Each of Joie's voyages in her rudderless boat brings
her through exposure and the threat of death tavdifeg from the
feudal world of Hungary to the courtly world of Scmld and
finally to the Christian world of Rome; her husbanstven-year
quest for her offers him too a new beginning, whichminates
most appropriately in his arrival in Rome duringitéthe same is
true for the contrite father). The chronology of gery is strongly
Christian throughout, as many critics have noteides take place

14 See Rousselzonter de geste83-5 in the ‘Postface’ to her translation Marchello-
Nizia calls it ‘ce roman tout impregné de christs@me’ 259 this romance completely
impregnated with Christianity). 15 Legros, ‘Parenté naturelle38.

6 ShepherdTradition and Recreation22 and 42she notes that a09-11the inno-
cent Joie is said to pay for the sins of otherspBbed speculates that the model of St.
Elizabeth of Hungary may account for the settinghie liminal lands of Hungary and
Scotland, frontiers of the civilized world49); see also Legros, ‘Parent&23 and
Manekine ed. Sargent-Baud06—-8 Conversion is an important theme in some ana-
logues of the story, for instandea Belle Héléngand also in the related story of
Constance told by Trivet, Chaucdrhe Man of Laws Ta)e and Gower.

17 Castellani, ‘L'Eau’. See Kolve's discussion of thedderless boat motif as a com-
mon allegory for the soul and also for the Chu€hgucer 297-358).
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in Lent, and happy events at Easter and Penteédisipurneys
seem to lead in the end to Rome, where the Pogsidpseover the
family reunion; the ‘coincidence’ of this reunion tiumped by
the miracle of the discovery of the heroine’s loshthdaogether with
the fish which had swallowed it and its reattachmenher arm
by the pontiff. Before he attempts to reattachithed, he explains
that Joie has been protected by God, and invokesMigin
(7501-40; when he succeeds, a voice from heaven infornes th
assembled company that it was the Virgin who preskthe hand
of her devotee?s87-620).

Critics differ in their assessment of Joie’s roldar adventures—
or rather vicissitudes, since her challenge isuitvige unharmed,
rather than to carry out specific tasks. In a Freadeading of the
poem Fenster suggests that ‘Joie is the vehicleutir which the
childish sexual desire for the parent of the opposix is lived out
and punished’, but there is no hint of such desirthe text (or in
any of the other versions), apart from her blusteagy on when
her father enters her room, before he revealsdssel M anekine
384—-6)8 Shepherd seizes on this blushing as a guilty avesseaf
her attraction to her father: ‘Manekine must letsrovercome her
own guilty impulses, undergoing a process of re-atioa through
confrontation with images of family life and, withd Senator, the
ambiguity of her role as daughter and wife is maxigieit . . .
Manekine’s resistance to the Senator’s love reptsskeer release
from the spell of her fatherl@3—-4. In the final reunion, according
to Shepherd, ‘Manekine achieves the correct dinigid paternal
and husbandly love and represents with her husbaddchild the
recovery of the ideal family27). But the senator makes no explicit
declaration of love; he offers to protect Manekimel @o raise her
child as she desires, and she makes it very aleacdepting his pro-
tection that she is married and is not interesteény dishon-
ourable relationship with himManekine 5117-93. Shepherd’s
comments suggest that Joie has made mistakes arthtdo learn
from them. | see no sign of this in the text, whBeaumanoir goes
to great lengths to stress Joie's very proper hoatoher father’s

8 Fenster, ‘Beaumanoirlsa M aneking 45-6 A similar, though to me unconvincing,
argument has been made about the heroine dRttimean du Comte d’Anjoelaiming
that her success in putting her father in checknduet game of chess reveals her respon-
sibility for his incestuous desire, and questionivitether this heroine should be seen as
saint or whore: see Foehr-Janssens, ‘Quand la mégich
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incestuous proposal, and the undeserved naturero$uitering;
both these elements are typical of all the mediesedions of this
story Beaumanoir stresses at the end that thg stanexemplum
of the importance of not giving in to despair. Instltase despair
would not be likely to be aroused by the heroiselsse of her own
incorrigible sinfulness, as in the Gregorius stéy rather by the
seemingly endless series of disasters heaped oimin@rent head,
reminiscent of the undeserved ordeals of Job.

Several recent critics have argued that the hesaii@nalogous
texts do in fact have considerable control oveirtben destinies,
but this seems to me implausible in tManekineand also in other
versions of the Flight from Ince&tWhile | agree with Osborn that
the Flight from Incest story is ‘above all a taleoat family dys-
function expressed in violence’ in both the hersiaed the hero’s
families, 1 do not share her view that it is aldooat ‘a brave
woman'’s self-possessed effectiveness despite thende’, and that
‘cleverly bringing all parties together . . . therbine succeeds in
reintegrating her ruptured famil§.It is true that in some of the
medieval versions it is the heroine who orchestrate family
reunion, recognizing first her husband and then fatgrer, and
sending her son to talk to them; but in others she shrinks from
encountering them for fear of further harassment (for insgain
La Belle Héleng Hares-Stryker makes the astute comment that
the fate of heroines set adrift is very different from thatimfants
or male heroes. For men, this apparently disastrous expaguns
out in fact to be ‘a promise of forthcoming greatness’; formen,
on the other hand, it is ‘stark and unnatural, for it signdle t
expulsion of stability and virtue’, and in these storiesstailso
linked in very particular ways to sexual sthSexual transgression
can also be the catalyst for the exposure in some stories ¢6 ma
heroes, of course, but it is usually transgression by thergarin
conceiving their son, and the hero is usually exposed asfantin
Hares-Stryker emphasizes the very different tone of thedste of
story-types:

Generally speaking, then, the setting adrift motifplots surrounding
heroines symbolizes not adventure or heroism, leiugliness and fearful

19 See Robson, ‘Cloaking Desire’, and OsbdRiomancing the Goddes23-6.
20 Osborn,Romancing the Goddes28-9 see also Hares-Stryker, Adrif92-5.
21 Hares-Stryker, Adrift’,92.
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unnaturalness that occur when the family, the basman unit, is cor-
rupted or broken. . .. Clearly the image of a worafloat is far more than
ornamental; it complicates and darkens the texdudigests that instead of
the often externalized, impersonal violence contfedrby heroes—giants,
warriors, aggressive nations—the heroine facesnvig®f an internalized
and very personal nature—fathers, mothers, and brsth

The helplessness of the heroine, and the dominamtdraquent
cruelty of patriarchy, are strongly emphasized iis @lot; | think
that Chaucer highlights this emphasis very delitedyan the ver-
sion he gives to the Man of Law in tBanterbury Taleg*Here the
heroine, Custance, laments as she is sent off bfatieer to marry
an unknown heathen king that ‘Women are born talttom and
penance, | And to been under mannes governa@ge2( 286-7:
Women are born to servitude and suffering, andeaaibder the
control of men). Chaucer’s narrator digresses fratjygo stress
that although Custance seems absolutely defencalessis pro-
tected and provided for by God. This is, as Kolemarks, ‘the
nature of power at its most mysterious, when whay agpear to
be weakness, passivity, defeat or even death emetigmrious
through its perfect alliance with God's will—in Chtian terms, the
only true source of powef* The same could be said of the many
Incestuous Father narratives too, whether or ney #re presented
explicitly as Christiarexempla

Though we may find it hard to read these storigh@twenty-
first century without anachronistic thoughts of dysftional fam-
ily behaviour and the problem of healing the damageauses,
medieval writers and readers do not seem to hame inéerested in
these aspects of the plot—witness the surprising ¢daleference
to incest and its consequences in the epiloguead#l anekineand
its analogues. Once again incest is used by mddiei@rs as the
‘péché monstrueux’, the worst possible form of sésira—but as
it is not consummated, its main function here isaasatalyst for
the subsequent adventures of the heroine. In afletliexts the
widowed father’s incestuous desire for his daughter isgrexl as

22 Hares-Stryker, Adrift’,92-3.

2 Although in Chaucer’s version there is no incessutather to motivate the hero-
ine's departure from her home, the Man of Law's gg@ving comments on incest in
the prologue to the tale clearly link it to theght from the Incestuous Father group of
stories. See Archibald, ‘Flight’ and ‘ContextuatigiChaucer’s Constance’; and Dinshaw,
‘Law of Man’. % Kolve, Chaucer 305.
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psychologically plausible but, of course, morallyacneptable.
This is emphasized in some texts by his anguisléiietations as
he first recognizes his forbidden desire, and invedsions by his
daughter’s horror and unequivocal rejection of hispmsition.

However, it is the daughter who is apparently pleds in spite of
her innocence, by a series of undeserved vicissitlasting for
years, and sometimes by physical mutilation tothdéf mother—son
incest theme in medieval literature depicts spaiidisorder in indi-
viduals, with incest standing for original sin whics inevitably
transmitted from parents to children, the fathergiaer theme
can be seen as representing social disorder whéghomiginate in a
small family group, but affects the larger communito in terms
of anxiety about the continuation of the royal orimgl line.

Although the father sometimes repents at the eadtrition and

penance are not crucial to the plot here, as theyia the

mother—son stories.

The Flight from the Incestuous Father plot can édras an
important social and personal rite of passage gomnelity wrong.
In chivalric romance, and to some extent in medisvaiety too, a
standard male rite of passage marking the transftiom adoles-
cence to maturity, and from obscurity to fame, isggithe protag-
onist to win his spurs on a quest or at a tourndpaiacover his
identity (literally in the form of finding his paresitor metaphor-
ically in terms of establishing his heroism), anderee his final
reward in the form of a lady's love and the acclaifthe court.
What could a female rite of passage consist of? Wisaglventures
have to be passive—much may happen to them, butdaegot
demonstrate heroism through action. They cannaiwgoon lone
guests or fight in tournaments to prove their stilermgnd maturity;
success for them in the eyes of the world meansegsiss of out-
standing beauty, nobility, and virtue (the first twoe qualities
which cannot be augmented by personal effort), thied a presti-
gious marriage and many children, preferably rfale the
Incestuous Father plot, instead of arranging a Blétaxogamic
marriage for his daughter in terms of social andtjgal advan-
tage, the besotted father claims her for himselfsame versions
both his lords and the Church connive at this flagtaeach of the

% For further discussion of women’s roles in romanee $1archalonis, Above
Rubies’, and Archibald, ‘Women and Romance’.
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consanguinity law& When she leaves his court, the heroine does
not journey to her new home with an entourage piexviby father
or bridegroom, but wanders alone and ignominiousigcted by
her only surviving parent, with no protection agaithe many
dangers of sea and land, and no means of subsistestmrn
describes this disparity of male and female ‘questsy clearly in
her discussion of the ‘Castaway Queen’stories: Althougse stor-
ies share with the male romance the theme of a gumto the
wilderness, there is no quest as such and no dremgdoe slain.
Instead, the heroine is buffeted by the whims oé tatd the whims
of any man along the way who is attracted to Her.’

The marriage which Joie and her literary sisteentvally make
is highly irregular (and indeed implausible): therdine is without
family, inheritance, or dowry, and attracts heraildyusband by her
beauty and goodness alone—her name, parentagepaiad sa-
tus remain unknown. When she produces a male Ineihis
absence, an occasion which should be joyful, hemgn(usually
her mother-in-law) reports to the absent king thla¢ has given
birth to a monster, and her husband’s puzzled lerepus
response is perverted by forgery into a senteneite (or death in
some texts}® So at the moment when she succeeds in her marital
role by becoming a mother and producing a sonjades husband
and home, and in some versions is separated fronchile(ren)
too. She finds other protectors on her travelsjthstleft to divine
providence to bring about the final recognition scand reunion
which restore her identity and her social statuanyimale-centred
romances involve the hero’s quest for his familh@rtrue identity;
and in some cases he also has to win back his ¢hoorrightful
inheritance. The heroines of the Flight from Incpkit, on the
other hand, deliberately suppress their identitied accept long
years of exile, often in menial conditions, becatlsey fear the

% See Rubin, Traffic in Women’, and Boose, ‘Fathéf'suse’. Boose critiques the
Lévi-Straussian view of the patriarchal marriagensony based on the exchange of
daughters30): ‘By giving too little weight to what we might #taan “emotional eco-
nomics”, the anthropological construction of famélgds up producing a narrative of
disinterested fathers that is quite at odds wighglcture drawn by most Western myth
and literature, where the father most often appeara blocking figure bent on retain-
ing, not exchanging, his daughter.’ 27 Oshorn,Romancing the GoddesEs.

% Dinshaw has suggested that the mother-in-law’sedadf the heroine is fuelled by
an incestuous obsession with her son, a desirehwhadances that of the incestuous
father at the beginning (‘Law of Man’).
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consequences of return to the fathers or husbandsate treated
them so brutally From a modern feminist point cdwithe Flight
from the Incestuous Father plot can be read aarnggindictment
of patriarchy, which has such unlimited power ovenven (not
least by assessing their marriageability and cdlirigptheir mar-

riages), and which abuses and harasses them inagy mays?

This is the ‘thraldom’ of which Chaucer’s Custanoenplains.

Variations on the Flight from Incest Theme

In order to discuss further aspects of the Flightrfrincest theme,

it is now necessary to introduce some of the variegifound in the
many analogues d¥l anekineFor the purposes of this study, there
are four significant areas of variation: first, thegamtation of the
father’s desire and the reactions of his court; sdcdhe circum-
stances of the heroine’s departure into exile am@pime versions,
the mutilation of her hand(s); third, the ultimased of the father;
and lastly, the tone of the ending and of the nareads a whole,
and the context in which it appears.

An interesting depiction of a modern-day incestuous father
appearsin Alice Walker’s prize-winning novehe Color Purpleher
plot has been compared with the Patient Griseldey,sbut it has
not been noticed that it is also a modern-day version of tight~
from Incest and Accused Queen therffdsbegins with what both
the heroine Celie and the reader take to be father—daugltestitin
the form of rape), though it later turns out that the aggnessm
fact her stepfather; the resulting babies are taken awaggposed
to die, as Celie believes; she leaves home unwillingly foraanage

2 Scanlon calls it ‘insidious patriarchal logic’ thete daughter should suffer more
than the father (‘Riddle of Incest21). An unusual version of this plot which functions,
at least for the modern reader, as an additiorti¢ator of the power of patriarchy and
the helplessness of women is foundyide et Olivepart of thel3th-cent. FrencliHuon
of Bordeauxcycle which was translated into English by Lord rBens in the early6th
cent. The heroine, Yde, flees in male clothing fifeen father’s court, makes a reputation
as a soldier, marries the Emperor of Rome’s daughtet is miraculously metamorph-
osed into a man. Roussel comments that the “dtibi;’ (masculinization) of the hero-
ine, first self-determined and then made permangn&ad, functions as protection
against male lust; see his Aspects du p&&'|t is a depressing comment on female vul-
nerability that to be safe the heroine has to bec@mman, quite literally See also
Archibald, ‘Thelde and OliveEpisode’, and Watt, ‘Behaving like a Man?'

%0 On the Griselda parallel see Elli§,dlor Purple.
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in which she is for many years a Calumniated Wife, though leer p
secutors are her husband and stepchildren, not her matHawi
and sheis not driven away; and the novel ends with a familyioau
the recovery of her children and also of her long-lost sidtédnen
Celie’s father’ rapes her at the beginning of the book, hetmer is
alive butrecoveringwith difficulty fromtherecent birthgdt another
child; rejected by his wife, the frustrated Fonsus says$shpposed
daughter, ‘You gonna do what your mammy wouldn't.” When plai
and naive Celie has borne him two children, he begins to tusn h
attentiontoher prettier younger sister. Thisisprobablgiitoo real-
istic scenario, both in the past and the preséBut in the medieval
Flight from Incest plot the king has only one child, a beautifaugh-
ter, and his beloved wife is dead.

The circumstances which lead the king to propose marriage to
his daughter vary, making him more or less responsible f@s th
crime. Sometimes he is already a widower at the opening of the
story; sometimes it begins with the death of the queen, aed th
promise she extracts from her husband in relation to passibl
remarriage. IrLa Manekineand also inLion de BourgesLa Filla
de 'lEmperador Contastiand theComedia sine nominéhe king
promises his dying wife not to marry again unless he finds a
woman who looks just like her or else is just as beautiful, shra
promise which must inevitably lead either to incest or tabaay.

In La Manekineit is the barons who notice the princess’ resem-
blance to her mother and suggest that the king should mamry he
He is horrified at first, but when he is persuaded he suddeply se
as if with new eyes how very beautiful Joie is, and falls inelov
with her. It might be argued that the blame is somewhat déigula
from the king, but the detailed account of his inner battlevMeen
folie’ (madness) and ‘raison’ (reason), a passage typicl
romance interest in psychological processes connectedve |
makes it clear that in the end the decision is based on his own

3 In the 14th-cent. English romanc&ir Degaré the heroine worries when she
becomes pregnant by a fairy knight that people thak she has been seduced by her
father, as she has never loved any other M&m. It is impossible to judge whether
this is an indication of the popularity of Incestudwher romances, or the frequency
of father—daughter incest in medieval householdssBeldiscusses a comic reference to
it in one13th-cent. romance (se@onter de gestel83-5: when Cristal comes to his
beloved Clarie’s room at night her suspicious fathéerted by a dream, knocks at the
door, but Clarie refuses to let him in on the grdsithat his intentions may not be hon-
ourable Cristal et Clarie 8781ff., ed. Breuer).
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desire rather than pure political expediency (see 431Iff.)Lion

de Bourgesa text closely related tha Manekingit is also the
barons who suggest that King Herpin should marry his daughte
Joieuse, and in this case he accepts enthusiastitdiy. the
CatalanLa Filla de 'TEmperador Contastioo, the dying empress
makes the emperor swear only to marry a woman who resembles
her, and adds the stipulation that the new bride must be able t
wear her glové® The barons search in vain for a suitable candi-
date, and eventually suggest the princess. The emperot jgare
ticularly horrified, but asks for time to think over their gegtion;
when the princess passes by, he is struck by her beauty anesmak
her try on the glove, which of course fits perfectly She agresy
reluctantly to the wedding on the understanding that he maoli
have intercourse with her, and they are actually marriechfque
variant); but he cannot endure this celibate life, and tedis that

it will be her fault if he dies of sorrow.

In the Latin playComedia sine nomind is the nurse who inno-
cently comments to the king that the princess ésithage of her
dead mother, thus triggering his lust. Many scexfehie play are
devoted to the king's struggle with his inappropeifeelings. At
first he seeks a wife abroad, sending the courttpesno make por-
traits of possible candidates. He is given many nhmmees in
which to agonize over his inappropriate passion¢dils himself a
second Oedipus, and complains that the queen’s miggrhas put
him in an impossible positiorni (i). But later his resolve becomes
firmer, and in a conversation with the nurse hefjasthis planned
marriage by the example of Adam in the early dayshefworld,
when it was not yet wrong for fathers to sleep wddughters or
brothers with sisters; he declares ‘Nullum necassitefas parit’
(iii . i: the product of necessity cannot be a crimajinuing that his

%2 In Der Konig von Reussetpo the suggestion comes from the barons; there is
no promise here to the dying queen.Ye et Olivehe barons are delighted to hear
that the king thinks of marrying again, but are horrified whesm announces that
the bride will be his own daughter (it is he who draws attemtio her likeness to
her mother).

% This is also a common feature of the Catskin group of Cinterahalogues,
where the mother leaves a ring or sometimes gloves as a tdstrofeplacement; see
Cox, Cinderella and Rooth Cinderella Cycle CompareSir Degaré(see Ch. 3 above),
where the mother who exposes her newborn son leaves with hpairaof gloves
which will fit only his future wife; inevitably he marries hignrecognized mother,
though they discover the truth (by means of the gloves) irettm avoid consummat-
ing their union.
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line will die out if he does not marry his daughteBy Adam’ the
playwright presumably means the earliest humansthadiblical
patriarchs; | think he is drawing on the well-knowagustinian
argument, much quoted by theologians and canonelayyhat
when the population of the world was very small, leac family
incest was acceptableln the Middle EnglislEmaréthe emperor
Artus’ lust for his daughter seems to be promptgdib object, a
present which he receives from the King of Sicngff.): it is a cloth
richly embroidered with jewels and with images obifgairs of
lovers. Artus has a wedding dress made for his kii@ngput of this
cloth; she is wearing it when she is exposed atselaat other crit-
ical moments in the story, and it seems to enhhacattractiveness
in a supernatural way, though curiously it does aitas a recog-
nition token at her reunion with her father, as onight have
expected® The lack of explicit linking of the cloth with the siee
of the emperor and other men in the story has ledarda
Hopkins to argue recently that in fact it is notaneto be the fatal
trigger, but clearly magical dresses did play & pasome early ver-
sion of the plot which survives in many analoguethef Cinderella
story®’

It is striking that inLa Manekinghe prelates at court undertake
to obtain the Pope’s consent to the marriage; thiff himself is
represented as giving permission in several othezstuous Father
stories® This must be a reflection, if not a criticism, of the

3 Roy emends the manuscript reading ‘parit’ (givestbito) to ‘parat’ (prepares);
‘parit’ seems to me to make much better sense dre. same excuse was given by
medieval theologians for Lot’s incestuous daugh(ees Chl).

%5 Augustine’s argument iffhe City of Gods quoted by Gratian in his discussion of
incest laws, and by many later writers; see my cemsin Chl.

%6 See Donovan, ‘Middle EnglisBmaré.

37 Hopkins, ‘Veiling the Text’, and Putter, ‘Narratit®gic’, 174-8 In Der Kdnig von
Reussenhe heroine is exposed by her father with her wegldiress, though it plays no
further part in the plot. In the Catskin varianttbé Cinderella story, the daughter asks
her incestuous father for three dresses decorasgctively with gold, silver, and stars
(or in some cases chimes); these are the dresaeslth wears to the balls where the
prince falls in love with her. Anne Savage seesdtess as a sign of ‘the divorce from
worldliness, from the stains and ugliness of sie¢ £lothing Paternal IncesB53—4.

%8 For instance the EnglisBmaréand the GermaDer Kénig von Reussetin von
Buhel'sDie Konigstochterhowever, the Pope refuses to sanction the maxrgsg Kelly,
‘Canonical Implications’; various Popes were reqeédo give dispensations for royal or
aristocratic marriages well within the prohibiteegdees of consanguinity, including one
case of brother and sister, but | do not know of eeguest for a dispensation for a
father and daughter.
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Church’s notorious leniency in sanctioning aristdtr marriages
within the prohibited degrees of kinship. This desdso appears in
La Belle Hélene de Constantinopishere political expediency is
again a factor, though in a somewhat different foAmtoine, the
Emperor of Constantinople, is summoned by the Popaefend
Rome against the Saracens; in reward he receigdRape’s niece in
marriage, but she dies in giving birth to theirtfichild, Hélene.
Antoine loves his daughter deeply; but the devihtuhis love to
lust. When the Pope summons him to ward off a seedtatk, he
demands as his reward permission to marry his oaughter; the
Pope is shocked, but eventually agrees, encourbgeal celestial
voice which assures him that Antoine will neveralye to carry out
his wicked desire. The devil is implicated as thstipator of the
father’s unnatural lust in several other narrativesluding the
Figlia del Re di Daciaand theRoman du Comte d’Anjour his
might seem an obvious explanation for such a heiraime (it is
used in some Apollonius textand for the brother—sister incest in
Gregoriug; yet it is striking that in the majority of versie the
writers see no need to invoke diabolical influenwmet consider
incestuous lust quite plausible, though of coursaceaptable.

Not only is the king in these stories prepared to marry his
daughter publicly, but often his barons accept this massiamnd
indeed sometimes suggest it themselves in their anxietgedhseir
king produce a male heir. Margaret Schlauch has proposed tha
this is a vestige of the widespread ancient tradition of itiayr
according to which sovereignty is vested in the worfaihis
matrilineal tradition would, she argues, explain the remce of
royal fathers to allow their daughters to marry (a familiaeme
in classical legend and in the Apollonius story, where ait@s
who fail to answer Antiochus’ riddle are beheaded); it woalsgo
explain why kings should plan publicly to marry their own giau
ters. But matriliny was so long outmoded in Europe by the tohe
the composition of the Flight from Incest stories that heguar
ment seems very doubtful. It is true that lim ManekineJoie’s
mother is described as the heiress to Armenia (53); at theoénd

% SchlauchChaucers Constan¢el0—7 Zipes quotes approvingly the view of Heide
Gottner-Abendroth that European folktales have vgaiee ‘patriarchalization’ from an
original matriarchal form, so that by the Middleesgmatrilineal marriage and family
ties became patrilinealFiry Tales 7). But Roussel considers this approach too reduc-
tive (Conter de gestel43).
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the story, after the joyful family reunion, the barons of Asmia
send a messenger to Joie reminding her that she has inh#réied
land through her mother, and inviting her to come and visénth
(8013-42). But although the Armenians receive Joie enthtisia
ally as their queen, they do homage for their fiefs to her hndba
who resolves conflicts and establishes peace in the landtheayd
also hail her son as their future king; any suggestion of iiagr
is thus firmly replaced by patriliny.

In the Incestuous Father stories the dying quees to prevent
her husband from remarrying, as if to safeguardrigjtets of her
daughter; but she worries that the barons may arggcond mar-
riage in the hope of producing a male heir, who waaléarly take
precedence over the princess. So as a fall-badkiqgqoshe imposes
the provision that any new wife must strongly resenthe dead
one, which of course points very clearly to the deegas the only
candidate. Roussel suggests that the promise ekagtehe dying
gueen and the daughter’s extraordinary resemblanker mother
serve to exonerate the incestuous father; he atyoea that the
curious publicity which the father gives to hisantion of marry-
ing his daughter is possible precisely becausénttestuous desire
is never realized It is also true that in many versions of the story
the court makes no objection to his plan; indeet ibften the
barons who suggest it (thoughYide et Oliveéhey are shocked, and
warn him that such a marriage is worse than herddy) any
good—or less dishonourable—impression which may bdentyy
the plight of the widowed father is soon dispellgthis daughter’s
horrified reaction to his proposal, his responsbéorefusal, and
the circumstances of her departure from his couhnis i my sec-
ond area of variation.

In most texts the incestuous father is furious whiendaughter
refuses to marry him. Sometimes he banishes hengtmes he
condemns her to death, but a kind courtier helpsthesscape.
Often she is put to sea in a small boat: this cinddseen as com-
parable to the exposure of the infant protagonighamJudas and
Gregorius legends (indeed in the prose version efKiinig von
Reusseithe hostile mother-in-law refers to the heroineteomptu-
ously as a ‘vindelkint’ or foundling), and it issal a kind of living
death comparable to the burial at sea of the coreajosen in the

40 Roussel, Aspects du per&3—4.
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Apollonius story. This paternal rejection margiaa$i the heroine
socially as well as geographically: she no longes the protection
of her father and he takes no steps to hand hertovarhusband
in the conventional way. In some texts, on the ottend, she runs
away of her own accord, showing her very proper twoat her
father’s incestuous proposal: this happensla und Beaflorand
also in theY storia Regis FranchorurandYde et Olivewhere she
takes the further precaution of dressing as a mame8mes she is
accompanied, at least initially, by her nurse ovegoess, and in
Lion de Bourgeby a squire. In th€omedia sine nomin@e nurse
remains with her until her second exile, and pkaysucial part in
the plot right up to the end, but this is most walsusually the
heroine must endure her trials quite alone excepther infant
child(ren).

In a number of Flight from the Incestuous Fatherratves,
including La Manekine the heroine’s banishment or flight is pre-
ceded by mutilation of one or both of her hands;rlatehe story
she is miraculously healed. This strange but papulatif requires
extended discussictiIn the earliest known version of the story, the
life of Offa, the heroine is condemned to have hands and feet
cut off not when she is first exposed by her fatloerréfusing to
marry him, but in the letter that he later forgdsich causes her
second exposure; in fact she is not mutilated, ghoer children
are®?In La Belle Hélén¢oo, she does not lose her hand until she is
about to be burned on account of the forged lettee; kindly
seneschal cuts off her hand instead, and then setrid her chil-
dren adrift. But more frequently the mutilation occurs néae
beginning of the narrative when the father proposes thestonois
marriage, and the heroine herself is responsible for it.L&
ManekineJoie cuts off her left hand, and tells her father that she
cannot marry him because a king cannot have a wife who ismgiss

4 On the general popularity of the Maiden without Hambtif (Aarne-Thompson,
706), see Berniel,a Fille, and RousselConter de gest€207-16 It does not seem to have
been used in classical literature, apart from éheClementine Recognitionghere the
mother, who has run away from the advances of hethler-in-law and has then been
separated from all her children, gnaws her handfi¢obone in her grief; though she
recovers all her family through the agency of SePethe does not regain the use of her
hands (see CI2).

42 The servants who take her to the wilderness tgitijeher and so do not mutilate
her; this may be taken to indicate that mutilatieas in fact part of her first sentence in
the source.



168 FATHERS AND DAUGHTERS

a limb. InLion de Bourgedoieuse also mutilates herself, but in this
case she tells her father that now she no longsembles her
mother. In thdstoria del Rey d’'UngrigAlixandre El Victorial, and
the Uliva stories, the heroine cuts off her handgs)has a servant
do it, because her father loves her hands especialhas kissed
them. InLa Figlia del Re di Dacishe is told in a vision to cut off
the hand with which her father forced her to tohah ‘nel dison-
esto luogo’ (in the shameful place); this is théyorersion which
suggests any sexual contact between father andhteudn La
ManekineandLion de Bourgeshe severed hand is thrown out of a
window and swallowed by a fish; Ita Figlia del Re di Daciahe
heroine buries it; il.a Belle Hélénédt is carried by one of the hero-
ine’s twin sons till he is reunited with his mothkerEl Victorial and
the Uliva stories, the heroine takes her hand Wwi&h when she is
exposed.

There is similar variation in accounts of the reat@m of the
heroine’s hand, which is usually depicted as a deraperformed
through the agency of the Pope or a saint, or thgnvin the Uliva
stories. The timing of the miraculous healing desemid what hap-
pened to the hands after the mutilati&h Victorial is unusual in
introducing the healing very early on: when theoliree is exposed
at sea with her hands in a basin, the Virgin scames to her in a
vision and heals her. The Virgin performs the saniracle in the
Uliva play when Uliva has taken refuge in a nunregiter her initial
exposure. IrLa Figlia del Re di Daciat happens just a little later,
when the heroine is about to marry the Duke of AastBut more
frequently the restoration is connected to the geitoon and
reunion scene at the end of the stor\LinM anekinehe hand is
found at Rome in a fountain; the Pope is able &tteeh it, and the
miracle is celebrated by a banquet in which theytlea fish which
had swallowed it, which has also miraculously adiat Rome. In
Lion de Bourgeghe hand is found in a fish which the cook is
already preparing for dinnétln La Belle Hélen@ne of the hero-
ine’s sons, the future St Martin, restores the havidch had been
carried around for many years by his brotherAlixandre the
heroine is healed by a miracle, without any humgenay: God
restores her hands when she tries unsuccessfuliglothe priest

43 Both versions recall the famous classical storyajdates’ ring, which appeared
in various forms in medieval stories (including tBeegorius legend).
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performing the mass in the convent where she hasffoefuge (just
after this she is reunited with her husband). kergease the heal-
ing is associated with Christian power, whetheragent is human
or divine; this final miracle shows the fruits of ehity and faith in
divine providence, and cancels out the sinful apteat incest at the
beginning.

Why should the mutilation of the heroine be a feature of so
many medieval Incestuous Father storiekds certainly not com-
mon in other medieval narratives of adventure, and | onlyvkno
one example of the mutilation of a male protagonist whichtis a
all comparablé® Mutilation in the Flight from Incest stories could
be seen as a kind of secular martyrdom, a torture which does no
lead to death and which proves to be reversible through adejra
Roussel notes that St Anastasia had her hands and feet cfittoff
could also be seen as the equivalent of the rigorous penasree p
formed by the hero in some stories of mother—son incest.
Gregorius undergoes a much more painful penance than his
mother, although no more guilty than she; the Flight fromebic
heroine suffers much more than her villainous father, ebeugh
she is entirely innocent. Penance for Gregorius and Albanus
involves leaving the world of their own free will, but the gt
from Incest heroine has to remain very much part of it; herimut
lation is not always voluntary, and she has even less to fa#lyg
about than those who unknowingly commit incest. In many ver-
sions the mutilation is explained as the daughter’s methbd o
deterring her father by getting rid of the hands with whichféle
in love, or by destroying her exact resemblance to her motrer

4 Mutilation of the hands, which was a common formwdigial punishment in the
Middle Ages, does occur in a number of Accused Quiedktales mentioned by
Schlauch, in some of which the heroine’s persecigaa stepmother or sister-in-law
(Chaucers Constanc@6-332, and also in Basile’s story of Penta who was psitianed
by her brother; but it seems to be most persistessociated with the Incestuous Father
theme. The circumstances of the mutilation are esténgly different in the German
folktale ‘The Girl Without Hands’, where the fathisrfoolish but innocent (s&&rimm’s
Tales trans. Mannheinl13-18. Here the father has inadvertently promised hisgh-
ter to the devil, who is foiled in his attempt tollect her by the girl's purity; the devil
orders the reluctant father to cut off his daugktbands, but the stumps are washed
clean by her tears and so the devil loses his daitrer.

% |t occurs inTristan de Nanteuiled. Sinclair); here the man in question is in thet
transgendered heroine Blanchandin(e) whose hand, cut béttle by a pagan, is miracu-
lously restored later by her son, the future SteGiil

4 RousselConter de gestesl.
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by making herself unfit to be queéhThe logic of this move is
guestionable; the king or noble who later falls in love wikie fair
stranger and marries her is not deterred by her deforfringeed

it is not mentioned in the context of her marriage either bg th
king’s lords, who might have been expected to worry aboubiit,

by the jealous mother-in-law, who is concerned about the
unknown origins and social status of her son’s bride, rathan

her deformity. | know only one version in which the forgedtést
reports that the newborn child has no hand$ixandre, though
this seems an obvious charge to make.

Some critics have suggested that the heroinesmagflation is a
punishment for her suppressed incestuous desit® Rdnk, an
early Freudian, saw it as punishment for mastudmagis a substi-
tute for sex with the father, though there is of rs@ino explicit (or
even implicit) suggestion of this in the texts; Remsrgues that in
La Manekinemutilation represents a form of castration, ‘a self-
inflicted punishment for forbidden desiféSeveral other interpret-
ations seem to me equally plausible and less anaidtic. From a
feminist perspective, the mutilation could be saera triumph for
paternal tyranny in that although the heroine’s agnremains
intact, her father’s incestuous desire does makebfeed and
causes her to lose a precious part of her body {indis not irre-
placeable, asthe hymenis). The heroineis not actuallyt,dpe she
is symbolically and also physically violated. Thweage of her
bleeding wrist could be seen as comparable to rtieggé in the
opening of the Apollonius story when Antiochus rapes hisglaer

47 In Der Konig von Reusseshe cuts off her hair instead. Roussel notes that &t
and St Bridget are both said to have presented #yes to a suitor who had admired
them Conter de geste209).

“8 Fenster makes this point in ‘Beaumanoir&s M aneking 51 n. 17 In this text the
king does wonder whether Joie has lost her haral msishment for some crime, but
quickly rejects this explanatiorl§50-3. What appear to us to be failures of logic are
often turned into positive features in stories agtkind: in Basile’s story of Penta, the
handless heroine becomes maid of honour to a queenses her feet to thread needles
and brush her mistress’ hair!

4 Rank, Incest Theme317 and 322the closest that the medieval texts come to a
directly sexual explanation is the visionlia Figlia del Re di Daciagin which the hero-
ine is ordered to cut off the hand with which shd baen forced to touch her father ‘in
the shameful place’. See also Fenster, ‘BeaumariairManeking 50. Comparing the
stories of Cinderella and King Lear, Dundes arghes in the original story the daugh-
ter wants to eliminate and replace her mother,that since the desire to marry her
father is taboo, the story is reworked with thén&atas the initiator of the incest (“To
Love My Father All™, 236).
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and leaves her dripping blood onto her bedroom f{bigk, ch. 1).
Mutilation may also be seen as representing theihes forced
alienation from the society in which she has graypn If she gives
in to her father, she will become a queen, but balspiritually
mutilated, as she herself recognizes. His desike¢p her for him-
self mutilates her socially by denying her a coniml exogamic
marriage. Her refusal to yield to him (or to givenhher hand—
Dundes detects a macabre pun here) mutilates hardifferent
way: she cannot remain at court, a witness tollidg desire and
his failure to fulfil it, so she is deprived of statand home.
Whether she is exiled or whether she takes refudight, it is her
fate to wander about unprotected, a very unusudldangerous
situation for an unmarried noblewoman. Physicalervioe is fre-
guently associated with incest stories. When tloestuous rela-
tionship is consummated and a child is born, bfien killed or
exposed (and sometimes mutilated before the exppsike
Oedipus). Roussel points out thaekemplahe sequence of incest
followed by infanticide, parricide,m or attemptedicidde shows
how deeply the sinner is mired in $ABut in the Flight from Incest
stories the violence serves to emphasize the imoacgnd purity of
the heroiné?

Schlauch comments that in fairy tales a mutilafrequently has
the function of providing evidence that the victieally has been
put to death (as in the Offa version of the stdrg ¢arliest known
literary account in medieval Europe), and argues this is the
source of the Maiden without Hands motif; the idéattthe
beauty of the heroine’s hands makes her fatheimfadive with her
is very late, in Schlauch’s vie. Though the Maiden without
Hands plot does not appear in classical literawyces apart from
the Clementine Recognitionso far as | am aware, there is a very
suggestive incident involving incest and mutilatioh hands in

50 Roussel, Aspects du perd9-50.Dux Moraud(discussed later in this chapter) is a
striking example of this pattern of incest followegldther kinds of violence.

51 As Wesselofsky pointed out long ago, there is aslyersion of the convention of
the virginal or chaste heroine in Boccaccio’s stofyAlatiel (Decameron 2. 7, who
undergoes a lengthy and sensational series of adenturing which she sleeps with
many men, but at the end manages to persuade ittegbyom to whom she was jour-
neying at the beginning of her ordeals that sheilisasvirgin. See his introduction to
Novella della Figlia del Re di Dacjaxcii (repr. as ‘La Fawola della Fanciulla
Perseguitata’, in Veselovskij-Sadeg Fanciulla Perseguitataed. Avalle,100-1).

%2 SchlauchChaucers Constancd?.
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Herodotus’ account of EgyptKing Mykerinus, son of Cheops the
pyramid builder and generally an admirable rulensglf, seduced
his own daughter; when she killed herself out of fgtie had her
buried in a sarcophagus shaped like a golden caswiie is said
to have ordered the hands of all the maids who aatedccom-
plices to be cut off, but Herodotus finds this tateonvincing; he
suggests that it arose because the statues of feomlganion fig-
ures in the tomb of Mykerinus’ daughter had lostirtlaems> It
seems unlikely that broken statuary could have beersource of
the theme which later became so widespread indodkand in lit-
erature too, but this early tale of father—daughteest does sug-
gest that mutilation of the hands may originally dndveen a
punishment (whether of the victim or of accomplices)perhaps
a threat®If this is so, the&Clementine Recognitiomsight represent
a second phase of the tradition, in which the mttitais per-
formed by the victim herself out of grief for the tealies she has
experienced, even though she did not yield to hezstuous perse-
cutor. Later still, in the thirteenth-century Flighfrom an
Incestuous Father narratives in which incest iedtened but not
actually consummated, explanations for the mutilatioreirgeni-
ously multiplied, as we have se®m link between incest and muti-
lation continues into modern times: young femaleest victims
often mutilate themselves in some way, out of asefiguilt or as
a sign of disgust with their own bodies or theirsaity>” Medieval

5 HerodotusHistories 2. 129-31.

54 Rank mentions this passage, and remarks thatitrisus that the mother should
have been the instigator of the mutilatidmogst Theme372); this is not the case in any
of the medieval versions. Rooth mentions the stooy ind notes that the sarcophagus
in which Mykerinus interred his daughter could he&ted with the wooden hiding-box
(or wooden dress) which occurs in many Cinderelaiss Cinderella Cycle 118-19).
Roussel associates the wooden cow with the anikiralrn by the heroine in folktales
like ‘Peau d’Ane’, but he is especially struck Hyetantiquity of the link between
father—daughter incest and mutilatid®opter de Gestel46).

% In classical myth Philomela’s tongue was cut outhiey brother-in-law Tereus to
prevent her revealing that he had raped her; im#as episode in Shakespear@&#us
Andronicusthe villainous rapists cut off their luckless victinhands as well as her
tongue.

% In La Belle Héléng¢he mutilation is no longer linked to the attemptedest, but
instead is a consequence of the mother-in-law’silitydio the heroine, as Suard notes
in ‘Chanson de geste368-9.

57 See for instance Shapiro, ‘Self-Mutilation’. Inecent novelT he Handless Maiden
by Loranne Brown, an incest victim accidentally steoherself in the hand as she strug-
gles with her abusive grandfather, and the handttid®e amputated. The rest of the
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writers do not seem to have been interested instis of psycho-
logical response to threatened or consummatedtinogisone may
wonder if the widespread literary linking of the Maidwithout
Hands and Flight from Incest motifs did in fact @@ome basis in
real life.

The third important variable element in this grafnarratives
is the fate of the Incestuous Father. In thetoria Regis
Franchorumhe is never mentioned again after his daughteghstli
in theVitae Duorum Offarunihe is never mentioned again after he
has forged the letter ordering her death. In soersions he dies
early on in the story; iLe Comte d’Anjothe starves himself to
death. InYde et Olividhe becomes ill from chagrin after his daugh-
ter’s flight, but does meet the transformed Yde teefe dies and is
reconciled with het® In many texts, however, the father not only
regrets the lust which drove his daughter awayaltad seeks formal
absolution for his sin. IrAlixandre his repentance is expressed
quite early on, when his new son-in-law arrivega$t if the shock-
ing story told by his bride can be tréfeAlixandre tells his court
that he is unwilling to give a feast because hercawmr be happy, as
a result of the wrong he has done his daughterhétend of the
story he comes to visit the reunited couple, haives his kingdom
to them, and enters religious life, but he makegublic confes-
sion. More commonly, however, the repentant fatitexs to Rome
to seek the Pope’s forgiveness, and inevitably hfaigpens at the
very moment when the heroine’s husband also comeRoime,
where she already is, so that there is a genardhfaeunion (as in
La Maneking

In the story of Apollonius and in tHélementine Recognitiorits
is the husband’s public confession or his recifdhis past history
that brings about the reunion with his wife, andighwith his
child(ren). In the medieval Flight from Incest s&s; in contrast, it
is often the father’s public confession that brireggout reunion
with his daughter and her new family.la M anekinat is striking
that it is only after the reunion with her fathbat Joie regains her

novel is largely concerned with the effect of thispgutation on her emotional and pro-
fessional life; this was not the concern of medievaters.

%8 This detail does not appear in th&h-cent. French poem, but is included in an
early printed French text and in théh-cent. English translation.

% This is an extremely unusual detail: in most varsithe heroine refuses to identify
herself to her new husband or to explain her disetsircumstances.
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hand; Fenster suggests that the presence of harfatihecessary
for the establishing of her identity, which has beermystery
throughout her traveR.It is also possible that reconciliation with
her father represents the re-establishment of tlugesr social
order, and that this in turn is symbolized by testoration of her
hand® In the normal course of events her father would have
arranged her marriage (Apollonius does this as smhe redis-
covers his lost daughter); so his meeting with doe-in-law and
grandchild is a sort of retroactive validation of Hesughter’s mar-
riage, and also of her status as his heiressLdnFilla de
'lEmperador Contastit is only after the heroine has revealed her-
self to her father that he starts to do penance.iButa Belle
Hélene Antoine repents long before the reconciliation whls
daughter, and indeed becomes a sort of missionamyofod pater-
nal behaviour. In his search for Hélene he happezigs to Bavaria,
where the pagan king is in love with his own daegland has been
advised by a demonic idol to marry her; Antoineta®s the idol
and converts the country to Christianity. This detiaed rejection
of his old sin suggests that he is already absdtvwed before he is
reunited with his daughter. In some versions thiian is precipi-
tated by the unwitting encounter of grandfather grahdson (in
many cases a repetition of the child’s role in histiher’s reunion
with her husband). IEmaréwhen the heroine’s repentant father
comes to Rome to seek absolution, he feels stranigalvn to his
unrecognized grandson. Here kin attraction is ilegite; it may
recall Artus’ previous attraction to his daughtée boy's mother,
but this time there is no question of any sexuahades. The plot
repetition does not lead to a vicious circle, kather to the happy
ending of appropriate family interaction and propextrilineal
dynastic succession. One might feel that theseefatlre lucky to
have been prevented from committing incest, anchdwee been
allowed to live to the end of the story and obtalirsaution for
their lust. It does seem surprising that in non¢helse versions is
there any comment or moral at the end about trestoous pater-
nal desire which set the whole plot in motion.

This brings me to the fourth significant element afiation, the
guestion of context and tone, particularly in raatto the ending.

80 Fenster, ‘Beaumanoirisa M aneking 55-6.
1 |t must be noted, however, that in a number of tedigh include the mutilation,
the healing occurs without the presence of the fathe
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It is true that there is always a happy endinghiese stories: the
heroine is reunited with her husband and restardtet proper sta-
tus, and her innocence and virtue are affirmed. Secalar nature
of this ending is emphasized by the circumstancethefrecogni-
tion scene; although the Pope (or some other nefitgaus figure)
is often present, he seldom actually controls ttee@ss of recogni-
tion.%2In Alixandrethe husband happens to see his child playing in
the convent, and wonders who his mother can bis;then told the
story of the mutilated stranger, and recognizesalsenis lost wife.
Sometimes the heroine recognizes her husband dinsk,uses her
son to make her presence known to him: this sceriarused in
Emaréand theY storia Regis Franchorurtand by Chaucer ifhe
Man of Laws Talg® In some versions the husband recognizes the
wedding ring with which the child is playing, as foastance inLa
ManekineandLion de BourgesThese two motifs are very cleverly
combined inLa Filla de lTEmperador Contastithe heroine recog-
nizes her husband when he comes to Rome and sendsmh to
him with her wedding ring, the twin of the one heishand wears.
The use of both the child and the wedding ring ensizea secular
family values; there is no question of the protagtshere aban-
doning the world for religious life. Even when ntkes occur and a
religious figure comments on them, in this storyappy ending
means the resumption of family life and secular poaved statu&

It also signals a return to the proper workings afrjarchy and
patriliny, in that the husband is reunited with hé&r (and so is the
once-incestuous father, if he is present). And ofrseuhis heir is
always male; as in the Apollonius story, a male lassures return

52 An unusual exception to this rule is the versiorGiobi's Scala coeliin which the
Bishop, who himself turns out to be the heroinefsgdost brother, is the first to guess
the relationship between husband and wife and sg$&about the reunion.

8 This is one of the elements which makes some catigse that the heroines are not
merely passive, but take control of their own fdte® n19above); it seems to me a very
minor detail, and does not occur in many versions.

8 Chaucer'sMan of Law’s Tales unusual in this respect. His heroine is notlat a
happy at first about being reunited with her husbamd father; when her husband dies
a year later she returns with apparent relief tofatter, who makes no effort to find
another husband for her, and they devote the fektet lives to virtuous activities such
as almsgiving. | think Chaucer is commenting herdlee patriarchal and misogynistic
conventions of romance: see my ‘Contextualizing Qleas Constance’. Bullén-
Fernandez shows how differently Gower and Chauceattthe relationship of
Constance and her father, and how Gower suggesisra incestuous link between
them, though she sees this as a metaphor for Ch8tate relations: see her
‘Engendering Authority’. See also Scanlon, ‘Riddfeincest’,134-41.
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to normal (patriarchal) life and allows the dynasty continue
without risk of the incest that threatened to disrtng social order
at the beginning of the story, when the widowed éathad no heir
but his daughtéf. As Evelyn Birge Vitz remarks about another
medieval story of the ordeals of an innocent herolireeFille du
Comte de Pontieuthe family is, more than any individual protag-
onist, the real Subject her€".

The exemplary potential of the Incestuous Father story was
spotted early by medieval writers. In tBeala coeliof Gobi, pro-
duced in thel33®, the story appears under the rubric De
Castitate’ (about chastity). Beaumanoir had alreagbsented his
Joie/Manekine as a sort of Job who resists despalirea faith is
tested over and over again in spite of her absatutecence. Trust
in divine providence seems to be a feature of mdrifi@ versions,
though it is rare for this to be an explicit moadlthe end, as it is
in La Manekine Christian charity is also stressed in Maillart’s
Roman du Comte d’Anjoln many other versions the presence of
the Pope or some other religious figure (St Mamihgermit) at the
final reunion lends an exemplary aspect to the endimd to the
whole story—but it is not always clear what the paifitheexem-
plum might be. As we have seen, the incestuous fathrmesmes
reappears, contrite, at the end to obtain absalutiom the Pope;
but in none of these versions is there an expli@rahabout the
dangers of incestuous lust, and in a number of thenidther dies
before the end, leaving the emphasis on the reurfiblusband and
wife. Sometimes the husband comes to Rome in sedrabsolu-
tion too—for the presumed drowning of his wifeEmaré or for

% The importance of a male heir is emphasized wheméheine is falsely accused of
bearing a monster. In most versions, includiagV anekinethe heroine has one boy, but
in La Belle Hélenand theY storia Regis Franchorurshe has two (ilion de Bourges
unusually, she has a boy and a girl). As Schlawihtp out, twins might easily have pro-
voked a charge of adultery—witness the mother’s &ahe birth of twins in Marie de
France'd_ai le Fresne—but the wicked mother-in-law’s accusation is almalstays that
she has produced a monst@héucers Constan¢@1ff. and77ff.). Schlauch argues that
the charge of animal birth is the oldest and theegbto folklore; later comes the charge
of infidelity based on the birth of more than oneahénd the simple charge of infidelity
is relatively modern. Fenster claims that animalhivas thought to be a consequence
of incest, and argues that the heroind.afManekinéds accused as if she had commit-
ted incest (‘Beaumanoirsa Maneking 53-4). However, she gives only one medieval
example of this view, and | have found very littlédence for it in literary and historical
sources, though it may in fact have been quite sgdead (see my comments in Q.

66 \itz, Medieval N arrative 102.
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killing his mother inLa Filla de FTEmperador ContastBut as he is
not responsible for his wife's death, and his mottiehly deserved
hers, this hardly represents a significant morak @abthor of the
Comedia sine nomingent to all the trouble of relocating the plot
in an entirely classical pagan setting, only toaode with a com-
parison between the theatre and the Christian cgroédhuman
life: he stresses that at the end of life, God alcare take off the
masks and reveal the truth that the rich man iflyrgmor, the
strong weak, the wise foolish, the lord a slave, Etere again the
moral contains no explicit comment on incest.

The Flight from Incest stories are presented in a clearly
Christian context, apart from th@omedia sine nomindaith and
divine providence sustain the heroine through her manyaisgde
and there is a strong Marian element in some versiomkis plot
does twice appear as a saint’s life, though in one case itlistbe
opening episode which is used to emphasize the virtue ofaime s
and the villainy of her father and murderer. According to fa li
written in the mid-thirteenth century, the Irish saint Dyngpfled
from the incestuous advances of her pagan father, accorgbagi
a faithful priest, and lived as a hermit near Antwerp; helidus
father followed her there and killed her with his own hafds a
later Italian legend, however, St. Uliva is given the fulbist with
all the usual journeys and persecutions, considerably Histiesl
with minor characters and scenes. This version was compaised
the end of the Middle Ages when a married woman with children
could aspire to sanctity, though in fact Uliva does littledeserve
the title of saint, and the plot is very similar to non-hageghic
versions® But these stories are also secular family romances, a
popular medieval genre; they centre on a noble or royal faofil
three generations, beginning with a cautionary tale of aiad

57 The heroines of some versions have symbolic nanetsasiEmaré (generally inter-
preted as ‘afflicted’, ‘troubled’, though Rickertitks it means ‘pure’ or ‘refined’), and
Joie or Joieuse (joy, fjoyful—during her travel3oieuse, the heroine dfion de
Bourges calls herself Tristouse, ‘sad’); but they do napleitly represent Christian
virtues. In theMan of Laws TaleChaucer does not call his heroine Constance, astTri
and Gower do in the analogues, but rather Custameeseems to draw back from
explicit personification of the virtue.

% This legend is apparently based on stories cirmdagfter the discovery of
Dympna’s corpse in thE23Gs; a cult grew up based on miraculous cures foatiea and
epileptics.

% As d’Ancona points out in his introduction to thiay(vii), it is not really a saint’s
life at all, but simply another witness to the fiashfor stories of persecuted maidens.
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family relations which leads to separation and ordeals, emadt

ing with a happy family reunion and return to courtly life for
the long-suffering heroine.Thus the Flight from Incesttpban

be treated agexemplumand as romance, as miracle story and as
family saga.

One of the most significant variables among the eeassis the
context in which they appear and the generic catves they dis-
play The plot is used relatively rarely as an &xpmoral exem-
plum; it appears more frequently as a kind of romanee, i
sometimes subsumed into a larger series of romanepio adven-
tures, and is even found in several chroniclesorie versionla
Belle Hélengthe adventures of all the main characters areatege
and multiplied with ridiculous frequency so thab#comes a very
complex family narrative with numerous protagoniatrsd plot
strands including many journeys, wars, crises, aianphs which
are not present in other versions, plus many ektgosubplots
involving minor characters encountered by the pyotasts during
their endless travels and adventures. The timegpalso unusual
here; by the time Héléne is restored to her farhdy, twin sons are
adults, and one has married and begotten her gnantise future
St Brice. Roussel considers that Belle Héléndelongs more to the
epic than the romance tradition; he notes thatuthel emphasis
on the individual piety of the heroine is completebershadowed
by an emphasis on saints and sanctuaries and aamhi¢rusading
and conversion, an emphasis which is much moreaywf chan-
son de gestihan of romancé& The incestuous father reforms him-
self early on and converts the pagan King of Bavatia was about
to marry his own daughter; one of Héléne’s song & tin and
the other is the father of St Brice. Héléne ofteens® quite a mar-
ginal character in the midst of all the hectic atyiby the other
charactersYde et Olivés also part of a larger cycle, for it is one of
the continuations oHuon of Bordeaux Yde is Huon’s grand-
daughter; her incestuous father is the spotless tiethe previous
romance in the sequendeg Chanson de Clarisse et Horenthich
describes his courtship and marriage; and thesseoietinues with
the adventures of Croissant, the son begotten byafter her
miraculous sex change. Perhaps the most startitegriation of an
Incestuous Father romance into a larger tedtiasm de Bourges.

0 Roussel, ‘Chanson de gest&71.
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The account of Joieuse’s ordeals closely resenitded anekine
but it is interwoven with a very complicatetianson de gestear-
rative, and the familiar episodes of the Incestueather plot are
constantly interrupted by the complex chivalriceures and love
stories developed during the twenty-seven thoudare$ before
Herpin de Chypre, a character who has already br@eoduced
and has behaved admirably thus far, is suddenfysfoamed into
an incestuous fathér. The Incestuous Father plot ends when
Herpin and his son-in-law Olivier go to Rome and maunited with
Joieuse, whose hand is found by the cook at hetehasd re-
attached by the Pope, just as.enM anekinebut this is not the end
of the entire narrative, for other male charactenstinue to have
martial adventures. Of course the focus on the snffeheroine is
greatly diminished by this treatment; one wondehy the incest
plot was introduced at all. Likéde et Olivethis text bears witness,
if more were needed, to the popularity of the IncestiFather
theme, which could be inserted in the middle of @hie narratives
of love and adventure.

In a number of versions the Flight from Incest stigrgissociated
with England, starting with the life of Offa, andmse critics have
argued for an English origin for the story, thouglseems likely
that an oral version had long been widely knowrofeethe extant
versions were written dowfiln three fifteenth-century narratives it
is associated with the historical rivalry betweengland and
France. In von Buhel®onigstochter von Frankreichthe French
heroine flees from the unwelcome advances of herl fayher to
London, where she marries the King of England. Aftez usual
vicissitudes and reunion scene with husband artefedt Rome,
she returns to London, and soon inherits the thiafnfgrance on
her father's death. Her husband and son are sununaway to
war, and she dies. Another king takes over Fraawteé,her husband
fights for his son’s rights, winning Calais and twther towns
(Calais was for centuries a bone of contention betwEngland
and France); the poem ends with the comment thatthe read-
ers/audience know how the Hundred Years War be@dre

1 On the relationship betwedra ManekineandLion de Bourgesee Fenster, ‘Joie
mélée’, and Suard, ‘Chanson de geste'.

72 See for instance Rickert, ‘Old English Offa’. D'’Ama suggested long ago that
Beaumanoir might have first encountered the stohatEnglish court: see his intro-
duction to the Uliva storyRappresentazionexvii n. 4.
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German poem has all the usual episodes except tiiéation of
the heroine’s hands. A more abbreviated accoumjiiven in the
SpanishEl Victorial, where the heroine is the daughter of the Duke
of Guienne and a French princess. She also matieKing of
England, and then receives the news that the Kingance has
died without an heir. She and her husband demandalileer’s
dukedom, which had been left to the King of FranbésTis the
cause of the war which is still in progress, says writer’”® The
Spanish version includes the mutilation of the heesihands (by
a servant at her own request), but omits the uGadlimniated
Wife section of the story: there is no wicked mothetaw, no sec-
ond exposure, and no reunion with her husband. Ahmuaore
elaborate version including all the standard epasoi$ told by
Bartolomeo Fazio in hiBe origine inter Gallos et Britannos belli
historia; the level of detail is appropriate to a romanceratve,
but as in the German and Spanish versions, thetinaes Father
story is used to explain a political situation, thaditional hostil-
ity between France and England which reached a daakg the
Hundred Years War. The French throne is presensedgatfully
due to England by virtue of the marriage of a Frgméhcess to an
English king, an argument frequently made by thgligh in the
later Middle Ages. But it is not clear why Spanisberman, and
Italian writers should support this argument, aotster it by con-
demning the French king as an incestuous father.

For medieval authors and readers, the main valdetlam inter-
est of the Flight from Incest stories seem to haenkthe series of
vicissitudes endured by the heroine, rather tharsgecific incident
which motivates her flight or exile, the incestupugposition from
her father. Stories of separated families of varibiasls were very
popular in the later Middle Ages; there seems t@beénteresting
gender distinction in the forms that they generadlyk.* When the
protagonists have a child who must be exposed Isecaluillegiti-
mate birth, the child is almost always male, and shbsequent

7 The choice of Guienne as a setting is not a randoej ibwas a part of Aquitaine
which was controlled alternately by the French #melEnglish during the High Middle
Ages. Louis IX gave it to Henry Il of England 259 the French retook it in the early
years of the Hundred Years War; it was ceded to a&ylin 1360 by the Treaty of
Bretigny, but reclaimed by the French in the foliew century, and was formally united
with the French crown ia472.

7 For further discussion see Archibald, ‘ContextuaizChaucer’s Constance’.



FATHERS AND DAUGHTERSs 181

adventures centre on his development as a knigththéareunion
with his parents (for instan&@r Eglamou). The mother may seem
a major character at the beginning of the narrative, subse-
guently she plays only a small part, overshadowethb chivalric
exploits of her son and her lover, whose duel acdgeition scene
constitute the climax of the story If the narratiso focus on the
heroine, her child is legitimate and stays with. Hée—for it is
always a boy—also stays young; he cannot grow upnduthe
course of the story and rival her by having indemendadven-
tures’™ Heroines cannot have adventures that involve sogmifi
action initiated by them; they can only endure omsi kinds of
ordeals, often involving unwanted suitors, and they often slan-
dered and misunderstood. What could be the catflydhe lone
wanderings of a noble and innocent young womandishlready
married, she can be rejected, unjustly, by a hugbaimo thinks
himself wronged, or by a wicked mother-in-law; if Seenot mar-
ried, she can reject, or be rejected by, the widofather who has
tried to marry her (some texts combine these twdifs)o Both
these forms proved extremely popular—alarmingly papuwe
might think, in terms of medieval tolerance for dgsttons of the
victimization of innocent women who have committed fault,
and who learn nothing from their experiences exbept cruel the
world can be, and how faith in God and the Virgan greserve
them through any kind of trouble. We may read theseances
today as an indictment of patriarchy, but that is wby they were
written or why they were so popular in the laterdslle Ages.
One of the reasons for their success may be thaptbi offers a
way to focus the story on a woman. She cannot gtegctive role,
and must remain virtuous; flight from incest keeps &t centre
stage without requiring her to do anything but eutind endure.
Much of what happens in these stories of persecutadans is
very similar to the adventures of the heroines of iHalenistic
romances of late antiquity; in fact the Greek romesnfar outdo
the medieval ones in the accumulation of disastéishwbeset the
separated lovers or newly-wetisBut the focus in these classical

s La Belle Hélénenight be regarded as an exception to these rimes the heroine’s
twins are separated from her very early on; butrtheative does not stay focused on
her, as we have seen.

s For a useful survey of these romances which incldisgsission of their circulation
and influence in the post-classical period see Higyel
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texts is always on a couple; once away from hontk saparated,
both become the playthings of a cruel Fortune witichstantly
flips them out of the frying pan into the fire and ge¢hem apart
until the very end of the story In the Greek romeshe heroes as
well as the heroines may be sold as slaves, buliediliated, tor-
tured, and generally mistreated, and sometimes theyhave to
struggle to preserve their chastity (not alwayssssfully). In con-
trast, the medieval Flight from Incest stories tamdly be said to
have heroes, for the role of the heroine’s husbarsinall and far
from heroic; and the heroine’s adventures are gdlyerestricted
to two or three unprovoked crises involving sextyalvith long
periods of inaction in between.

This type of story seems to have a good deal in common with
what Braswell has called The Man Tried by Fate’, the type of
story to which the Eustace and Isumbras legends belongi{anot
female version is the Griselda story); the fashion for thust ©f
story may well have been influenced by the ever-popular
Apollonius of Tyre story, which was similarly adapted to fitet
conventions of botlexemplumand romancé’ These stories seem
to have satisfied a widespread medieval desire to hear albeut t
caprices of Fortune and the human ability to endure, Ja-tiK
the evildoers are sated or destroyed, and the protagofastBy
is reunited and restored to prosperity. Chaucttan of Laws
Taleseems to me to be a shrewd comment on the implications for
women of this kind of plot. It emphasizes the pointless suffg
inflicted on women by men, repeatedly draws attention to the
divine protection afforded the saint-like Custance, arjdcts the
feel-good happy ending of most versions for a bleaker view of
women’s lives and human existence in general. As Kolve has
shown, the helpless heroine adrift at sea was often undmisto
allegorically in the Middle Ages as the Christian soul, hdsg
trials but sustained by faith. This interpretation may have
occurred to medieval readers of the Flight from Incest nams,
but it is rarely made explicit in the texts. A taste for sterded per-
secuted but innocent maidens seems to have been widespread i
the Middle Ages, as indeed in later centuries and up to theepte
day; Avalle argues that there was a continuous tradition of

7 See Braswell, ‘“Sir Isumbras”’33and Hornstein, ‘Eustace-Constance-Florence-
Griselda’. Both Apollonius and Griselda are complangth Job in medieval texts.
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Persecuted Maiden stories from the Middle Ages to the naxels
the Marquis de Sad&.In the introduction toJustine Sade dis-
misses as banal the usual mode of romance, the triumph afevirt
over vice; he boasts that he will show instead the triumphiod,v
though he hopes that the end result will still be to make theee
cry ‘O combien ces tableaux du crime me rendent figre d’aimer |
vertu! Comme elle est sublime dans les larmes! Commes les mal
heurs I'embellissent! (Oh, how these renderings of crimekenme
proud of my love for Virtue! How sublime does it appear thrbug
tears! How 'tis embellished by misfortune8Medieval readers
too seem to have enjoyed descriptions of Virtue embellished
misfortunes, but of course these medieval heroines endceie t
series of crises and disasters less abjectly than Sadk&kesscvic-
tims. Joie and the others are sustained by Christian faithfaur
titude, and by occasional miracles; the threats to theirstitya
(never more than threats) are brief and occur at infrequeiet-
vals, and retribution usually strikes down their assagasioner
or later unless they see the error of their ways (as some of the
incestuous fathers eventually do).Justine on the other hand, it
is the poor heroine who is killed by lightning; her wickedtsrs
interprets this fate allegorically as an awful warning, aetteats
immediately to a convent. Surprisingly, perhaps, the medigad-
ition prefers the conventional happy ending in which thegleaf-
fering heroine is restored, like Job, to prosperity and shiis
family life.

CONSUMMATED INCEST

When Beatrice Cenci was tried in the |&&9Gs for the murder of
her father, it was reported that he had attemptesetiuce her by
arguing that it was well known that all children rho of
father—daughter liaisons became safftsonically, he seems to
have ignored the fact that saints born of incestetomes Kill their

8 See his introduction to Veselovskij-Satle, Fanciulla Perseguitata.

7 Justine ed. Delon, ii129-30 trans. Seaver and Wainhou465-6.

8 This detail is included in Shelley’s own translatiof a contemporary account of
the death of the Cenci familfCénci ed. Woodberryl33: ‘He tried to persuade the
poor girl, by an enormous heresy, that childrennbof the commerce of a father with
his daughter were all saints, and that the sairfts wbtained the highest places in
Paradise had been thus born.’
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fathers (see the discussion of St Albanus in theipue chapter).
One wonders which stories he did have in mind, iforfact
father—daughter incest is fairly rare in medievalibgraphy. In the
Albanus legend it is merely the curtain-raiser,gssary to the story,
but only as a prologue, like the sibling incestaregorius in both
these legends it is the discovery of the unwittingrriage of
mother and son which is the peripeteia and theecatisontrition
and penance for the whole family, and of ultimatecsiy for the
male protagonist. Contrition for incest with a dateg does not
seem to have been considered grounds for sanettyiideed was
contrition for incest with a father), except in tiheubtful case of St
Metro. TheVita by Bishop Ratherius of Veron&.962 refers to
unspecified sins for which this saint performedgomus penance
not unlike that of Gregorius, but the specific chaofjeinwitting
incest with a daughter appears only in a late sowidch may well
have been influenced by the popular lives of Gregorand
Albanus®

In the stories of the births of saints which do imdu
father—daughter incest, the father is well aware leéitahe is doing.
Unwitting father—daughter incest is extremely rareriedieval lit-
erature, it seems, though it cannot have been oinareal life
(Minucius Felix’s main criticism of the practice ofxmosing
unwanted babies, quoted at the beginning of theiguewchapter,
was the danger of unwitting incest with an unreceegichild later
in life). Father—daughter incest does occur in stateversions of
theexemplunof the mother who is reluctant to confess having had
intercourse with her son (see the discussion inp@dra&); but the
fact that the extra twist in which her son latewittingly marries
his daughter/sister only appears in a few lateioessof the story
suggests that this second incest may have beerd addéhe model
of popular hagiographic texts such as the storieslb&nus and
Gregorius. This version of thexemplums unique among medieval
incest stories in that the father and daughter meigeover their
relationship and are not separated, so they nevpredance; there
seem to be no disastrous consequences apart fmagtny of the
mother, who is all too aware of their true relatioipsand of her
responsibility for their situation.

81 SeeAASMaii ii, 306; Dorn,Der Siindige HeiligeB0—3 M6k, ‘Zur Vorgeschichte’.
Several Irish saints were said to be the product of fatherghigan incest, for instance
St Cuimmin.
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The only other example known to me of unwitting
father—daughter incest is equally unconventionatisoutcome: it
is part of the saga of a Norse hero, HfIT he story begins two
generations before his birth:

Queen Olof of Germany is raped by an enemy, King Hatg
revenge for a previous dishonour; she names thgidau she
bears Yrsa after a dog and gives her to peasaméatpsince she
feels no affection for her. One day Yrsa encounbersnatural
father who is disguised as a beggar; he fallsva With her, car-
ries her off against her will, and marries her (neitknows her
true parentage). Olof hears what has happened lastmuathing
to stop the marriage. Yrsa and her father are hapgsther, and
their son Hrélf becomes a famous hero. Olof, irgthby the
fame of father and son, visits them, and when Ynrsqu&es
about her parentage, the Queen maliciously rewiedsawful
truth. Yrsa is horrified and returns to her motlaerd later mar-
ries again; but Helgi is distraught at losing had anxious to
maintain the marriage. He is killed when he triesdtrieve Yrsa
from her new husband.

Infant girls are very rarely exposed in medievedriture, and this
is a unique motive for the exposuteT he story dates from a pre-
Christian era. There is no question of contritionpenance here,
and the very different reactions of father and daelgbuggest con-
siderable ambivalence about the incest taboo. AlghoHelgi's
death is in a sense the result of his incestuousiayg;, there is no
explicit comment that he deserved his fate. Nos#igs attached to
Hrolf, and unlike Gregorius he feels no respongipibr the sins of
his parents. The rest of the saga is concerned highsecular
adventures, not his spiritual progress.

The absence of narratives about potential or actual inetstden
unrecognized fathers and daughters is strikfruch stories would

82 Hrolfs Saga Krakachs.6-12 trans. Jone®34-50 This saga describes events in the
6th cent., though it was probably composed in the Middle Ages and is preserved in
a 1%h-cent. manuscript. | am indebted for knowledgelos text to BoswellKindness
of Strangers387.

8 In Marie de Francekai le Fresnethe heroine is exposed at birth because she is a
twin; | discuss this story in relation to the MiddEnglish adaptation in my.ai le
Freine.

8 They are rare in folktale too; see Johnson anceRhiitliams,Oedipus Ubiquitous
59-61 This is surprising; the plot works very effectjvén Max Frisch’s tragic novel,
Homo Faber.
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have offered oppportunities for mutual attraction such asv&
describes in his version of the Apollonius story, when thepddring
Apollonius encounters his daughter Thaise (Tarsia), wherhds
not seen since her birth and believes to be d€xA §. 1702-3; see
discussion in Chapter 2, pp. 98-9):

Bot of hem tuo a man mai liere
What is to be so sibb of blod.

Here Gower suggests that it would be quite natiorahn unrecog-
nized father and daughter to feel drawn to eaclero#yollonius
does indeed love Thaise ‘kindely’ or naturally,cgrne is her father;
he is not described as smitten by inappropriate Bilg much more
common is the scenario of the tyrannical father vitwewes his
daughter into an incestuous affair, which appeath las arexem-
plumand as a subplot in chronicles and romafic€éfiese fathers
are villains who sometimes repent of their misdéedsemplabut
never in romance. In most father—daughter incestestthere is no
doubt about the identity of father and daughter, drete is every
indication that the daughter’s feelings are notstoied. At the
beginning of the Apollonius story, Antiochus knowat his daugh-
ter is out of bounds, but as Gower’s narrator rersamhanne a
man hath welthe at wille, | The fleissh is frele dalleth ofte’
(288-9 When a man has riches to command, the flesh ilsafind
often falls). Antiochus’ rape of his daughter is tally depicted: he
leaves her bleeding and so horrified by what hapé@gd that she
determines to kill herself, until her nurse persmdter that she
should yield to her father. Her spirit is totallpweed; she is like a
subject nation, enslaved and abused. Antiochugpgiimmorality
is mirrored in his public behaviour. He displaymiar violence
towards his daughter’'s many suitors: whether tlodyeshis riddle
or not, they are decapitated, and their headsnapaled over the
gate as a warning to others. He persecutes Apokomjuite
unjustly, and his offer of a reward for the youngmeéead or alive,
corrupts even his friends. | showed in an earlfepter how the

8 One of the earliest medieval examples of consumméitter—daughter incest
associated with bad kingship (apart from Historia Apolloni) occurs in the pseudo-
historicalHistoria Britonumattributed to Nennius and probably composed al380t
when St. Germanus confronts Vortigern over hisshedth his daughter, and calls down
fire from heaven to destroy the impenitent king; ldéstoria Britonum chs.39-45 ed.
Faral, iii. 30-5.



FATHERS AND DAUGHTERS 187

plot of the Apollonius story introduces a series athiers who are
also kings, and compares their treatment of theirgtigéers and of
their subjects. No other medieval text is so riohincestuous
fathers, actual and potential; but there are sobtheroways of
drawing attention to paternal tyranny.

One way is to attribute incestuous behaviour totgiawho are
well known for two characteristics: lust and vioden The two are
combined in an episode at the beginning of Phese Tristan as
part of the story of Tristan's ancestor Apollo l'Atemeus (a
foundling who unwittingly kills his father and maes his
mother—see the discussion in Chap@g# During the very com-
plicated adventures of Apollo’s parents, they finflige in a forest
with a giant who puts a riddle to his visitors:Hea a fruit tree that
he loved very much, but after taking the flower heme to despise
the fruit and ate it eagerly. Sador, Apollo’s fatremlves the riddle:
the giant loved his wife very much, loved their dater even more,
seduced her and later killed and ate her (a sedddte solved by
Pélias reveals that the giant had eaten his matbher though
apparently he did not seduce h&rly. is striking to find this story
of father—daughter incest combined with a riddle vy eating,
as in the Apollonius story (though the prize hareat the giant’s
daughter in marriage). Furthermore this episodeecin the mid-
dle of the story of the foundling Apollo who laterl&ihis father
and marries his mother. It seems that almost alpibssible motifs
of medieval incest stories are combined here. Armogient who
has a child by his own daughter appear@on de Mayencde is
excommunicated for seven yedtBut these giants, and Antiochus,
are all tyrannical fathers who show no sign of ciiwin for their
sin. The father of Albanus, who is not a tyrant,limgly does
penance for seven years to pay for his incest,asigoon as he is
reunited with his daughter, they relapse into tldd sin and are
immediately killed by their son.

In all these stories the daughters remain extrestelglowy. Very
little is said about their reactions to the incastd they do not seem

8 | e Roman de Tristared. Curtis, i75-84 Synopses of the relevant section are given
by Loseth inLe Roman en prose de Tristaf+1Q and by Baumgartneke Tristan’, 2.
See also Ménard.e Rire 510-13 Traxler, ‘Observations’; Mickel, ‘Tristan’s Andey’;
and Gracia, ‘La Preistoria’.

8 Cannibalism is another characteristic of giants;lassical legend it is often asso-
ciated with incest (see CB). 8 Doon de Mayence8246-57 ed. Pey.
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to have the gumption to defy their fathers or ramaThe result is
that they usually die violently, often at the satitee as their
fathers. One very striking exception proves the generalthat stor-
ies of consummated father—daughter incest focus enfathers,
who never repent successfully. It is a story popidaexemplary
collections and also preserved in the early fifteerentury English
dramatic fragmenbux M oraud®

A man seduces his daughter, and the affair consifareseveral
years. When her mother catches thienflagrante delicto the

daughter cuts her throat and buries her; she dlsotke two

children whom she conceives by her father. Whegriow/s old

and repents, she cuts his throat too, and theelsrear away and
lives as a prostitute. Eventually a sermon (in gesion by St
Augustine) moves her to confess. She dies immdyliaifter-

wards. In some versions the people feel she doesdeserve
Christian burial; but miraculously, roses come oubher mouth,
bearing Latin inscriptions testifying to her saleat, and warn-
ing that her detractors too must face judgemenaniother ver-
sion, when the priest who has heard her confessgks the
congregation to pray for her, a voice from heawdls him that
he and the people should rather ask her to praghtem.

An incestuous daughter who takes the initiative in thismlag way

is possible in arexemplunbecause she is intended to be a larger-
than-life cautionary tale of vice run wild. This bizarre sgof a vic-
timized daughter who turns into a worse monster than herefath
could be taken as indicative of a widespread medieval alitu
towards women, as well as towards incest: carnal desirashich
women are notoriously prone, lead the daughter to a seribsef
ribly violent crimes®Incest is the primary sin which underlies allthe
later transgressions, each bad enough in itself: matriaidanti-
cide, parricide, prostitution. On the other hand, this daagdoes
eventually confess her sins. The story of the repentantiputswas

8 My synopsis here is a conflation of various versidhsx M oraudconsists only of
the father’s part (ed. Davis). Five analogeremplgincluding one from the English ver-
sion of theGesta Romanorujrare printed and discussed by Heudeux Moraud; see
also Homan, Twdexempla As all the exemplary versions end with the daiegh con-
fession and salvation, it is assumed that the giayoo.

% On the representation of women in exemplary liter@aee Karras, ‘Gendered Sin’
and Murray, ‘Gendered Souls’, and my discussion rdvkingly incestuous mothers in
Ch. 3.
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always popular in the Middle Ages (other well-known exansgee
Thais, St Mary of Egypt, and Mary Magdalerfebut how much
more effective it is when the prostitute has also commithedsame
terrible crimes as Judas and Albanus, with infanticidewthran too!
None of the medieval incestuous heroes behaves quite asdxsttile
protagonist oDux Moraud and the analogoues<empla-it is hard
to think of any parallel for such violent behaviour until @mni in
Ford'sTis Pity ShesaWhorgl633). The male protagonists of incest
stories are often foundlings ignorant of their true ideasitwho
marry their mothers (and in some cases kill their father&tem-
tionally; they are allowed to survive for years to do penamacel to
be rewarded for it by sanctity It is striking that like som#her
women in exemplary incest stories who commit incest knowing
the daughter iDux M orauddies as soon as she has confessed, with-
out time to perform some rigorous penance and achieve sgrtbie
implication is that she is lucky to have been saved at alergiver
monstrous crimes. It may seem surprising that it is a priestale
saint rather than the Virgin who brings this hardened sinoeon-
fession. Perhaps this is further propaganda for the Chuaroth evi-
dence of pervasive misogyny: however wicked the woman,she i
match for an educated male ecclesiastic.

The incestuous father Dux M oraudis very unusual in that he
does repent and confess before his death. It se@rpssing that in
the Flight from the Incestuous Father stories inctvtihe incest is
not consummated, the fathers should (in some eddeast) repent
and obtain absolution, as well as reconciliationhvtheir daugh-
ters; yet fathers in stories of consummated incesttgcally never
feel the prick of conscience, even though they lsavenuch more
to confess. Does this imply that father—daughteeshavas per-
ceived by medieval writers as worse than mother-sothat men
are more obdurate sinners? If so, why is father—dgaghcest not
used as the peripeteia in saints’ lives? Is thppearance of the
contrite fathers in some Incestuous Father nagafderhaps typ-
ical of the romance desire for a happy ending afatrdly reunion
(here combined in the form of validation and conétian of the
royal lineage)? If so, these stories could be seammparable t8ir
Eglamourand Sir Degaréwith their near-miss mother—son incest
and final reunion with the long-lost husband/father—altHoug

%1 See Karras, ‘Holy Harlots'.
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the foundling heroes in these romances have a \&sy Bme in
comparison with the vicissitudes and suffering of tieroines of
Incestuous Father stories.

Whether consummated or merely threatened, fatheghdau
incest seems to have been the most common litéwamy of incest
in the later Middle Ages, at least in extended atves;
mother—son incest is the most common form in beleémpla
Today father—daughter incest is generally perceasdhe most
common form, and like medieval writers we tend &e mcestuous
fathers as domestic tyrants. For us the charge itd elbuse is a
very serious one: modern incestuous fathers aikaynto make a
pilgrimage to Rome, but they are often referregdychiatrists, the
modern confessors, and sometimes they are eveendsivguilt to
commit suicide. In our twenty-first-century view,etiproblem of
incest is frequently entwined with social and psyolgical issues
such as living conditions, marital problems, vialenn parents
(usually male) as a response to abuse in theirahldhoods, and
silent acquiescence from mothers who may themsélses been
incest victims. Although many of the medieval romesidegin
with a plausible psychological explanation for tather’s incestu-
ous infatuation with his daughter (his wife’s deatid the strong
resemblance between dead mother and beautiful den)gblearly
the main issue is not what makes a man try to setiscdaughter
or what effect this may have on the daughter iarléite. The hero-
ines never retreat permanently to nunneries; aljhdbey are not
always eager to marry, the implicit assumptionhattthey are
happy with their husbands, and that the final remmibich returns
them to normal family life really is a happy endifithe opening
episode of flight from incest is merely the cataligst the subse-
guent adventures, though it sets the tone in ptiesga vulnerable
heroine in a world of powerful men, and in introdugia story
about the moral and social disorder which resutisnfabnormal
parent—child relationships (excessive paternal,latett also mater-
nal, devotion). In the Shakespearean adaptatioh@®pollonius
story, Pericles Prince of TyreAntiochus’ liaison with his daughter
is succinctly summed up by Gower, the Chorus, ad &hild, worse
father’ (. i. 27). In medieval stories of consummated incest the
moral target is definitely the ‘worse father’; ofterest is only one
aspect of his tyrannical behaviour. Most daughterhéese stories
are bad only in that they do not seem to have theage to run
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away; they are minor characters, anonymous anut $de the most
part. The striking exception is of course the fevosi daughter in
Dux Moraud But she, like so many women in medieval literatur
seems to represent the worst fears of male wrissnsually vor-
acious, murderess of her parents and her childtenjssa perfect
vehicle for Church misogyny as well as contritidrpsopaganda.
She is not a flesh and blood woman, just as thes fos&ring Latin
inscriptions which come out of the mouth of her cerpee not real
roses.



5
Siblings and Other Relatives

giovanni Shall then, for that | am her brother born,
My joys be ever banished from her bed?
No, Father; in your eyes | see the change
Of pity and compassion: from your age,
As from a sacred oracle, distils
The life of counsel. Tell me, holy man,
What cure shall give me ease in these extremes?
friar : Repentance, son, and sorrow for this sin —
For thou hast moved a Majesty above
With thy unranged almost blasphemy

John Ford;Tis Pity Shes a Whorel i. 36-44

Themain focus in this chapter will be on the additmnincest to
the Arthurian legend in the story of Mordred’s birtthhough a
number of non-Arthurian texts will also be discussgitiling incest
seems to have been regarded as considerably iesaibéhan par-
ent—child incest; it is usually a sub-plot rathearita central theme,
and often involves minor characters rather tharptiotagonists.it
is therefore harder to detect a pattern of develoyinmethe stories
| shall be discussing here than in stories of pashild incest, and
this chapter may seem more fragmented than thegqu®wnes. It
will end with a brief survey of stories of incest oidesthe nuclear
family in various forms: between more distant blomdatives,
between affines (relatives by marriage rather thimod), and
between spiritual relatives (persons linked by sapal sponsor-
ship, priests and their parishioners, and any perssho have
entered religious life). Incest outside the nucleanily is fairly rare
in medieval literature; | shall speculate on pdssikasons for this
neglect of an area which so preoccupied the Churcthe later
Middle Ages.

! The story of Canace and Macareus, a rare instange ektended and sympathetic
treatment of sibling incest, is discussed in €hs part of the classical legacy; | do not
repeat those comments here.
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Siblings

According to Brewster’s survey of early modern ballads amlll-f
songs, ‘songs in which there is brother—sister incest outrarmll
others’; heis mostly concerned with materials from the Bakk and
the siblings have usually been long separ&tEdere are a number of
examples of sibling incest in the English and Scottish loslleol-
lected by Child; the siblings are often unaware that theyeleded
(‘Babylon’, ‘The Bonny Hind’), but there are also instaneesere
they do know the truth (‘Sheath and Knife’, ‘Brown Robyn’s
Confession’}If these ballads are an accuratereflection of the degree
of interest in various kinds of incest in oral tradition inetkarly
modern period, it seems surprising that the sibling mo#fyplsuch

a small partin medieval literature. Medieval writers oftdluded to
the stories of Byblis and Canace which they knew from Ovid tded
mythographers, but very few chose to retell these storiesngt
length, and even fewer invented new narratives focusing on
brother/sisterincest (seemycommentsin Chapter 2). Viénettiters
wanted to titillate their readers or to encourage them tdesstheir
sins, stories of sibling liaisons were apparently less kimgg and
therefore less effective, than the stories about liais@twéen par-
ents and children which were so popular in the later Middle#g
When sibling incest is present in medieval narratives, itegally
appears as a sub-plot. In saints’ lives ax@émplat is usually over-
shadowed by the much more serious sin of parent—child inirest;
romances it tends to involve very minor characters. But tbe@nn
reader may be surprised by the medieval fashion for attgdifring
incest stories to some of the great hero cycles, most notabse of
Charlemagne, Arthur, and Siegfried; possible reasonsumgested
later in this chapter. Stories of sibling incest usuallylunle con-
summation; even when this is avoided, there may be a vioteding
for at least one protagonist (as in the story of the QuestzagsB.
Plots in which unrecognized siblings are saved from comngjtt
incest were quite common in the New Comedy of Greece and Rome,
but medieval examples are few and far betwéen.

2 Brewster,Incest Theme25 see also Krappe, ‘Uber die Sagen’.

3 English and Scottish Popular Balladsos.14, 16, 50, and 57d. Child, i.170-7,
185-7, 444—7and ii.13-16.

4 One example appears in tiiEecameron(5. 5): two young men are rivals for the
love of a mysterious young woman, but when it emetbat she is the long-lost sister of
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Exempla

Tubach has only one entry for sibling incest, arehtions only one
exemplum(a version of the Gregorius story), though thereiare
fact more> The English version of th@esta Romanorurnmcludes
as chapterxxi a story not found in the Latin versions in which a
brother seduces his sister, runs away with her vdhenbecomes
pregnant, and then kills her for no apparent reassoon as she
has given birth to their child; after marrying tivdow of a rich
merchant and making a prosperous life for himsedffinally con-
fesses on his deathbédiere as inDux Moraudincest leads to
murder, and here too the point of the story is thpdrtance of
repentance. Very little detail is given to subsiatet the story; it is
never clear why the brother kills the sister and ¢hild. His con-
fession is not given verbatim, and there is noregfee to incest in
the final part of the story When he dies, a supemahtvoice is
heard to say ‘syn criste deyed, was never souldetp wonne and
savyd, blessyd be gode! (since Christ died, nd s@s ever so clev-
erly won and saved, blessed be God!) The main mafrtie story
is that confession leads to salvation, rather tinan incest is to be
avoided.

In some exemplary narratives involving double in¢bsth inter-
and intra-generational), sibling incest is usedhascurtain-raiser,
and can be treated quite sympathetically. In tbeysbf Gregorius,
for instance, Hartmann gives considerable attent@othe mutual
devotion of the orphaned siblings, the real love cvhgrows
between them once the reluctant sister has sulimitbe her
brother’s incestuous desire, and their panic oeerpnegnancy (see
my comments in Chapt&). Once Gregorius is born, however, the
sibling plot is no longer interesting or relevaimhe brother dies
almost immediately, and although the sister griévehim, it is her
subsequent relationship with her son that dominttestory. Her
loves and losses are only a minor part of the @tibhough she is

one of them he abandons his suit, and the girl hagspily ever after with his rival. This
type of plot reappears in Renaissance drama, no tdbatrowed from Greek and
Roman plays.

5 Tubach, Index Exemplorumno. 2728 for additions to Tubach's material, see
Berlioz and Polo de Beaulieles Exempla médiévaux

6 Early English Versions388-90 the text is taken from BL AddR066(a variant ver-
sion appears in Harle3316).
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allowed to reappear at the end to seek absolutibhdr sins from
her son the Pope, her narrative is summarized yiieflndirect
speech. She has no name; the focus is squarelyegofius and his
extraordinary destiny. In the stories of Albanus afid/ergogna,
the protagonist and his mother are also brothersistdr, but very
little is made of this; again, it is the idea of axseeping with the
mother who bore him that dominates the plot andsesuhe
peripeteia. In some versions of the popw@aemplunof the inces-
tuous mother, her son unwittingly marries his ovistes/daughter;
the horrified mother is advised to leave them isdflil ignorance
(see the discussion of the versions by Bandello,héyt and
Marguerite de Navarre in Chapt&r But this twist, the equivalent
of the mother—son incest in the hagiographic traditid double
incest stories, only seems to occur in a few latsigns of the plot;
in these too it is the mother—son incest which datés the story
and which must be expiated, if not by public penathen by pri-
vate contrition.

Romance

I know no romance text in which the main plot ceston a
brother’s desire for his sister, as This Pity Shes a Whoreln
romances which begin with the heroine’s flight framcest, the
aggressor is almost always her fath@&/here the motif of sibling
incest does appear in romances, it is usually apsot) and often
very brief. If the protagonist is involved, the istés not likely to be
consummated (though Charlemagne and Arthur atdrsgrexcep-
tions, as we shall see). Near the end of Chrétiefirdges’Conte
du Graal (Perceva), Gawain visits a chateau where the ladies in
charge turn out to be his grandmother, mother,sistdr; Gawain’s
mother does not recognize her own son and expreassémpe that
the glamorous newcomer will marry her daughter isger), but
no incestuous liaison ensuem the thirteenth-centurRichars li

7 Penta flees from her incestuous brother in a latetcgue of the Flight from the
Incestuous Father stories in the 17th-c@nhtameron®f Basile 8. 2, but | know no
medieval example. In some cases the persecutbe isrbther-in-law; see the end of this
chapter.

8 Le Conte du Graal8771-99 ed. Lecoy; ironically, in expressing this wish ftheir
marriage she uses the phrase ‘qu’il soient conte &esuer'§790Q that they may be like
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Biaus the hero is horrified to be offered as a bridewoean he
believes to be his sister; this leads to his disgpthat he is in fact
a foundling, and his quest to find his parénts. Froissart’s
Meliadorthe hero’s sister Phénonée has a tremendous crusbro
brother. She manages to avoid the fate of Byblisydver: at a
crucial point she mistakenly identifies as her batobrother
another knight, Agamanor, who is desperately ie loith her, and
it is Agamanor whom she ends up marryihg.

Another sister who desired her own brother was fledsinate
than Phénonée; her story explains the origin of Beste
Glatissant, better known to English readers as}thesting Beast.
This story, reminiscent of the tragedy of Phaedra digpolytus,
and also of the transformation of Scylla in Ovibietamorphoses
(14. 59ff.), appears at the very beginning of the so-calRexbt-
Vulgate Cycle oRomance of the Graih theSuite du Merlin The
Beast is the monstrous result of thwarted siblingpst. A king's
daughter falls desperately in love with her brotrempious and
chaste young man. When he rejects her she plastsianit suicide,
but the devil appears to her in the shape of a hmmdsiouth and
offers to help her, if she will obey him. On his a&#vshe accuses
her brother of raping her; their horrified father demns the inno-
cent boy to be eaten by hounds. Before he dieghghesies that
God will avenge him, and that his sister will beadiabolical child
in the shape of a monster with yelping hounds irbéky, to com-
memorate his unjust death (‘glatissant’ and ‘qungptare medieval
hunting terms for the baying of hounds when gansaisted). His

brother and sister). The poem was left unfinishe@hgétien, so we never see the recog-
nition scene. On the importance of hidden incesttfer Grail world see Roubaud,
‘Généalogie morale’; BloctEtymologies209-12 and Méla, ‘Oedipe’.

9 See nn56 and 57n Ch. 3.

1 For Phénonée’s comments on her forbidden passienFseissart,Meliador,
8689-96, 19246-&nd19317-18ed. Longnon.

1 There is no complete text of the Post-Vulgate Cyeleich was writterc.1235-40;
some of the extant parts are in French, some inuBaese and Spanish. As Fanni
Bogdanow’s edition of the whole cycle for SATF istn@t complete, references to the
Suitewill be taken from the edition of Paris and Ulrighyblished a$/ erlin, but cited
here asSuiteto avoid confusion with the proséerlin attributed to Robert de Boron (ed.
Micha); references to all other sections of thidecydll be taken from the translation in
Lancelot-Grail ed. Lacy (hereaftdr-G). For the Questing Beast episodeSete i. 149;
andL-G, iv. 167-8 v. 276-8 and v.283-5 For discussion see Muir, ‘Questing Beast’;
Bozoky, ‘La “Béte glatissant”’; Bogdano®omance124—6 and ‘LAmour illicite’; and
Furtado, ‘Questing Beast'.
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prophecy comes true; eventually the daughter ceeseso her
father, and is killed. According to Merlin in tiseiite the pursuit of
the Beast constitutes a Grail adventure, and Arthillrlearn the

truth about it from a knight not yet living, wholihbe a virgin born

of a virgin. This seems to be Perceval, but in tbeoant of the
birth of the beast in the Post-Vulgaeuestethe dying brother
declares that the Good Knight Galahad will be the t hunt and
Kill it. 22 In fact the Beast is eventually killed by Palamedeso is

on the Grail Quest with Galahad and Percevalniksinto a lake
which then seethes and burns as if full of devilstiNmg is said

during the various quests for the Beast aboutdtenection with

incest; but it is highly significant that in tigaiteArthur encoun-
ters this diabolical symbol of extreme sexual sist jafter his fatal
night with his unrecognized sister Morgadsele is not aware of
the origin and symbolic significance of the Beast, taaders and
audiences were presumably intended to remembesxhlanatory
incest story given at the very beginning of the ative, and to
make the connection with Arthur’s sin.

The Questing Beast appears in earlier Arthuriatstesut with-
out any account of its origins; in some it is a pesiChristian sym-
bol, and has no connection with incest. It is cleastic of the
Post-Vulgate Cycle to give it a history with a stgomoral em-
phasis; this is also the version of the legend whietkes the most
of Arthur’s incest and links it explicitly to the fuh disasters.
Paloma Gracia notes thatAmadis de Gaula dragon is the result
of father—daughter incest.The tradition of metamorphosis as a
punishment for incest, and of the connection betviegmsgressive
sex and animals, is an ancient one found in clastgigend and lit-
erature. An indication of possible Celtic sourcesaomalogues is

2] -G, v. 285.

13 Suite i. 147-53,L-G, iv. 167ff. Arthur’s incest is discussed in more detaiklain
this chapter. The same sequence occurs in Malatyithout any explanation of the
history of the Beast—perhaps he did not want to dddalical implications to Arthur’s
sin (Malory, 41-3 (i. 19-2)). References to Malory are taken from Vinavehsee-
volume edition, revised by Field (no volume numbers given since pagination is con-
tinuous); Caxton’s divisions by book and chapter also given in parentheses for the
convenience of those using other editions. Furtadimtp out that medieval readers
might well have associated the Questing Beast with seven-headed beast of
Revelations, thus adding eschatological implicagitm its part in the story of Arthur
(‘Questing Beast40).

14 Gracia,Las Sefiales73ff.; the first part of this useful study deals witicést in a
wide range of medieval texts.
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given by a strange story in the Fourth Branch of\tabinogion®®
Two brothers, Gwydion and Gilfaethwy, are punishgdMath for
the rape of a virgin at his court by being turne ianimals, a dif-
ferent kind each year for three years (stag and,Hiowar and sow,
and male and female wolves); they alternate gendasthey mate
with each other, bringing their young to Math’s coiHere sibling
incest is imposed as a punishment for another $estirme—or
perhaps their behaviour as beasts is intended agtagme reflec-
tion of their promiscuity as humans.

In the story of the Questing Beast, it is the siglleo pursues her
horrified brother, but in other romance contextdirgijpincest is
often presented as a form of male tyranny, like éatdaughter
incest. In such situations (usually involving mirgdraracters), the
incest may actually be consummated; it is then ghad, and so
forms a cautionary tale, @axemplunwithin the romance context.
In the FrenciQueste del Saint Graafor instance, the three Grail
knights, Galahad, Perceval, and Bors, enter the&@liaCarcelois,
where they are attacked by armed men whom theyesdcin
killing. An old man then appears, congratulatesithand reveals
that the three sons of the lord of the castle feloire with their
beautiful sister, raped her, and killed her whea sbmplained to
their father, whom they threw into prisél his sordid tale has no
significance for the main plot, but it is interestithat the evil pre-
sented as a contrast to the virtue of the Grail iktsigind a target
for their prowess should be incest, which as wesls@en is some-
times represented as an image of original sin. Thigrast of sex-
ual vice and virtue is also present in the prophhbey the Questing
Beast is destined to be killed by Galahad.

Galahad is named again as a saviour in the coofdrtest in a
curious episode in the late thirteenth- or earlyrfeenth-century
FrenchErec en prosé’ The hero faces a terrible dilemma: should he
break his oath to a certain damsel to do anythiag she may ask
him, or should he keep it by obeying her order itbhiis own sis-
ter? He maintains his reputation for integrity bljirkg his sister,
albeit very reluctantly Soon afterwards he commsatfountain
called the Fontaine de la Vierge, and is told hbgot its name.

15 SeeM abinogion trans. Jones and JonB8-63 and Welsh, ‘Doubling and Incest’,
359-60.

16 Questeed. Pauphilet229-33 The story is abbreviated in Malo896-8 (xvii. 8).

17 Ereq ed. Pickford 184-94.
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A prince who had lost his way in the forest caméh® fountain
and met the devil disguised as an old man. Thd dewiplained
that the prince’s sister was in fact his own daegrgubstituted
at birth for the real princess whose mother murdiées to avoid
a prophecy of disaster. He offered to help the gringt of the
forest, demanding as a reward that the prince metth his sup-
posed sister and hand her over to her ‘real’ fafhilee prince was
reluctant, but eventually agreed. When he came héttkhis sis-
ter, he was suddenly overcome with desire for kiled her
attendant, and threw her to the ground in ordeape her. She
prayed for help, and her brother fell down deadcdmmemor-
ate her brother’s sin of lechery she put an enchantron the
fountain: any knight who comes there and who is aafirgin
will lose the power to move until released by a veomThis

enchantment can only be undone by the Bon Chevalier

(Galahad), who will undo all the enchantments igiss.

It is curious that the brother’s desire for higesiss only awakened
at a very late stage in the story; the devil's laggount of her
parentage seems an unnecessarily elaborate presspéially in
comparison with a story like Apollonius of Tyre, whéAntiochus’
passion for his daughter is often attributed tod&el’s prompting,
without further elaboration (or a personal appeaeaand narra-
tive by Satan). It is not clear if the devil's paipiation is supposed
to show that the brother would never have thoudtsuch a thing
himself, or if it merely highlights the deviousnessd blarney of
the devil. The maidens who tell Erec this storyntheproach him
for the murder of his sister. The juxtaposition sesg that the two
crimes are to be seen as equally heinous. As sa aftmedieval lit-
erature, incestuous desire leads to violence.

Charlemagne and Arthur

It would be wrong, however, to conclude from theklaf exempla
and romances focused on sibling incest that théfwas of negli-
gible literary interest or moral shock-value in #yes of medieval
writers and their readers, for incest with a sistas inserted into
the legends of two of the most famous and admiredyskiim
medieval literature, Charlemagne and Arthur. The motivator the
addition in both cases seems to have been religious and éxgmp
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though as we shall see the moral was not alwaylcakpdevel-
oped. In the case of Arthur it is particularly iregsting to see how
the patterns well known from stories about the expe of a child
born of incest, such as the legends of GregoriusJamds, had to
be adapted to fit the traditional mould of the Artiaarlegend.

From the ninth century on a wide range of texts aonallusions
to Charlemagne refusing for a long time to confesme serious
but unspecified sin, but finally acknowledging it areteiving
absolution'® This story is particularly connected with St Gilles
(or Aegidius). In theVita Aegidii (probably tenth-century),
Charlemagne asks the saint to pray for him in cotioe with a
shameful sin which he has never dared to conféssfdllowing
Sunday during Mass, an angel places on the altparahment
which contains details of the sin, and also the rasste that it is
forgiven because of the saint’s prayers, as lonthaking repents
and never repeats'it.This story was widely copied and retold, in
Latin and in the vernaculars. In some versionsdiheremains a
secret, but in others it is declared to be delitesiracest with his sis-
ter Gillen, resulting in the birth of Roland. Mar¢innotes that the
standards of sexual behaviour at Charlemagne’s coere so
notoriously loose that the secret sin cannot haanbmere adul-
tery; Roncaglia argues at length that there must haen some his-
torical basis for the legend, and adduces evidémsiggest that
Charlemagne’s sister Gisla was in fact committedateonvent
rather young because of a sexual scaddakhould also be noted
that rumours of incest were associated with Chartgradecause
he was so attached to his daughters that he retast# any of
them marry; several of them had illegitimate chifd#e

The earliest explicit account of Charlemagne’s ihégsn the
Old NorseKarlamagnus Sagél230-50).

King Karlamagnus went to Eiss, and there he fouildng his sister. He
led her into his sleeping hall, and slept next ¢o, ko that he felt love for

18 For discussion of the legend and useful surveysitital material, see Lejeune, ‘Le
Péché’; Meslier, ‘Le Théme'17-336 Martinet, ‘Le Péché',9-16 and Roncaglia,
‘Roland’. 19 AASSSept. i. 299-314.

20 Martinet, ‘Le Péché'10-11 Roncaglia’s evidence includes the letters serGista
in her convent by Alcuin, which can be interpretedimplying that she should devote
her love to her spiritual spouse, the heavenly kiather than to her brother, the earthly
king.

2 See Einhardl.ife of Charlemagne3. 19 trans. Thorpe74-5 also Martinet, ‘Le
Péché’, 10-11.
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her, and they lay together. Afterwards he wenthiorch, and confessed to
Egidius all his sins except this one; Egidius ®ddsim and went to Mass.
And as he sang low Mass, Gabriel, God’s angel, came laid a letter on
the paten. On it was written that King Karlamaghas not confessed all
his sins: ‘He has lain with his sister, and shdlsfige birth to a son who
shall be named Rollant. And he shall give her irrnage to Milon of
Angler; she shall be delivered seven months aftey shared a bed; and he
shall know that he is both his son and his nephed, he should see that
the boy is well looked after, for he has need of him.” Egidiosk the letter
from the paten and at once he went, in his vestments, to KimgKegnus
and read it before him. He confessed, and fell feetfds feet begging for-
giveness, promising that he would never again cdnthat sin. He was
shriven, and did all that the letter had orderexigave his sister to Milon,
and made him duke of Brettania. The boy was borarsewnths latef?

Charlemagne is well aware of what he is doing whesléeps with
his sister. No particular motivation is given fds Budden lust, not
even the promptings of the devil, and they sleepttogey only once.
Absolutely nothing is said about his sister’s fegd or reactions.
The point of the story is the scenes that follovstfloetween the
saint and the angel and then between the saintrenking, which

stress the importance of contrition and confessitvugh not

penance). On the other hand, in this version tlgelsrevelation

follows immediately after the incest: there is romg period of
obstinate silence. This may perhaps be attributed desire to
present Charlemagne in as good a light as possible.

Allusions to Charlemagne’s incest are also foundater texts,
though the whole story is not told. Irchanson de gesteritten in
the thirteenth centuryristan de NanteuilSt Gilles persuades the
hero to confess his sin, which is that many yeafsrie he had slept
with his cousin and begotten a son; this is comgbari¢h the hor-
rible sin of Charlemagn®.In the fragmentary late fourteenth-
century Occitan poerRoncesvallesCharlemagne actually reveals
to his ‘nephew’ that he is the result of a greatcgimmitted by the
king with his own sister: Charlemagne is both umaid father, and
Roland both nephew and séfnReferences in various thirteenth-
and fourteenth-century texts to Roland as both eepdind son of

22 Karlamagnus Sagal. 36 trans. Hieatt, i116—7.

2 Tristan de Nanteujl22869f. Tristan’s son fulfils the prophecy that he vkl his
father; in this respect the story resembles tha©Oetflipus or Judas, rather than the
Charlemagne legend.

24 Roncesvallesl323-6 ed. Roques; there is no mention here of St Gilles.
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the king suggest that the writers assumed widedpkeawledge
of the story of Charlemagne’s incest. Indeed, Ronaaglgues that
it is hinted at much earlier, in the Oxford manigscrof the

Chanson de Rolant

Why should Charlemagne’s heroic standing as ondeftliree
Christian Worthies have been sullied by this veeyimis blot?
Several possible reasons come to mind. An incestiinth story
might have been considered an appropriate begirfairidpe tragic
story of Roland’s death. Charlemagne’s grief at theslof his
favourite champion is obviously even more poignérRRoland is
his own son, and if the death of this splendid sotiésprice that
the King has to pay for redemption from his long-agin®
Although the legend of a dreadful and unconfessadseems to
have begun very shortly after his own lifetimeaniay be that it was
identified as incest only in the eleventh or twelfgmtury, when
incest stories were becoming popular (or at leaitdrecorded
more often), and when the contritionist movement iading
stories of monstrous sins to be very useful ammamitAlthough
no prophecy of disaster is included in the angeielation to St
Gilles, the implied link between Charlemagne’s aimd Roland’s
death could only add strength to the moral valughefstory. From
an exemplary point of view, Charlemagne’s incedense, and
eventual confession constituted a powerful propdgameapon for
the Church.

Incest as the focus of a trial of strength betwedding and a
saint also occurs in the story of Vortigern and 8ti®anus, where
the saint’s prayers bring punishment in the forrdeéth by fire,
rather than absolution (see my comments in Chapter
Churchmen were frequently cast in this confrontaiaole in real
life in relation to inappropriate liaisons or mages among the
nobility, though the incest was not always so slrogkDuby has
chronicled the battles between the French kings in the milbve
and twelfth centuries and the clerics who condemned them for

2 Roncaglia, ‘Roland’315-20.

2 Bloch discusses the very close relationship of Gimaslgne and Roland in ‘Roland’,
though his main subject is the relationship betwReland and his stepfather Ganelon.
Morgan, discussing an earljt4th-cent. Franco-ltalian version of the life of
Charlemagne’s mother Berta, argues that her defdrfoet made her a ‘marked
woman’, and that she transmitted her misfortunesariféring to her son so that ‘in bib-
lical terms, her evil is visited upon the secondeagation’ in the form of Charlemagne’s
incest (Bertd, esp.40-5).
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marriages within the permitted degrees of consariyfinArthur

is also presented as coming off badly in a confrooiewith a saint
in several early Welsh hagiographies, but the igheze is not
incest, which does not seem to have been addes tegend until
relatively late. When the story of his encounterhwlitis unrecog-
nized sister is first introduced (apparently in tttérteenth
century), moral comment is curiously lacking. ltuéb have been
the ultimate cautionary tale—but Arthurian writeeem to have
shied away from making much of it, at least unté gtomposition
of the Post-Vulgat®omance of the GrailGeoffrey of Monmouth,
who wrote the first birth-to-death ‘biography’ of Aur about
1135 gives him one sister, Anna, mother of Gawain anard/fed;
but in later accounts he acquires several hakgstdaughters of
Ygraine and Gorloi€They include Morgan la Fée, the enchantress
who is constantly hostile to Arthur but eventuaiiyries him off to
Avalon to cure his fatal wound, and Morgause, Quae@rkney
and mother not only of Gawain and Mordred but als&areth,
Gaheris, and Agravain. In Geoffrey's account andheny derived
from it, such as theBruts of Wace and Layamon, and the
Alliterative Morte Arthure Mordred is presented as Arthur’s
nephew. But in a number of later medieval Arthurrzarratives,
Mordred is the result of Arthur’s unwitting incestittv his half-
sister Morgausé’

This disastrous episode in Arthur’s otherwise atathreer seems
to appear first in the French prose Vulgate Cydso(&nown as
Lancelot-Grad) which was composed by various hands in the first
third of the thirteenth centu#$ The two earliest references to

27 See DubyM edieval M arriageandKnight; and my discussion in Ch.

% Historia, chs. 152 and 176, ed. Wright,106—-7 and 129ff.History, chs.9. 9 and
10. 13f,, trans. Thorpe221 and 237. See also Blaess, Arthur’s Sisters’.

2 |t should be noted, however, that the story of Med¥ incestuous birth is not
mentioned by many medieval writers who discuss ArtHor instance Dante and
Boccaccio. Some Scottish writers argued that shrtleur was illegitimate, Mordred, as
Lot's son, was the rightful heir to the British tme: see Alexander, ‘Late Medieval
Scottish Attitudes’.

%0 Edited by Sommer agulgate trans. as ancelot-Grail ed. Lacy (-G). Where the
constituent parts have been edited separately aové mecently, references are taken
from the following editions, and cited by title gnLancelot ed. Micha;Queste ed.
PauphiletMort, ed. Frappier. Micha’s edition of the progeerlin attributed to Robert de
Boron, which is very close to the Vulgakstoire de M erlin will also be cited (a$/ erlin).
For discussion of the chronology see Bruce, ‘Contgmsiand ‘Mordred’s Incestuous
Birth’; Micha, ‘Deux source’s; FrappieEtude 31ff., and also the introduction to his
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Mordred’s conception in it are both rather cryptioe in the sec-
tion of theLancelotknown as théAgravain and one in the final
part of the Vulgate Cycle, thdort Artu. It is not clear which was
composed first, and it might be argued that eachewrvas un-
aware of the work of the other. In thgravain Mordred and
Lancelot meet a hermit who tells them that theytheetwo most
unfortunate knights in the world: Mordred is destinto destroy
the Round Table and to kill his father, the besnhnrathe world,
who will also kill him3*Mordred replies that his father is dead, but
the hermit insists that he is not the son of King, who is indeed
dead, but rather of a great man who is still ald& says that
Mordred’s natural father had a prophetic dream thsttake would
come out of his belly and destroy his land and hifnggough he
would also kill the snake; to commemorate this drdse had a
snake painted in the cathedral at Camelot, whichstél be seen.
The hermit adds that according to the prophecyhiheself will
also be killed by Mordred. On hearing this, theratol Mordred
says that he will fulfil at least one part of the phecy, and Kills the
hermit. In the scroll which the hermit was holdibancelot finds
the prophecyrepeated, with further details about the tatalbat of
father and son; Arthur and the Queen of Orkney are named as
Mordred’s parents, but there is no mention of incest. Laterdelot
sees the painting of the snake in the cathedral at Cameldtfesis
depressed; he tells Guinevere of the prophecy about Agldeeth,
but out of delicacy conceals Mordred’s true pareatag

In the Lancelot when the Orkney brothers are described,
Mordred is characterized as envious, deceitful, gaderally evil,
but nothing is said of his incestuous birth; theternotes that he
will cause the death of Arthur and many other krsghut there is
no hint that he actually kills the king hims&fBut in theMort
Artu, the final section of the Wulgate Cycle, Mordredisestuous
birth is discussed on three separate occasionsgeall the end of

edition of theMort, xvi—xvii; Archibald, Arthur and Mordred’; and Guie, Fall, esp.
1-17 Guerin argues that the story of Mordred’s incegubirth was already known to
Geoffrey of Monmouth, but that he chose not to disatiexplicitly; this forms an inter-
esting parallel to Roncaglia's argument about tlelyedate of the legend of
Charlemagne’s begetting of Roland.

31 | ancelot v. 219-24and vi.19-21;Vulgate v. 284-5, 329, and 33#his section is not
included in theL-G translation).
32 Lancelot ii. 411;Vulgate iv. 359;L-G, iii. 108-9.
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the narrative. First, when Mordred forges lettersn@uncing
Arthur’s death in France and his own successiothé&othrone, he
attributes to Arthur the comment ‘Mordret que gedie a neveu—
mes il ne l'est pas—' (Mordred whom | treat as a nephew—but
he is not); presumably this detail is intended as a justificabf

his choice as success8rLater Guinevere reveals to the faithful
knight Labors that Arthur is Mordred’s father as if it has ¢pn
been known to her, but says nothing of Mordred’s mother or of
incest3* Finally, when the news of Mordred’s treachery reaches
Arthur in France, he recalls his dream of the snake, idestifias
Mordred, identifies Mordred as his son, and swears to kill him
(though he does not name Morgause, or refer to the painted
snake); his lords are amazed, so apparently the story was not
common knowledg®.

Perhaps the writers of these two texts were drawm@forma-
tion that was already available to their readesSGaerin believes,
and so they saw no need to expand on it. Or perthegysnvented
the prophecy of parricide without having fully coseied the
implications and potential of Mordred’s incestuouistto The
writer of the Estoire de Merlin a section of the Vulgate Cycle
which was written after thAgravainand theMort Artu but pre-
cedes them in Arthurian chronology, gives confligtinformation
on the subject of Arthur’s relationship to Mordrekt. one point
Mordred is identified as one of King Lot’s sofigut later Arthur
is told by Merlin that he has fathered one of Letiddren, though
he is not told whicl’ Later still in theEstoirea fuller explanation
is offered, with the comment that people might khiess of Arthur
if they did not know the truth about what happeréd:

When the barons of Logres gather to elect a succéssdther
Pendragon, King Loth of Orkney comes to court with wife,
Arthur’s half-sister. Arthur, still a humble squijne attracted to
her, not knowing that they are related; he creefistier bed one
night when her husband is away and begets Mor®led.takes
him for her husband, and it is only the next dagttirthur
reveals what he has done. The queen is embarrdmgeshe does

% Mort, 172;L-G, iv. 135. 3 Mort, 176;L-G, iv. 136.

% Mort, 211;L-G, iv. 145. 3 Merlin, 244;Vulgate ii. 73;L-G, i. 207.

87 Vulgate ii. 96—7;L-G, i. 220 (the proseMerlin edited by Micha ends before this
point). % Vulgate ii. 128-9;L-G, i. 237.
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not learn until after Mordred’s birth that Arthus Uther’s son,
and therefore her half-brother. Secretly she lovafiur more
than her husband.

Rosemary Morris has suggested that this accounttomdeliber-
ate parallels with the story of Arthur's conceptiby Uther, dis-
guised as Ygraine’s husband Gorl&islothing more is said in the
Estoireabout Mordred’s birth and upbringing, though onadent
suggests that Mordred was raised at Lot’s cousrelis no refer-
ence to persecution by Arthtfr.

The first coherent account of Mordred’s conceptiotposure,
and miraculous survival seems to have been writtevn (and per-
haps invented) by the author of tBaite du Merlin the first part
of the Post-Vulgate Cycle. Fanni Bogdanow has shbaw this
writer made Arthur’s incest a central theme of hasrative, and
how this approach was continued by the other awsthbthis cycle,
so that the final disasters are explicitly linkeddrohur’s initial sin
not only by the narrator but also by Arthur himgglf

The Queen of Orkney comes to court with her fourssorither
she nor the recently crowned Arthur knows of thelationship.
Arthur is attracted to her, keeps her at courtafanonth, sleeps
with her, and begets Mordred. After her departudnhs a dis-
turbing dream in which a dragon and griffins raviggland. He
manages to destroy the dragon, which has killetlialmen, but
is fatally wounded himself. Next day Merlin revedtat Arthur
has committed a terrible sin by sleeping with hisiaister, and
that their child will do great harm to England. Vhdiscuss the
ethics of killing the child: Arthur argues that Eagd must be
saved, but Merlin is worried about jeopardizing bign soul.
Eventually he reveals that the child will be bonnMay, though
he will not say where.

As the first of May draws near, Arthur orders thanhaivborn
children be sent to him. Lot sends Mordred dowmfrgcotland
by sea; as he is being put into a splendid crddidits his head

%% Morris, Character 96—7 and ‘Uther’.

40 Vulgate ii. 201-5;L-G, i. 277-9 During the Saxon wars Lot and his wife are riding
south with the infant Mordred to make peace withh&ir when they are attacked; the
squire carrying Mordred’s cradle flees, but is |[dbemd and escorted back to his party
by Gawain. There is no reference here to Arthuemadnd that all newborn babies be
sent to him.

41 Suite i. 147-60 and ii.203-12 See BogdanoviRomanceesp.138-55.
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and receives a permanent scar. The boat is wrebkedJordred
survives and is found by a fisherman who hands hen  the
local lord, Nabur, to be reared with his son Sagrerleanwhile
Arthur intends to immure all the other babies itoaer, but a
dream persuades him to dispatch them in a boat ndthteers-
man. They arrive near Amalvi and are found by K@gant,

who lodges them in a special castle. The baronaigey at the
loss of their sons, but Merlin explains the threathe realm,
and assures them that their children are all safe.

Much has been added here: Merlin's explanation ofhérs
parentage; the detailed account of the ominous digaough the
painted snake of th&gravainis missing), and Merlin's interpreta-
tion of it; the exposure and rescue of Mordred; ttierapted mass
infanticide, and its political consequences fortAnt (Lot, believ-
ing himself to be Mordred’s father, becomes verytit®s The
writer seems to have several aims in developing story, and on
the whole they are not favourable to Arthur. Of amirthe
prophecy that Arthur will be killed by his own sdends extra
tragedy to the ending of Arthur’s story. But he lsoapresented as
bringing this fate on himself by his lust: he centgiknows that the
Queen of Orkney is married, so he is committing syl even
though he does not realize that he is committingesh too.
Furthermore the debate with Merlin shows him aslass, a
second Herod, even if his plan to murder the newhdordred
stems from his desire to save England; curiouskyerlin, devil's
son and enchanter, who worries about the spiritoasequences.
It was this version of Mordred’s birth in ti8uite du M erlinwvhich
was taken over by Malory, though he condensednisicierably, and
also made some significant chantjdsa his version the Queen of
Orkney comes as a spy to Arthur’s court; Merliniaels Arthur to
kill all children born on May Day, without any ethil discussion;
Mordred is in the same boat as the other babieshamalone sur-
vives the subsequent shipwreck. The barons areyatghe loss of
their children, but blame Merlin rather than Arthiordred is
found by a ‘good man’ who rears him till helid and eventually
brings him to court; Malory seems to indicate thatwill recount

42 | am grateful to Jill Mann for pointing out thispzalox to me.
4 Malory, 41-56 (i. 19-27).
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this arrival, but does not in fact do so, perhapsabise it was not
in his source$!

It seems very likely that whoever invented thissepie knew the
stories of Judas and Gregorius (and probably thepgDedegend
too). The Suite account echoes the Judas story in its use of a
prophecy of unavoidable disaster, and in makingxaosed child
later commit parricide (though in the Judas stdry parricide is
not part of the prophecy). Three details in gwdteaccount sug-
gest that the writer borrowed motifs from other gsic stories.
There are two sets of recognition tokens: the spdkaldths put in
Mordred’s cradle when he is sent south to Arthuqg ghe scar he
receives when he is being put into the cradle.8mmich materials
are mentioned in the exposure stories of GregoAlsmnus, and
also Gawain (though in this last case there is mcestuous
encounter), and are crucial to the later recogniscenes; scars
bring about the recognition in one version of theakistory, and in
the legend of Andrea8. These unnecessary details—or rather
details which are never exploited—seem to have lregnded by
the writer as a ‘Pavlovian’ reaction, even thoulgé Arthurian con-
text means that this story will not culminate in tiner—son incest
and a dramatic recognition scene; there is no ogufar Mordred
with either of his parents in any extant text. Athdetail supports
this interpretation: when Merlin reveals to Arththiat Mordred is
not dead, he also prophesies that Mordred will ki foster-
brother! Again, the quarrel with a foster-brother or playmat
which reveals to the hero that he is not the child of the cotgiéng

4 P.J. C. Field has argued in ‘Malory’s Mordred’ thia referring to a recognition
scene between Mordred and Arthur, Malory may h@aentfollowing a now lost version
of the AlliterativeM orte Arthure.

% For the Gawain birth-legend sd2e Ortu ed. and trans. Day, and also the
comments of Thompson, ‘Gawain’, who detects tradesnoearlier story of incest and
parricide in theDe Orty though Morris dismisses his argume@héracter 110).
Loomis argued that the placing of rich materialghia cradle of an exposed child was a
Celtic motif, and that the Mordred story was ‘unlerated Celtic tradition’; se€eltic
Myth, 331-43 But tokens were very common in classical stodédoundlings too,
though Aristotle considered their use in recogmitszenes to be inartistiBdetics 16
(1454-1455)).

4 SeeSuite ii. 139;L-G, iv. 245 When Merlin tells Arthur this, he also remarkath
the boy is being raised far away by one of Arthlngons, but no further details of
Mordred’s childhood and education are given, herenany other extant source. The
prophecy is repeated to Mordred’s foster-father later @Shite and the foster-brother is
named as Sagremo8yite i. 275;L-G, iv. 202); Mordred does kill Sagremor in the final
battle on Salisbury Plain, though there is no comment thetée prophecyil(-G, v. 302).
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him is a feature of earlier incest stories (Oedipusdas,
Gregorius)’ It can also be an indication of character: Judas, th
future betrayer of Christ, actually Kills his fostamother, whereas
Gregorius, the future Pope, merely hits his. Moddtie Judas, is
a treacherous bully; in th&gravain he kills the hermit who tells
him the truth about his birth, in a comparable igwf brutality.

What could have motivated the insertion of the dubistory of
Mordred’s conception and infancy into the Arthuridegend?
Mordred may be destined to be a villain, the cafsérthur’s fall,
but he is born because of Arthur’s sin, and as andent baby nar-
rowly escapes the horrible death arranged for hynAtthur. The
legend of Charlemagne’s unconfessed sin may haveped the
decision to credit—or rather debit—Arthur too withclaarge of
incest, as some critics have argd&But it offers no solid parallel
to the tale of Mordred’s incestuous birth: Charlemadoes not try
to Kill the infant Roland nor does Roland kill Cleanagne, and
confession is not an issue for Arthur in any of terts which
include the incest. Some critics think that incests seen as the
fatal flaw which proved Arthur to be human and ekpd the
downfall of his kingdom, including Helen Adolf, whadfers several
possible explanatiorf8The first is that incest made Arthur ‘typical
of the human condition’, not because it is charastieally human
to commit incest, but because incest is the waoirsd bf lust, and
therefore symbolizes original sin. The exemplaoriss discussed
in the previous chapters, and particularly somehef ioraliza-
tions in theGesta Romanorumwould support this theory. Her
second suggestion is that the incest charge shéwgdir to be
‘blatantly human’ at a time when ‘he threatenedbcome a
national and political saint’. Morris disagreesgaing that ‘no
French prose author could consider Arthur any kihdaint’, and
that the English were quite undeterred in their mdtion by the
incest chargé

Adolf also suggests that TArthur’s] irregular birttalled for

47 Suite ii. 139;L-G, iv. 244 and see Bogdano®omance139-41 On the frequency
of this topos see Potteésphrab and Rustuyi06.

“ The Karlamagnus Sagin which the first explicit reference appears wagtten
after the Wulgate Cycle, but if Roncaglia is righat the story of Charlemagne’s incest
was already circulating soon after his lifetimecatuld have been known to Arthurian
writers in the earll3h cent.—and even to Geoffrey, as Guerin argues.

4 Adolf, ‘Concept’. %0 Morris, Character 107.
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some kind of irregular union’, and she is not aldémehis view.
Morris has noted that there seems to be a patirgkimd the adul-
tery of Uther Pendragon, which produced Arthur, vihib incest of
Arthur, which produced Mordred, although incest imore serious
sin than adultery, and to be the child of incest igeater handicap
than to be the child of adulte®yOf course illegitimacy has never
been a bar to future success for legendary hétdeg. the shift
from adultery to incest has very serious moral iogtlons.
Geoffrey of Monmouth characterized many of the kiaf8ritain
in terms of their moral failings, especially senstyabnd indul-
gence. It would be a great irony if this writer, wivas almost sin-
gle-handedly responsible for the boom in Arthuligarature in the
later Middle Ages, deliberately suppressed suctappnmmoral flaw
in his hero, as Guerin suggests. It is certainfyagic irony of the
post-Geoffrey incest episode in its more develofadn that
Uther’s deceitful lust (taking on the shape of Glm order to
seduce his wife) results in the magnificent Arthad glory for
England, whereas the lapse of the youthful Arthurpvis quite
ignorant of both his own and his sister’s identiggults in the mon-
strous Mordred and disaster for England. A furth&rallel can be
drawn with Lancelot’s unwitting begetting of Galahawl Elaine as
a result of his lust for Guinevere; Lancelot’s lagges Uther’s, is a
sort of ‘felix culpa’ (fortunate crime), since it gauces the saintly
‘Bon Chevalier’ who will achieve the Grail Questhe&reas Arthur
literally sows the seed of his own destruct®n.

The story of Arthur and Mordred has much in commatinthe
popular stories of Judas and Gregorius and theirality descend-
ants, but the familiar motifs are mixed and depibiyeunexpected
ways; sometimes the effect is a mirror image, daekwards ver-
sion of a familiar plot. | have listed and discusHee discrepancies
between the Mordred story and its probable modetsnsiderable
detail elsewhere; here | shall give a slightly sed account of my
conclusions$? The first discrepancy is that Mordred is not theltes
of deliberate incest, as Gregorius and Albanus/Aamhur at least
is unaware of his relationship to Morgause when tlsi®ep

51 Adolf, ‘Concept’,29, and Morris, ‘Uther’.

52 As Rank shows in his classic stuliiyth, illegitimacy or some other form of trans-
gression associated with the birth story has bestargdard motif in hero tales all round
the world for thousands of years. % This idea was suggested to me by Jill Mann.

5 See Archibald, Arthur and Mordred’.
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together, and in some versions she is®®dresumably the writer(s)
made this decision in order to protect Arthur: umcollable lust is
bad enough, but deliberate incest would have beénsurmount-
able handicap.

The second discrepancy is that Mordred’s mother plays such a
small part in the story It is Arthur who requires the exp@sof
the baby (whom he has not yet identified), and his order isbase
not on shame but on fear of the prophecy that this child wikgr
up to destroy him (though he seems to forget or repress the
prophecy during the war against Lancelot when he makes
Mordred a knight of the Round Table, and later regent). Bdswe
notes that in classical exposure stories ‘a male figure srdee
abandonment, to the regret of the mother’, for politicalsoes;
but in medieval stories it is usually the mother who acts ajaut
of shame or guilt (the Judas story, where the parents share th
decision, is an exceptio’j.The Arthurian legend combines two
popular story patterns, exposure by the mother becauseces$-in
tuous birth and exposure by the father because of an ominous
prophecy about the political succession. We never see ameco
tion scene between Mordred and his mother, and we know noth-
ing about their reactions to each other. Morgause is ignailed
her dramatic death at the hand of another of her sons, Gaheris
When the Orkney brothers set on her lover Lamorak, it is
Mordred who administers the fatal blow, according to Malery
but there is no suggestion that Mordred in particular wakjea
of his mother’s lovef’

% Bogdanow notes that in the Cambridge manuscripthefSuitethe Queen of
Orkney has heard rumours that Arthur is her brothed decides to go to his court to
find out the truth. Bogdanow comments that it isusbthat she then willingly sleeps
with him, but argues that ti8uiteauthor is keen to make the incest theme as prorinen
as possibleRomance34): ‘The Cambridge MS . . . starts off tiSuiteproper with the
incest, to prevent it from being lost in a mass tifep material, as in the Vulgate.’ The
author might have made more of the queen’s respititysior the consequences of her
curiosity; but this is not a story about guilt asahfession, and she disappears from view
very soon.

% Boswell,Kindness of Strangergé Redford notes in ‘Literary Motif’ that in ancient
Near Eastern legends (including classical myths¥dumd no examples of children
exposed because they were the result of incestlSed’ropp, ‘Oedipus§7-8.

57 Malory, 699 &. 58); Vinaver notes that in a comparable passageproaeTristan
text in BN. fr. 103 it is Gawain who kills Lamorak. Modern Arthuriarovelists often
represent the devotion of the Orkney princes tortimgither in more complex psycho-
logical terms, sometimes hinting at a quasi-ina@stuobsession; see for instance Mary
Stewart'sWicked Day
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The third point of difference is the mass exposufrédbabies,
which is unprecedented in medieval incest stooefmdeed classic-
al ones. At this stage, as Morris points out, Medlis presented as
an innocent victim, even though he is destined éstmy the
Arthurian world®® It is clearly difficult to exonerate Arthur; the
parallel with Herod is inescapable. TBeiteauthor, who insists on
the king's incestuous guilt, also makes him argigorously in
favour of sacrificing one child in order to save Emgl, but allows
the other babies to be saved by the benevolent Kfngmalvi.
Malory is harsher in letting all the other babie®win, which
makes Mordred’s survival all the more miraculoust be protects
Arthur by omitting his debate with Merlin, and befticting the
responsibility for the massacre entirely onto thagioian, as well
as the anger of the barons. Such political consempsamho not arise
in other medieval incest stories, where the ctdldsually exposed
alone and in secret.

Up to this point, nevertheless, Mordred’s storysuecognizably
parallel to the popular medieval incest storiesest, prophecy of
disaster, exposure at sea. But the exposure episdddes a fourth
discrepancy which underlines the unusual naturehef whole
account. Mordred’s birth-story is described veryefly (in some
Arthurian texts) in the course of the lengthy histof Arthur and
his court; the protagonist of this history is not ieed but Arthur.
It is Arthur’s reactions to the incest and the gregy and Arthur’s
subsequent fate which are the focus of intereshadigh Mordred
starts life with a birth-story so often associavath heroes, he is
destined from birth (indeed, from conception) to the villain.
This is true of Judas too, of course, but in hisytbere is no rival
protagonist and no digression from the account sfativentures;
and Judas commits both parricide and incest eptinehwares. In
Mordred’s case, it is only his conception, his escdrom the
‘Massacre of the Innocents’, and later his fatal intrigugaiast
his father which are of interest; the rest of his story is deuit
There is no account of his growing up and discovering his true
identity, no arrival at Arthur's court, no recognition seemo

%8 Character 107-8; she notes that tiBiteauthor does not assume that Mordred is
wicked just because heis the result of incest, and she atigatthe infanticide episode is
intended to demonstrate that ‘it is wrong to visit the sing@ffathers upon the children’.
Helen Cooper comments that ‘Malory’s redrafting of his smurewrites it as if to make
Judas the only survivor of the Massacre of the Inntg¢'Counter-Romance153).
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acknowledgement by Arthur of his paternity; perhapsdieval
writers avoided these topics as too embarrassind\fthur (and
also for Guinevere), though many modern noveligtgl dilm-
makers have felt the need to supply tHém.

Most medieval double incest stories focusing onadenprotag-
onist begin with deliberate incest for his conceptand use unin-
tentional incest (usually mother—son) as the prelddethe
recognition scene, thus keeping the protagonigtrascent as pos-
sible. The fifth discrepancy in the story of Mordigsdhat this con-
ventional order is reversed, for it begins withntentional sibling
incest, thus reducing Arthur’s guilt. The deliberatcest is left to
Mordred, the villain. His pursuit of Guinevere inetfinal stages of
the Arthurian legend is usually presented as thelelst treachery
to his king at a political level, but it is alsocgstuous, of course,
and so it completes the Gregorius pattern of in@egipsure, and
more incest, though in reverse order. Mordred, bafrmninten-
tional incest, desires the woman he knows to bddilser's wife
(though not his natural mother). In the narrativeswhich
Mordred is Arthur's nephew, Guinevere does yieldhi®advances,
and in some texts even bears his children; butérstories in which
Mordred is Arthur’s son and she is Lancelot’s lpglre makes every
effort to escape him, presumably out of loyalty emtelot as much
as to Arthur. Thus the attempted (step)mother—(stap)ncest is
obscured because it is not consummated, and beo&tise stress
on the love affair of Guinevere and Lancelot, andMardred’s
treachery towards Arth$f.Mordred’s story is not about a son’s
emotional relationship with his mother, but ratabiout his polit-
ical relationship with his father. There is a retibign scene here,
but it does not concern identity and parentageéeartsit focuses on
the shocking discovery that the son has deliberdietrayed his
father. Very little attention is paid to Guineveremotions in most
versions, though Wace does describe her as fegliity both
about her adultery and about the forbidden relatigm with her

59 See Field, ‘Malory’s Mordred’, and also my conclagicomments in ‘Comedy and
Tragedy'. It might be argued that some of theseiti@thl scenes are transferred to
Galahad, whose arrival and parentage cause a gfieat Camelot at the beginning of
the Grail Quest in the Vulgate Cycle and in Malory.

% Mordred behaves treacherously towards Lancelot itois; he and Agravain who
force Arthur to have Lancelot caught in the Queeh@mber. At one point towards the
end of the story, Malory puts the blame for the é&lCamelot squarely on Mordred and
Agravain (161 (xx. 1)).
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husband’s nepheft. In the fourteenth-century StanzalMorte
Arthur, the Archbishop of Canterbury reproaches Mordrechfe
attempt to marry his father’s wife; Malory makeg tArchbishop
threaten Mordred with bell, book, and can@l®&ut in all these
versions much more is made of the treachery thahefrtcest (as
in the Tristan legend, discussed later in this tbigp

In some medieval incest stories, including thosenatthe hero is
the product of a legitimate marriage, the mother-inoast is pre-
ceded by parricide, so that the mother is free ¢oome a wife
again (for instance in the stories of Judas and das): The sixth
discrepancy in the Mordred story concerns the andeand signifi-
cance of these episodes. Far from innocently acogpatiwidowed
gueen and a rulerless kingdom as a reward for mgvwand then
discovering with horror his true relationship tetgueen and his
responsibility for her widowhood, Mordred cold-btbexdly sets out
to deprive his living father of both wife and kingdpand finally of
his life. Parricide usually introduces some kindooisis in incest
narratives: in the stories of Oedipus, Judas, andrdars it leads to
marriage with the unrecognized mother and thusisoodery of
the hero’s identity; in the story of Albanus it cosrater and leads
directly to contrition, penance, and sanctity. Buthe Arthurian
legend the crisis when Mordred’s treachery is riedbarecedes the
parricide. Parricide means the end of Arthur, andsthn irre-
versible ‘Finis’ to the whole story.

Arthur’'s dream comes true: he Kkills the snake whécherges
from his belly and threatens his country, but Itskinim too. Here
is the seventh discrepancy, parricide combined thighentirely new
motif of filicide. In Geoffrey of Monmouth and in veosis derived
from his account, Arthur and Mordred both die ire thattle of
Camlann, but it is not specified who kills eithertbem. In the
description of the Orkney brothers in thancelot where Mordred
is so negatively characterized, it is said that he causediéath
of his uncle Arthur and many other knights, but there is na hin
that he actually kills the king himséif. The Agravain and the
Mort Artu, apparently the first Arthurian texts to introduce the
incest theme, also introduce the prophecy that father amd so

51 Wace,Roman de Bryt13201-22ed. Weiss.

52 Morte Arthur, 3006—7 ed. Hissiger; Maloryl227-8 (xxi.1).

8 Lancelot ii. 411; Vulgate iv. 358-62(a variant reading in which Arthur is not
described as Mordred’s unclé&)G, iii. 108-9.
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will eventually kill each other, and its fulfiimenthen Arthur dis-
covers his son’s treachery, he swears to kill hivd does so, though
he dies himself at Mordred’s hand. The combinatibparricide
and filicide, deliberate and simultaneous, seentseteery unusual
indeed. Morris has suggested that in earlier vassif the story it
would have been inappropriate for Arthur to beskilby his treach-
erous nephew, ‘as if Ganelon killed Roland’; but @eMdordred is
known to be Arthur’s son, and also to have beercewad in incest,
the final combat takes on a quite different signifaf*

The peculiarity of the ending of Mordred’s storyliseefold: the
son deliberately betrays his father; he does nioseguently inherit
his father’s throne or marry his father’s wife, nbwes he repent
and turn to religious life; father and son kill baather deliberately
and simultaneously All the children in the anciéegends dis-
cussed by Redford who are exposed because of prieghiat they
will usurp the throne of male relatives do eventydillfil their
destinies and take over the kingdoms of their fathmr grand-
fathers. In th&Sohrab and Rustestory type, which culminates in
father—son combat, one or the other survives to mdus fatal
ignorance of his opponent’s identity In twelfth-dathirteenth-
century exemplary narratives, the hero who has committedgide
and incest usually turns away from the world anmimfrsecular
power once he discovers his identity and his sird after long
penance achieves great religious distinction (Juslaé course the
chief exception to this pattern). In romances, sashhe Middle
English Sir Degaréand Sir Eglamour the mother—son incest tends
to be discovered just in time for consummation éoakerted, and
the hero and his father both survive their combagrtjoy the fam-
ily reunion. In contrast, the simultaneous death®xhur and
Mordred make an unusually bleak ending.

The eighth and last discrepancy concerns the téribeostory.
The Judas legend is obviously a polemic againsillainvwhose
known wickedness is confirmed by the additional esmf parri-
cide and incest, but the villain is allowed somerahsensibility,

84 Morris, Character 131-2 In a later article she makes an interesting pmirrela-
tion to the parallels between the conceptions ohArtand Alexander (see ‘Uthefs).
Alexander fulfils a prophecy by killing his unrecazgd biological father Nectanebus;
Arthur is conceived through a magical trick, rathlee Alexander, but instead of killing
his father he is killed by his own son. Morris sagig that in the Arthurian legend the
motif of vengeance on the father skipped a generation
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some consciousness of sin, and is in fact absolettdhe betrays
Jesus. The Gregorius legend is an expdicgm plunof the value of
contrition and penance and the miraculous workofggrace, and
so are many of its derivatives. In the story of Antlasnd Mordred
there is no demonstration of contrition, no placedenance, no
possibility of the absolution which Charlemagne fduhrough the
prayers of St Gilles. No priest ever comments onkiihg's sin, no
angel reveals the truth: the person from whom Artbarns that he
has committed incest, and the only person with whendiscusses
his sin (or rather its political consequences)Mierlin, a devil's
child with magical powers. In th8uitethe enchanter tells Arthur
that he has committed a fatal error and also avaui sin, and
Malory repeats this in a compressed form: ‘ye hwee a thynge
late that God ys displesed with you ... hit ys Gedaylle that
youre body sholde be punysshed for your fowle ddgis have
recently done something that has made God displeagé you
... It is God’s will that your body should be pumésl for your foul
deedsy® But Arthur does not inflict severe physical penanpen
himself, as Gregorius does; the punishment of hiybwill come
only at the very end of the story, in the form of théal wound
given him by his son Mordred. In the more moraligifost-Vulgate
Cycle, in which the initial incest is presented leipy as the key to
his downfall, Arthur remains conscious of his gtfiitoughout and
reproaches himself for his incest at various pailisng the stor§f
But the Arthurian legend is essentially a seculeant; here the
price paid for incest is the destruction of a kingdand the death
of a king, not the mortification of a body or the datian of a
soul. Although the story of Mordred’s incestuoustiiborrows
many motifs from the exemplary incest stories papdiom the
twelfth century on, in tone and in outcome it itafastic and more
reminiscent of classical legends such as the Oedsparss The
prophecy of disaster is ineluctable, as in the cASedas; the mon-
strous sin cannot be absolved, the ‘culpa’ (crime)ot felix’ (for-
tunate), and the story of Arthur ends with unredeknaad
unredeemable personal and political catastrophe.

It is not clear whether the consequences of Arthincest were
fully apparent to the writer(s) who inserted thgsede into the
Arthurian legend. Bruce believed that they were:

8 Suite i. 154 Malory, 44 (i. 20). 5 See BogdanoviRomance148ff.
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This writer [of theMort Artu] was endowed with a dramatic sense beyond
any other in the whole domain of medieval romance la@ endeavoured
to intensify the tragedy of Arthur’s downfall by megenting the chief
agent in this catastrophe as being the offsprinthefmonarch’s incestu-
ous relations with his sistéf.

In Bogdanow’s view too, ‘the theme of Mordred’s istigous birth
seems to serve mainly to heighten the horror offitted tragedy’;
but Morris disagrees, pointing out that the autbfotheM ort Artu
did not make explicit use of the incest as an exgiienm of Arthur’s
fall or of Mordred’s wickednes%.l find Morris’ argument convinc-
ing; furthermore, it seems hard to justify BruaBmiration for the
terse comments in tidort Artu when nothing is said there of the
circumstances of Mordred’s birth, the identity of histher, or the
incestuous nature of the liaison, and there is artlyief reference
to Arthur’s prophetic dream. Frappier’s argumerdttbhe incest
was first introduced in th&gravainalso raises problems: although
the hermit’s letter names the Queen of Orkney as dvikal's
mother, there is no comment on her relationshifirtbur, and this
episode seems to have had very little influencehervtort Artu.
This argument of Frappier's marks a change of hdastearlier
view was that the writer of thid ort Artu only thought of making
Mordred Arthur’s son towards the end of his work,ctompound
the tragedy, and this is certainly one possible efajmaking sense
of the cryptic references and also of the omissf®Asother expla-
nation would hinge on Guerin's argument that tleeysbf Arthur’s
incest was already well known in the thirteenthtuep—but then
one would still have to account for the strangeeeess of the ref-
erences in theéAgravain and Mort Artu and the discrepancies
between them, which suggest that the writers wepertain of the
details, or hesitant to develop them.

There can be no conclusive answer to the questigntiae incest
story was inserted into the Arthurian legend. Thiétex(s) may
have wanted to make Arthur commit a sexual sin which would
provide a moral explanation for the collapse of his worlddan
may have had Charlemagne in mind as a model; but as we have
seen, Arthur’s incest differs from Charlemagne’s in a numdbke

57 Bruce, ‘Mordred’s Incestuous Birth1,97-8.

% BogdanowRomance143 Morris, Character 107.

% See FrappierEtude 31ff.; and the introduction to his edition of tiMort Artu,
XVi—=XVi.
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important ways. From a different moral viewpoiritpay be that
Mordred was seen as the Judas of the Arthurian warld so was
given a similar history of exposure, attempted ih¢atbeit with
his stepmother), and parricide; but this would egplain why
Arthur’s reputation was sullied not only by Mordiethcestuous
conception but also by the attempted Massacre ofrthecents.
Perhaps Mordred’s incestuous liaison with his uscleife in
Geoffreyof Monmouth’'sinfluential account suggested totdenth-
century ecclesiastical writers the idea of expandihg story
according to the pattern of double incest and pieievhich was
so popular in exemplary literature at the time. v possible
influence is the legend of Gawain’s early adventuegsunted in
theDe Ortu Waluuaniiin which Thompson has detected traces of
an earlier story of incest and parricilét may be that the story of
Gawain’s illegitimate birth, abandonment, and lat#ognition by
his parents was transferred to his brother Mordradgd that
because he was already the traditional betrayerrtiuk it was
adapted in accordance with current literary fashiorinclude a
form of double incest and parricide. The final motifsimultan-
eous parricide and filicide, an unusual variatiortrawlitional story
patterns, may have been introduced to make thaps#l of the
Arthurian world a domestic tragedy as well as atjwall one’*
These speculations must remain tentative, but dgeisain that
moralizing incest stories were in vogue in the fikehnd thirteenth
centuries, stories which offer far more paralleldwthe account of
Mordred’s incestuous birth than the Charlemagnerdg From
ancient times the same motifs were traditionallgduas building
blocks for ‘birth of the hero’ legends: prophetiedms, incest (or
some other form of transgressive conception), exgosascue and
fostering, discovery of origins, parricide, recogmit scenes. The
Gregorius and Judas legends and their offshooeseaffboth old
and new motifs, and a great variety of patternshickwthey could
be combined. Arthurian writers clearly knew and roared from
this kind of plot, including details such as theogmition tokens of

0 See his ‘Gawain’, and @5 above.

s One of the earliest Arthurian texts to develop these aspects in terms of
Arthur's complex attitude to Mordred is Thomas Haeghplay The Misfortunes of
Arthur (1588, where Arthur is torn between love for his souiltgat the circumstances
of his birth, and determination to crush his rebellisee Corrigan’s edition of the play,
and also Archibald, “‘Price of Guilt”’, and Fuwa, &laphors'.
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cloths and scars; but as the story of Mordred wasiegntly devel-
oped piecemeal by different Arthurian writers, tip@pular
sequence of motifs was rewritten back to front, #melfocus and
tone completely changed, to produce a unique varims mirror
image of the popular stories omits three elemenasial to the
exemplary tradition: the unwitting mother—son in¢célse recogni-
tion scene, and the religious ending of contritipenance, and
absolution. Contrition and penance are useless in the Aithue-
gend, sinceeveryonealreadyknowstheend of the storytbedred
will betray Arthur’strust and that both will die in the civilar which
follows. Arthur’s incest could not have been aremplumof the
workings of grace unlessthe writer had been brave enougiwiote
the end of the story, and the legend was too strongly eshegalifor
that; for the same reason it could not really become a caatiptale
in which the unrepentant sinner deservedly godsetb The story
of Arthur’s incest and Mordred’s birth developedsiach an idio-
syncratic form because of the peculiar constraints impdsed
the well-established Arthurian legend, and above all bsead the
necessity of castingtheincestuousfather who exposesildsas the
hero whose death we dread and mourn, and the would-be ineestu
son who survives exposure to fulfilthe prophecy and kill atber as
the villain. In The Wandering Firethe second part of Guy Gavriel
Kay's fantasy trilogyThe Fionavar Tapestrythe secret name by
which Arthur can be summoned isrevealed to be ‘Childslajert'in
the Middle Ages he was not reviled as a second Herod, or izetic
frequently for his incest. It is significant that even in themalizing
Post-Vulgate versionwhich stresses Arthur’ssin moreihdénan any
other, the only person to express sympathy for Mordred isgl&em
Roland’s betrayer, who makes a surprise appearance aédingdi
battle on Salisbury Plain. He considersthe display of Med&rhead
on a tower on the battlefield to be ‘an affront andiarning to all
the traitors in the world’ and cuts it down segrett night?

Volsunga Saga

Neither Charlemagne nor Arthur plans to commit ghegth a sis-
ter as part of a deliberate strategy; in both c#ésssems to have

2 -G, v. 303.
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been an unconsidered act of lust with tragic consoes
Charlemagne begets a great but doomed hero; Arblegets a
treacherous rival destined to destroy his kingdédndifferent pat-
tern is found in another influential royal epic fronorthern
Europe, the Volsunga sagaln the Old Norse version, probably
composed in Iceland in the mid-thirteenth cent&mgny wants to
punish her husband Siggeir for killing her fatherlsving and all
her brothers except Sigmund, now in hiding in tle®ds. Her sons
by Siggeir prove too weak, so Sigmund Kills therngn$ then
changes shapes with an enchantress; the enchaskeeps with
Siggeir, and Signy goes to her brother Sigmundaskd for shelter.
Sigmund does not recognize her; finding her attvactie asks her
to sleep with him, and she agrees without revealing she is. The
son she bears Sigmund, Sinfjotli, turns out to eathy avenger
of the family wrongs, though he is reared as Siggeaon and does
not know the truth about his birth. When he and Biaogical
father Sigmund set fire to Siggeir’s hall, Signyeag the truth
about his parentage, adding that ‘His immense vigmmes from
being King VWolsung’s grandson on his father’s adl vees his
mother’s side’{3-14. But at this moment of supreme triumph, she
chooses to die with the husband she despises,egrtiunds that
1 have done so much to achieve vengeance that tindiving is out
of the question’14). It seems to be her treachery to her husband
(which includes bringing about the deaths of allitls®ns) that
makes her feel guilty, rather than the incest djgady There is no
reference in the text to an incest taboo, nor tp @erwhelming
incestuous lust on her part. Signy’s comments ntédar her con-
fidence that doubling the Volsung genes would besfigal, rather
than dangerous. No supernatural prompting lead$chtre deci-
sion to commit incest deliberately, but her stoegalls Thyestes’
seduction of his daughter in order to beget an amgwvgich was
inspired by an oracle (see Chap2prThis grim tale of incest as an
instrument of revenge is not a plot motif that oneuldoexpect to
find in an explicitly Christian text.

7 Saga of the Volsung8. 2-8 ed. and trans. Finc3-14.
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OTHER RELATIVES

The incest regulations in the Middle Ages were aijust as much
at the extended family as at the nuclear familghscourt records
as exist suggest that most of the cases that wdrelyuiscussed
did not concern liaisons within the nuclear fantiyt rather inter-
course or marriage between cousins, affines, arabpsiinked by
spiritual relationships, or by ttepula carnalis Yet these types of
non-nuclear family incest rarely occur in the lgeire of the
period. | offer some possible reasons at the entthiefchapter, but
first | discuss very briefly some of the few examdeswn to me.

Stories of incestuous stepmothers seem to be very ira
medieval literature. One example is the Middle E&ihgGenerides
in which a young prince, the illegitimate son of thieg of India,
flees his father’s court to escape his lustful stegrar who has
falsely accused him of rap&This is the Phaedra plot, but his fate
is happier than that of Hippolytus. At the end of shery his step-
mother confesses and asks him to kill her; wherefuses to do so,
she soon dies of grief. Iingal R6nain an Irish tale preserved in a
twelfth-century manuscript, the parallels with ttessical Phaedra
plot are closer: the king's son (a hunter, like pbfytus) is unjustly
kiled by his father because of his spurned stepmrghfalse
accusation; in revenge his foster-brothers kill ta¢her’

The sad story of Philomela’s rape and mutilatiornby brother-
in-law Tereus was well known from Ovid’s account the
Metamorphosesand was retold by various medieval authors (see
the discussion in Chapt@). Incestuous brothers-in-law do occur
as persecutors in some versions of the Accused Qpileénboth
romance angxemplumthe oldest known is the twelfth-century
Crescentia which may have been influenced by tGEmentine
Recognitiong® Typically a queen rejects the advances of her
brother-in-law, who then abandons her in a forestbrings false
charges against her so that she is exiled by kelutous husband.

74 | cite the edition of Wright. > See Meyer,Fingal Rénain

76 Wallenskold discusses the possible origins of thésrte and surveys medieval ver-
sions in many languageslie Contesee also Schlauch’s section on ‘The Brother-im-La
as Accuser’ inChaucers Constan¢el08-13 The earliest version of the story of
Crescentia was inserted into the Germafaiserchronik in the midi2th
cent.; see Wallenskdld and Schlauch, and also Ba&se CrescentialegendeéOn the
Clementine Recognitionsee my comments in CBA.
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She is further persecuted by unwanted admirers,iaadmetimes
accused of killing a child in her charge, or theendf her protect-
or. Sometimes the Virgin, or St Peter, gives her power to heal
lepers and she duly heals her persecutors, induthe lustful
brother-in-law, when they confess. Eventually sheeunited with
her husband and cleared of all accusations. Thiy stppears in
both exemplary and (later) more secularized vessidme version
of the story in which the heroine is protected bg Yirgin was very
popular; it is found in influential works by Vinceof Beauvais,
John of Garland, and Gautier de Coincy, in GoBisla coeli
collection ofexemplaand in theVies des Péreg It is also included
in the Gesta Romanorupmwhere the moralization interprets the
wronged heroine as the soul which is faithful to its spouse,
God, and which has to withstand the temptations of the ffesh.
Here again, as in the moralizations of other stories in the
collection, incest stands for sin in general. The best-kmow
romance version id.e Bone Horence de Romereserved in a
thirteenth-century French version and a fourteenth-agntu
English version. The popularity of this plot may owe somethtio
the plausibility of the initial premises. No doubt it was not
uncommon for a man to covet the young wife of his elder bragther
out of lust or ambition or a mixture of the two; no doubt some
wives resisted virtuously, while others succumbed. Histdrfact
and literary representation are most famously linked in tean
tragic story of Paolo and Francesca, who died because of thei
forbidden love™®

I do not know any accounts in fictional narrativdsimcest
between father-in-law and daughter-in-law, but possibility of
incestuous mothers-in-law is raised in exemplakrysteEtienne de
Besancon'?lphabetum Narrationurrater translated into English
asAn Alphabet of Talesncludes the disturbing story of a woman
so fond of her son-in-law, who lives in her housgttpeople begin
to gossip about theM.Out of fear of slander the woman kills the
young man, and then confesses to a priest, wh@adprine news.
When the parents of the dead man find out, theytakd¢o court

7 For references see Wallenskola:, Conte

8 Gesta Romanorumch. 249, ed. Oesterley548-54 and Early English Versions
ch. 69, 311-22. " Seelnferng, 5. 73-6. 3.

8 There is no edition of the French text; for the Esiglersion sedlphabet ch.466,
ed. Banks317-18.
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and she is sentenced to be burned, but she prape tdrgin and

the fire does not burn her. She is sent home, aesl tree days
later. This story may be derived from the populacestuous
motherexem plum(discussed in Chapt&).

There seem to be few stories of liaisons between uncles and
nieces or aunts and nephews in which incest is explicitly smen
tioned, apart from arexemplumof a woman who Kills her
three children by her uncle and is saved from suicide by tkle ai
of the Virgin8 Tristan is the nephew by marriage of Isolde, but
their affair is always presented as adultery and treasoherat
than incest, and this is also the case in most of the accounts o
the liaison between Mordred and Guinevere which are derived
from Geoffrey of Monmouth? In Chrétien’sCliges a romance
deliberately conceived as an anti-Tristan love story, tlezoh
becomes the lover and eventually the husband of his unclés w
Fénice; technically this is not incest, however, since é&nimar-
riage has not been consummated, thanks to a magic drug which
preserves her virginity while giving her husband the ikusiof
sexual satisfactio®. As in the story of Tristan, the explicit
emphasis is on the problem of feudal loyalty and on adultery,
but nonetheless the shadow of incest must have hung over the
story for audiences and readers in the late twelfth cenfling
same could be said of the anonymous lai @liingamor an
analogue of the.anval story in which the hero is the nephew of
Arthur, and thus also of the Queen, who propositions Hirt.
has been argued that the relationship between Pandarus and
Criseyde in Chaucer¥roilus has incestuous overtones, especially
when Pandarus comes to Criseyde’s bedside the ngafier the
consummation scene in Bo&but like a number of other critics,

I am not persuaded either of the plausibility or lod usefulness of
this reading®

81 Payenl e Motif, 519-22 Tubach Index Exemplorunno.4667 The story is found
in various collections; for details and for a recedition of a version in verse see Jehan
de Saint-QuentimDits, 135-4((it is striking that the rubric mentions the infaide but
not the incest).

82 See my comments on Mordred earlier in this chaptedré de Mandach is one of
the few to draw attention to the incest in the fBnisstories (‘LInceste’); he also argues
that Tristan was the son of sibling incest betwearkvand his sister.

8 Chrétien,Cliges ed. Micha.

84 Guingamor ed. Tobin inLes Lais anonyme27-55

8 See for instance apRoberts, ‘Contribution’, andyKiShades of Incest’.
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In the mid-twelfth-century Latir¥ sengrimusthe trickster fox
addresses the wolf as uncle, though they are ndly nedated®
The fox rapes the wife of the wolf while she is wedigeto the
entrance to a burrow, to her apparent pleasureddenents that
in her immobile condition someone else would ta#teaatage of
her if he did not; better he who is both friend aethtive than
some passing stranger. The narrator comments ‘ethume
patruum zelotipase suunB18.18 so the adulterer cuckolded his
uncle); there is no reference here to incest. @hle bf further com-
ment is not really surprising: beast fables tendcombine the
moral commentary of the fable tradition with the ma@atirical
and amoral approach of the beast epic. Fabliaus@s ah amoral
genre, and there is a similar lack of seriousnesshrench fabliau
where a wife confesses that she has committed tineth her
nephew, who was disguised as her husband at the this is a
double sin, but since the confessor is in factthesband disguised
as a priest, the story emphasizes cunning anartitaft revenge
rather than moralit§f In other texts, however, this type of incest is
taken rather more seriously In the thirteenth-ecepnRoman de
Lanvin Jaspin falls in love with his aunt by marriage dretomes
ill; when she innocently comes to visit him, hesdid excitement,
and his mother accuses the aunt of seducing himsamaghgling
him to keep the secrét.

The motif of incest between cousins is found in several Frenc
chansons de gestbut is not usually central to the pl&tin the late
twelfth- or early thirteenth-centuriol, the hero realizes with relief
that he has narrowly missed committing incest with his uogec
nized cousin2143 ff.)*° In Garin le Loherainthe archbishop bans

86 Y sengrimusb. 813-818.18d. and trans. Mann; there is no reference ti taka-
tionship in the comparable passage of the Fré&miman de Renartn the French text,
however, the fox is godfather to the wolf’s childré discuss the references to incest in
this text later in this chapter.

8 ‘Le Chevalier qui fit sa feme confessé’, ni6 in Recueil ed. Montaiglon and
Reynaud, i178-87. 8 Roman de Lanvired. Thorpe.

8 Kullman notes that the writers chansons de gesl@gged somewhat behind theo-
logians in paying attention to current marriageutatjions, and points out an interest-
ing paradox (‘Le Réle’184). The earlier texts, though apparently ignoranCaiurch
doctrine, do frequently involve clerical characterslecisions about marriages; but texts
from the laterl2th cent. on are notably free of such clerical inéation, although they
assume considerable knowledge of the complex rblestavho could marry whom. See
also KullmannVerwandtschafta study of kinship in Old Frenahansons de gestand
romances % Aiol, 2143f., ed. Normand and Paris.
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a marriage when two monks confirm that the futureusgs are
cousins in the second degree, but the eponymouosdidiristan de
N anteuil(fourteenth-century) is not so fortunate; he sleepsit-
tingly with his cousin Clarisse and is eventualijekl by their son,
thus fulfilling the prophecy of St Gillés.This fatalistic combin-
ation of incest and parricide is strongly reminiscent of$taies of
Oedipus and also of Mordred; there is no possihdityedemption
here, as there is in the hagiographical treatmehtfie Oedipus
theme. St Gilles is himself the child of first cousibat, as Pinto-
Mathieu points out, he is an anti-Oedipus, a hodnnwith healing
power (it is to him that Charlemagne confesse®Wwis incest).

The fiftieth story in the fifteenth-century colleatid.es Cent
Nouvelles Nouvellegss a case of grandmother—grandson incest
which is clearly not intended to be taken at aliaesly®? A young
man who has spent ten years away from home rettongreat
family rejoicing, and is put to share a bed witls grandmother.
When he climbs on top of her, she screams, andatheif drives his
degenerate son away. Some time later, the fathes fime son in a
street and they fight. When an onlooker asks whyfatieer wants
to kill his son, the boy replies that he is quitadcent: ‘Il me veult
tou le mal du monde pour une pouvre foiz que jaylu ronciner
sa mere; il a ronciné la mienne plus de cing ceizs €t je n'en par-
lay oncques ung seul mot! (He wishes me all thaithe world,
just because of the one time | wanted to mount hisher. He’s
done the same to mine, and more than five hundmeestat that,
and I've never said a word about it.) Here thesh@merely a vehi-
cle for the unexpected dénouement of false logid,iamtended to
evoke laughter rather than horror.

In medieval thinking, a single incident of sexuakirtourse con-
stituted acopula carnalisor bond of flesh between the partners,
regardless of their marital status; a person wasfbie forbidden
to marry any relative of a previous sexual parthd@rhe court
records suggest that this rule often created pnodia real life, but
it is rarely invoked in literature. One well-knovewample is Marie
de France'd ai le Fresnein which the foundling heroine falls in love
with a nobleman, Gurun, and lives as his concubimnd he rejects

%t Garin le Loheren ed. Vallerie,5877—85; Tristan de N anteuijl 9482-10353 and
22869f. On Tristan see Pinto-Mathieu, Adultére’.

92 | es Cent Nouvelles Nouvellesl. SweetseB24—§ trans. Diner199-200.

% For fuller discussion see Ch.
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her in order to marry a suitably noble bride; befobe the con-
summation of this marriage it is discovered that biiele is the
heroine’s twin sister, Le CodféWhen Le Fresne’s identity and
social status are revealed, Gurun’s wedding to &€r€ is annulled
and he marries Le Fresne. Although there is noifipeeference to
the copula carnalisin the text, medieval readers would have been
well aware that Gurun’s marriage to his loverdesisvould have
constituted a sin against the laws of the Churclvelksas the laws

of love.

The Church was also very concerned with spiritneést, which
occurred if a godparent married or slept with his/gedchild or
with close relatives of the godchild, and vice vesathe godchild.
This theme does crop up occasionally in medievadrdture,
though not nearly as much as one might expect diveranxiety
about it demonstrated by the Church.nson de Beauvaisa
twelfth-centurychanson de gestehe villain insists on marrying the
heroine (whose husband is a prisoner of the Sarpeges though
he is godfather to her son; she is able to presensummation of
this forbidden union by means of a magic drug, amhially she
is rescued by her husband and son who take vengesmier per-
secutor® In Elie de Saint Gillea late twelfth-centurghanson de
geste the hero is prevented from marrying his belovedduse he
has helped to baptize her and is therefore tectyibar god-
father® There is anexemplumabout consummated godfather—
goddaughter incest in the Anglo-Normatanuel des Pechieaf
William of Wadington, which was translated into Esbl by
Robert Mannyng of Brunne adandlyng Synn& A bourgeois
invites his goddaughter to spend Easter with hinad seduces her.
After debating whether to confess or to stay awagnfchurch and
risk being criticized, he decides to go to churah;there are no
repercussions, he believes that God has forgivelorgotten him.
But after seven days he dies, and a foul-smellirgidinites in his

% Marie de Franced.ais, ed. Ewert. For comment on this potential incaesthie con-
text of the Middle English version of Maridai, see myl.ai le Freiné. For an interest-
ing discussion of more recent literary examples da$ fHort of incest, see Héritidres
Deux Sceurs.

% Orson de Beauvai®91ff., ed. Paris. For comments on this and other gdasof
spiritual kinship in French romances atithnsons de gessee Collomp, ‘Le Parrainage’.

% Elie de Saint Gille2658-81 ed. Raynaud de Lage.

97 See 7163218 the French text an@701-86n the English version; they are printed
side by side in Furnivall's editior304—6.
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grave and destroys his body. This fire is clearéyafuivalent of the
thunderbolt which destroys incestuous sinners i lotassical and
medieval stories, and is also intended to evokditéeof hell which
will burn his damned soul eternally.

But it seems that many people regarded the prabibégainst
spiritual incest as irrelevant. In the irreverentiasatiricalRoman
de Renartthe voluminous French version of the trickster $bary
(based in part on the Lativisengrimuswritten by twelfth- and
thirteenth-century clerics, the fox is presentedyadfather to the
children of the wolf®When he calls on the wolf's wife Hersent, she
reproaches him for failing to visit them: ‘Je neassaen de tel
conpere | qui sa conmere ne revide’1072-31 don't know of a
godfather who does not visit the mother of his galdchn). She
professes herself eager to take Renart as her &ovdrhe obliges at
once; a little later he is able to take her agahilevshe is stuck
halfway into a burrow, apparently giving her grgdé¢asure. The
aggrieved husband complains to the king that Reif@uts all the
laws of marriage: ‘Renars ne dote mariage, | Neréree cosin-
nage; | Il est pire que ne puis diréa( 327-9 Renart does not
respect marriage or the ties of kinship or cousirthdee is worse
than | can say) Here the wife is presented as undisturbed by her
transgression of the rule against sex with spiritkia| while her
jealous husband is shocked by it. Though Renaheionly one to
be openly criticized, this episode may of courseatsalvo in the
long-standing literary tradition of clerical misoggrwomen are so
insatiably lustful and eager for lovers that thegreflout the incest
taboo!

A further clue that many people did not fear contimg spiritual
incest is offered by two stories in Boccaccibscamerori® In the
third story of the seventh day, Rinaldo arrangebe¢oome god-
father to the child of a pregnant neighbour with whioe has fallen
in love, so as to gain access to her. He beconfiearabut is still
filled with lust for her, and propositions her. Stlaims to be

% Roman de RenarR. 1027f., ed. Dufournet and Méline, 260 ff.; 5. 5705f., ed.
Roques, ii6 ff. The two editions vary slightly in phrasing; ligte from Dufournet, with
variants from Roques. See the comments of Salv&i@eaofrio on this passage, and on
spiritual incest, in ‘La Parentela’.

% Roques’ text gives an interesting variant at B8‘ne loiautez ne conparage’ (nor
loyalty, nor spiritual kinship [through baptismalasorship]).

10 Pecameron7. 3 and 7. 10ed. Branca, i\699-605 and 657~@rans. McWilliam,
532-7 and 579-83For discussion see Haas, ‘Boccaccio’.
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shocked: ‘Voi siete mio compare: come si farebbestp? Egli
sarebbe troppo gran male, e io ho molte volte udite egli &
troppo gran peccato: e per certo, se cid no fisdarei cido che voi
voleste’ (You are my child’s godfather; how coulnliysuggest such
a thing? It would be awfully wicked; in fact | walways told it was
one of the worst sins anyone could commit, otherwiseuld be
only too willing to do as you suggest). Rinaldo quexrdes her to
yield by a twofold argument: first he declares thiabugh it is
indeed a sin, God shows mercy to much worse sinmelleng as
they repent; then he persuades her that sincead®setg bed with
her husband, who is much more closely related to $tee can
surely go to bed with the godfather of her childe 8heasily con-
vinced by this specious logic to do what she deardnts to do in
any case. In the tenth story of the same day, twsecfriends,
Tingoccio and Meuccio, pledge that whichever of theies first
will come back to inform the other about the jopsldorments of
the afterlife. They both fall in love with the sammarried woman.
Tingoccio, who is godfather to her son, has morpasfunity to
visit her, and in spite of his qualms of conscieneentanages to
seduce her, to the chagrin of his friend Meuccichdixsted by his
affair, Tingoccio contracts a fever and dies; thdegs later, his
ghost appears to Meuccio as promised, recountimgh®is being
punished for his sins, and asking Meuccio to hasssas said for
him. At the end of their conversation Meuccio asketvpunish-
ment is allotted for having an affair with the metrof one’s god-
child. Tingoccio replies that his guilt at this siaused laughter in
hell, where one sinner told him ‘qua non si tieagione alcuna
delle comari! (there’s nothing special down heb@at the mother
of a godchild!) When Tingoccio’s ghost disappeargudcio’s reac-
tion is far beffe della sua sciocchezza, per di@ gia parecchie
n'avea risparmiate’ (to laugh at his own stupiddy having in the
past spared several such ladies from his attentidthad Friar
Rinaldo known what Meuccio knew, the narrator cadek, he
would not have needed to have recourse to suctutdalis logic.
Another definition of spiritual incest was sex withyaperson
who had taken religious vows. Much emphasis was qutthis
aspect of incest in confessors’ manuals and treatigethe vices,
yet | have not found any examples in fictional ntves. There are
plenty of stories about lecherous priests, monkd,rams, but they
are not usually accused explicitly of incest. No dbadlerics who
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were responsible for hearing confession and absplilie incestu-
ous among the laity were reluctant to attribute $aeme failings
publicly to their brothers and sisters in Christ.

CONCLUSION

It remains somewhat puzzling that although siblimgest is not a
major motif in medieval literature, it is so commiarearly modern
ballads and folktales. Incest outside the nucleamily does not
seem to have been of much interest either to mddievers or to
composers of ballads. The lack of interest in thediadAges is the
more surprising, since the elaborate and wide-rapgiles forbid-
ding incestuous liaisons (whether through consamguor affin-
ity) were constantly reiterated in church counaital decrees, and
cases involving relatives outside the nuclear faraile frequently
mentioned in court records. It may be that suchggaessions, and
even cases of sibling incest too, were more opeisigudsed than
parent—child incest, and were not regarded as senral lapses.
It may also be that oral tradition, which was Iissly to be influ-
enced by contemporary church rulings, had littlseag about incest
outside the nuclear family. In either case, stooieBicest between
siblings or other more distant relatives seem te leeen generally
perceived as less shocking or titillating than pé&rehild incest,
and thus were less useful as moral propagandaessdxciting as
chivalric adventures.
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Then commanded and spake to me
He who framed all things that be;

And my Maker entered through me,
In my tent His rest took He.

Lo! He standeth, Spouse and Brother,
| to him, and He to me,

Who upraised me where my mother
Fell, beneath the apple-tree.

Francis Thompson, Assumpta Maria’

Paradoxesbound in medieval incest stories. Incest may fnrth
the protagonist’s career in some unexpected way #se case of
Gregorius, or it may lead to the destruction oflifés work, as in
the case of Arthur. Medieval writers sometimes usegst as the
epitome of original sin, yet they constantly referte the Virgin
Mary as the mother of her own Creator, and the baitg daugh-
ter of her own Son. | shall return to this uniquample of ‘holy
incest’ later in this chapter. First | want to emaglze that there was
nothing ambivalent or paradoxical about the viewboth secular
and religious writers that for sinful mortals it svaery hard to
avoid what Our Ford in Huxley8rave New Worldcalled ‘the
appalling dangers of family lif¢."Thomas Aquinas would have
agreed with Ford and Mustapha Mond about theseatantghough
his solutions were very different: he argued theoest taboos are
necessary to restrain lusts which can be dangeranféhmed by
living at close quarters (the ‘nothing propinkselibropinquity’
principle)? The sad experience of the late twentieth century has
been that incest, in the modern sense of sexuaktmese within
the nuclear family, is much more widespread thad been sup-
posed. There seems every reason to believe ththeimMiddle Ages
it was just as widespread, if not more so: birth control wasimal,

! For this and other criticisms of old-fashioned family liseeBrave N ew Worldch.3.
2 Aquinas,Summa Theologia®a2ae.154,;%ee the discussion in Ch.
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wives were constantly pregnant, and it was quitenad for family
members and also friends to share beds. The litexatf the period
also suggests that incest occurred quite frequdhtityhad been
extremely rare, it would have been bad propagaadéhke Church
to make a showpiece of the contrition of incestuoimness.
Cautionary tales could be sensational, but theydcoat be com-
pletely implausible. Although for medieval theolags incest with
an unrecognized parent or sibling was a less sesouthan delib-
erately contrived incest, many of the stories | Hasen discussing
do use the motif of unwitting incest to drive home tmportance
of contrition and penance even when there has beémtention to
sin. But there are also many stories which assuratincestuous
desire is not an incredible perversion found omhoag barbarians,
pagans, heretics, or power-mad tyrants (as welhasng animals),
but rather an overwhelming emotion that may stgkée normal
and respectable Christians, even some previousbhefor their
heroism and virtue. Although in some texts the ldevlamed for
such shocking lust, this apparently easy explanatias by no
means standard.

Staying at home is certainly dangerous for the gomrmedieval
narratives. A boy may be tempted to seduce hisrsist to share a
bed with his doting widowed mother. An orphaned giay be
seduced by her brother. If she does have a fatleemday try to
seduce or even marry her, causing her to run amgay home, or to
be exiled for refusing him. If she stays and tolesathe incest, she
may get pregnant; if she exposes the child, shelatay find her-
self married to him. If she Kills the baby, she idtgwf infanticide
and destined for hell. Her father may murder hegrafeducing her,
or she may die with him when he is struck by a tharbolt. But
separation from one’s family has its perils toomale foundling
may unknowingly marry his mother, and also kill ligher; a
female foundling may marry her unrecognized fatied have chil-
dren by him3 It is not quite a case of ‘Damned if you do, damned
if you don't!, however, for even the most horrifgiraccumulation

3 It is interesting that, unlike Oedipus, male fouings who unwittingly marry their
mothers in medieval stories do not seem to havdrem; but when a widowed mother
deliberately seduces her adolescent son, she alyeiggpregnant (and sometimes Kills
the child at birth). Could it be that medieval werg wanted to protect incestuous men
destined to become Popes and saints from excasasjveut felt no qualms about letting
women who initiate incest compound their sins vétbhild?
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of these sins of lust and violence can be absolvedutih sincere
contrition and divine grace. Rank argued that the doublesinstor-
ies which seem to be a medieval invention, and ciidiffer dis-
pleasingly from the naive antique traditions initlveluptuous and
torrid fantasies’, were a response to ascetic @ansattitudes to
Sex:

If we were dealing simply with the assimilation ofiging traditions and
their extension to the passive Christian heroes—s#iets—there would
be no explanation for the burning sensuality wittial incestuous crimes
were aligned one upon the other, approaching thisliof the humanly
conceivable. Based on this excess, we must ashuahéte great repression
of drives expressed in Christianity could be main¢di only at the cost of
a fantasy life pouring forth to the most voluptuodisgree; here the
repressed drives found a place where they coujddyed out:

It seems just as plausible to argue that doublesinstories were
developed by the Church as a valuable propagandpame they
emphasized the innate and incorrigible sinfulnésmankind, but
also the infinite mercy of God. It is also the casatt as Shelley
remarked, incest is ‘a very poetical circumstafid&ie theme has
been used for thousands of years in many literanyege sophisti-
cated and unsophisticated, written and oral, itucat all over the
world, and its popularity shows no signs of abatiligappealed
not only to Christian clerics composing edifyingte but also to
writers of romance, one of the dominant literary gsrof the later
Middle Ages; medieval romance, like the later nowehde much
use of the themes of identity, separation, and reyrand also of
coincidence. Repetition is a frequent techniquéhmm structure of
romance; doubling the incest allowed for the daupbf emotional
speeches, painful separations, and shocking refdogrscenes, all
vital elements in these stories of repeated in@stvell as in other
narratives about children separated from their fiag)P

Brewster comments that although incest was oftamdcoed
among the ruling class, it was regarded with holywthe popula-
tion in general.We have seen that charges of incest were used in
antiquity and the Middle Ages to discredit contr@i@l or unpopu-
lar rulers and politicians, though they did sometinget away

4 Rank,Incest Theme271. 5 See Introduction, ni4.
8 On the characteristic themes of romance (both mat@wd modern) see Frye,
Secular Scripture 7Incest Them,e3.
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with serious transgressions of the taboos. In one¢hef many
medieval Incestuous Father stories, when the widoweg
declares that he is going to marry his only dauglotee of his hor-
rified courtiers comments that incest is ‘worse thieogery
[heresy]’, and indeed heretics were often accus$eédoest too® But
was abhorrence of incest really so ‘deeply rootetthéminds of all
peoples’ as Brewster claims? In medieval literatluineestuous
desire is certainly not confined to the ruling olssshough the
social status of the protagonists is largely deteaudiby the genre
of each narrative (romances are concerned only thieharistoc-
racy, whereasxemplaare more wide-ranging in their cast of char-
acters). Indeed, the fact that incest is interprétesomeexempla
as original sin suggests strongly that all humares gotentially
incestuous sinners, regardless of class or statod.as | argued
above, incest is presented as a very plausibleéfsiugh a horrify-
ing one.

One of the shocking discoveries of the late twentegtitury was
that incest is found among all social and econagnazips, and is
not merely a by-product of poverty and overcrowdifgis would
not have come as a surprise to classical and meddigiters. Today
we tend to blame aggressive patriarchy for theudishg prevalence
of incest in our society, but in classical and mealistories it is not
always tyrannical fathers and brothers who inititeestuous
advances, and their partners are not always dowadém victims.
Medieval writers followed their classical sourcasdepicting the
love of the siblings Canace and Macareus as conaeard deeply
felt. In Hartmann von Aue's poem, Gregorius’ motliinitially
raped by her brother, but comes to love him so mihet she
greatly mourns first his departure and then his soddeath.
Medieval writers had no difficulty in imagining a ther who loved
her adolescent son so much that she became pregyahim.
There is no indication that the son in this verpplarexemplum
was forcibly seduced; the incest seems to have beasensual,
even if the mother is represented as more obseasedater more
contrite. Dux Moraud’s daughter kills her motheroirder to con-
tinue her affair with her father, and then Kills iather when he

8 Lord Berners]de and Olive 693—4 In an essay on the various versions of this story,
Diane Watt discusses the connotations of the Fréeh bougrenieand the English
bogery(‘Behaving like a Man’'270-1).
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repents; she may be a victim in the beginning shetsoon becomes
the dominant partner in the affair. As these examphow, and as
| pointed out at the beginning of this study, mediavriters were
surprisingly gender-blind in their incest storidhough there are
certainly plenty of cases in which the incestuousditive is taken
by the father (or sometimes by a brother), theeeadso many in
which the sinner in the spotlight is the motherd ame or two in
which a daughter or sister makes the first move. Odrse,
medieval ecclesiastics wanted to stress that alhdns are
inevitably sinners; and it was perhaps easier fsogynistic clerics
in the Middle Ages than it is for us in the age@hfnism to invent,
and repeat, stories of monstrous mothers who logg gons too
much. But we should note that the initial misogyny in theseist is
balanced by a surprisingly positive ending. Thegstaous mothers
almost always repent and die saved, whereas irmesttathers
who actually commit incest very rarely repent, adfttn meet vio-
lent deaths (for instance by thunderbolt). | kndiano saint’s life
in which the protagonist is a reformed incestucathér? on the
other hand, no woman who has actually committedsnibecomes
a saint. Gregorius’ unnamed mother becomes an abbesome
versions of the story, but is eclipsed by the gressrof her son the
Pope. Albanus’ mother relapses into sin and idilby her own
son. The mother in the ‘Dit du Buef’ dies in a ¢girmanner and
her burial place is associated with miracles, Intis never given a
name. St Dympna escapes the incestuous advances dather,
though he does kill her in revenge for her refusaharry him.
Incestuous sons do not meet such violent deathiscastuous
fathers; perhaps this is because they never fdre&# unwilling
mothers. There are two possibilities in their sterif the son is the
central character (e.g. Gregorius or Albanus), dmrits incest
unknowingly, repents, and eventually achieves smtigreatness. If
the mother is the central character and it is she deliberately
brings about a situation where they sleep togdathfrll awareness
of their relationship, then little or nothing is daif the son’s com-
plicity; he usually disappears rapidly from therstahough occa-
sionally he does penance like his mother (and & exceptional
twist recounted by Bandello, Luther, and MargueditgeNavarre he

¢ One possible exception is St Metro; see my commientsh. 4, and Mélk, Zur
\Vorgeschichte’.
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lives happily ever after as the husband of his wgeized
sister/daughter). Generally incestuous daughtergt miolent
ends—in some cases they are killed and even eateéhefrtyown
fathers—though a few do repent, as for exampPBux Moraud
Stories of unconsummated incest have happier endafigourse.
A foundling who grows up to be a knight (e.g. Egtamor Degaré)
discovers just in time that his new bride is intfats mother; he
then has a reunion with his father, and achieuéstiivalric status
and honour. A daughter who rejects the propositibher incestu-
ous father and is forced to leave home unprote(degl Joie or
Emaré) must undergo many ordeals, but in the erdtsb is
restored to her proper status as wife, mother, and (verppdigeen.
The main characteristics of medieval incest stdvesome very
clear when they are compared with what came aftemtin the
Renaissance. Space does not permit me to discasg/idetail the
changes in social context and literary fashion whimok place in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so | simafily comment
briefly on the use of the incest motif in Renaissdfroglish drama,
where it was very populdtOf the many important changes which
took place in this period, two of the most influehfaa the incest
theme were the Protestant Reformation and the nemalnist
interest in classical literature and culture. Glzdditerature was
generally fatalistic; no amount of contrition codddng its protag-
onists grace or salvation. The Protestant Reformnatias also
fatalistic in a different way, in terms of an apogaic vision, since
Protestants in the Calvinist tradition believedtttiee elect are pre-
determined; their doctrine of justification by faitone reduced
the need for charity and good works and the pagenaf the
saints, and meant that confession and penancenmdonger cen-
tral to religious life. In commenting on Genesigln ‘labours the
doctrine of human depravity, employing sexual desg@ams an
index of universal corruption. As the supreme examgi such
behaviour, incest enforces the point that, lefthi® own devices,
man cannot obey even the natural ldgwledieval writers also
emphasized human depravity, but insisted that there always
hope of salvation, and that despair was the worst #n

10 For detailed discussion see Bueler, ‘Structurakl8»ehrerM onarchy and Incest
and McCabelncest, Drama 11 McCabe,Incest, Drama58.
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Renaissance incest plays the focus is no longendigidual souls
but on society more generally.

Incest is a frequent motif in English drama of theesnth and
seventeenth centuries. It can be combined withppyh&nding, as
in medieval quest-for-identity romances. Borrowifigm Greek
and Roman models, the writers of Renaissance cosedale
much of incest narrowly averted by a recognitiomsger of the
threat of incest removed when would-be lovers discolat they
are not in fact siblings (for instance in Lylj¥other Bombieand
in Beaumont and Fletcher’s King and No Kin)y In Shakespeare’s
Pericles the combination of incest consummated and incested
proved very popular. Here the incest theme is tatiered with the
theme of good and bad kingship, and this is alse tfumany of
the tragedies which include incest. It often fuont as ‘an index of
social confusion’, as McCabe puts29@, a symbol of ‘something
rotten in the state’. In medieval texts the factth king is incestu-
ous does not necessarily mean that his whole faamity kingdom
are tainted and must be destroyed; indeed littsiglly said about
his kingdom, for it is the fate of his soul, andttl& his partner in
incest, that is important. In Renaissance dramanttestuous pro-
tagonists tend to drag everyone else down with tham for
instance in Ford¥T is Pity Shes a Whorand Middleton'sWomen
Beware WomenThere can be no recovery from consummated
incest in these plays; villains and victims alikesndie. It is not just
incest that destroys them, but other sins too;sintemerely one
manifestation of an evil character. Renaissanceevgtvere much
more interested than medieval ones in possiblevemfor commit-
ting incest, which might be pure lust but mightatsclude revenge,
envy, hatred, and greed. The overall effect isipgsic, as McCabe
notes:

The incestuous and all they represent are effégtandoned to a deter-
ministic psychosis that may be termed ‘sin’ onltlire sense, as Malefort
argues inThe Unnatural Combatthat the absence of grace is sin. The
most challenging plays of Massinger, Webster and eonfront the stark
truth that aberration is integral to human nattinet moral distortion is
woven into the pattern of histot

In these plays, as in medieval texts, incest amuentce are

12 McCabe,Incest, Drama294.
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inextricably linked. But in the plays human tragedicannot be
resolved as Christian comedies, with a happy endingpiritual
terms. We are meant to count the bodies lying @nstage, to be
shocked at the wickedness of those responsiblet@bd saddened
at the waste, the death of relatively innocent bydeas, and the
destruction of entire families. In a medieval incestry, on the
other hand, we can discount the number of dead badithe end
if the protagonist’s soul is saved, as in the exampDux M oraud
and its analogues, which focus on the contritiod aalvation of
the heroine rather than the large number of famigmbers she
has murdered.

One aspect of incest which is much discussed today is sglikin
missing from medieval incest stories: the dangerous geafticts of
inbreeding. This argument, so often invoked in modern disicuins
of incest, seems to have been almost totally ignored asiéigasion
for the incest taboo in the Middle Ages, though there is sowie e
dence for belief in the linking of deformity and incest (segeom-
mentsin the Introduction and Chapter 1). | suspect that aggipal
or mental deformities in children of close kin would have ibee
viewed as divine punishment, rather than as a predictabledgical
consequence. It might be argued that moral deformity isgorteia a
product of incest such as Mordred, but this is almost neveligiy
stated, though there is an interesting comment on Oedipus’'is
the fifteenth-century prose epitome of Lydgatsiege of Thebes
‘Fore hit preved well there of theym two, that weren so hdyrgot-
ten ayenst all nature and ordenaunce, for as clerkes seyte bbb
touche blode, bringeth forth corrupt frute’ (For it was clgaghown
in the case of these two, who were so horribly conceived agailh
nature and law; for as clerics say, when blood touches blade
blood-relatives have intercourse], the resulting frugasrupt)*On
the other hand, classical and medieval incest stories sdfere strik-
ing examples of what might be called positive inbreedinggogen-
ics, who can be grouped in three categories: the beautifid, t
virtuous, and the heroic. Adonis, the epitome of human beant
beloved of Venus herself, was the result of father—daugimieest;
and according to Lydgate at least, the short-lived son ofaCaand
Macareus was also notably beautiftilFather Cenci had some

13 Sege of Thebesd. Brie,269 quoted by Cooper, ‘Counter-Romandety/.
14 See the discussion of Canace in €h.
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justification for his claim that the children of incest grew to be
saints: legendary holy men conceived through incestudation-
ships include Gregorius, Albanus, and in the lIrish traditist
Cuimmin. Cuchulain, Hrolf, and Siegfried are examples ofoles
produced by incestuous liaisons. The notion that a spegill s

born as the result of some form of sexual transgression isdfoni
myths and legends all over the wofftRudhardt draws attention to

a Greek tradition that Zeus not only slept with his sister Bambut

also with their daughter Persephone, and that the resulhisf t
father—daughter incest was Dionysfikr some accounts, the infant
Dionysus was killed and eaten by the Titans, but his heartpras
served and so Zeus was able to make him be born a second time. Th
Titans were destroyed by thunderbolts and humankind was dbr
their ashes; thus something of the murdered god passed into
humans. This story offers suggestive parallels with theystf
Christ, another example of the belief that unorthodox cptioa
produces extraordinary hero€s.

the immaculate exception to the rule

Tertullian pointed out in a tone of invincible sujpeity that unlike
the gods of Greek and Roman myth, Christ was bothowit any
taint of incest or adulte® In fact incest was associated with the
birth of Christ throughout the Middle Ages, but fanm being a
source of reproach, it was a matter for celebratitwe: description
of the Virgin Mary as being both mother and daughitdesus
Christ, the so-callechater et filiatopos, is one of the oldest of the

15 See RankMyth. Lisa Bitel notes that in Irish legend ‘in sagasl asaints’ lives . . .
women coupled with their fathers or brothers—somesimore than one—to produce
kingly heroes and holy merlZénd of Women60).

6 Rudhardt, ‘De linceste759-60.

7 Origen draws attention to the parallel between &haind Dionysus only to deny it
(Contra Celsum4. 17 trans. Chadwick). Earlier in this book, in repdypagan criticism
that Jesus was the product of an adulterous rekttiprbetween Mary and a soldier,
Origen argues that a man destined to do such dgezads would never have had an il-
legitimate and dishonourable birtBgntra Celsum1. 32).

18 Apologeticus 9. 16 this claim was made by other early Christian @nsttoo,
including Origen. Warner notes an early rumourudaiting in Alexandria that Jesus was
Mary’s son by her own brotheA(oneg 35).
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paradoxes applied to hé?t.This topos was easily available to later
medieval writers in the work of St Augustine, butwhs not
Augustine’s invention, nor was it merely metaphaliBreeze notes
that the doctrine that Christ was both the fathet the son of the
Virgin was officially declared at the Eleventh Coiliodé Toledo in
675 From the twelfth century on it was increasingyronon to
interpret the Bride of th&ong of Songas Mary® The mater et
filia topos continued to be widely used all over Eurdpeugh its
popularity seems to have varied somewhat from aumicy and
language group to another; it is used in many Malysacs, though
apparently less in Middle English than in other gaages!
Chaucer makes his Second Nun quote the famous g@hvidk
which Dante’s St Bernard begins his prayer to tirgiVv, ‘Vergine
madre, figlia del tuo figlio’Raradisq 33. 1 Virgin mother, daugh-
ter of your son), when she describes Mary as ‘thoaydé and
Mooder, doghter of thy SoneC({T, 8. 3§. The topos also occurs in
the well-known antiphorAlma redemptoris matewvhich got the
diminutive hero of thé’rioresss Talénto so much trouble: ‘tu que
genuisti | Natura mirante tuum sanctum genitor®sfrgp prius ac
posterius’ (You who, to nature’s astonishment, daiveh to your
holy father, virgin before and afterward$)lhe importance and
familiarity of this topos is emphasized by the auhfit of
father—daughter incest to the legend of Antichristhia thirteenth
century (if not earlier). In a grotesque parody af Ghristian story
which also draws on the notion of incest as origsia) Antichrist
is said in Berengier'd®e l'avenement Antecristo be ‘born in
Babylon from an incestuous relationship betweendiel and his
whorish daughter®

1% Breeze, Virgin Mary’, 267 see also Mayer, ‘Mater et Filia’; Kristeva, ‘Sttb
Mater’; Méla, ‘Oedipe’, esp31-§ Shell, ‘Want of Incest’, esg27-30 Philippart, ‘Le
Récit miraculaire marial’, esp81-5 and Newman, ‘Intimate Pieties’.

20 See AstellSong of Songs

21 See WoolfEnglish Religious Lyric132—4 it seems to have been much more popu-
lar in Celtic literature (Breeze, ‘Virgin Mary’).

22 Quoted by WoolfEnglish Religious Lyric130-1 Newman cites a number of sim-
ilar Latin examples, and remarks on their riddlquality: see ‘Intimate Pieties79.

2 See Emmersorntichrist 82-3 He notes that Gower in théirour de 'Omme
makes the devil and his daughter Sin give birthDeath, who then mates with his
mother to produce the Seven Deadly SiB85¢37%. Noam Flinker has argued in
‘Cinyras, Myrrha’ that the story of Myrrha and heatlier was the source for Milton’s
allegory of Death as the product of Satan’s incesh\wis daughter Sin, and of Death’s
subsequent rape of his own mothlearadise Lost2. 746—81) But it seems more likely
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As far as | know, Mary’s conception of Christ is radscribed
explicitly as incest by medieval writers, nor Margrself as inces-
tuous; clearly her complex relationship with Goa tFather and
God the Son was understood to be in a very diffezategory from
the forbidden liaisons of the fictional characterscdssed in this
study. Nevertheless, it is striking that allusiclms Mary’s ‘holy
incest’ are also found in more secular contexts sliggests that
the topos really was a household concept, so takspén Chrétien
de Troyes'Chevalier de la Charret@ancelo) a knight defeated by
Lancelot appeals for mercy in the name'ad Deu qui est filz et
pere | et qui de celi fist sa mere | qui estoitleaeli s'ancele’ (God
who is both Father and Son, and who caused Hishtau@nd
handmaiden to become His moth&rA similar example occurs at
the end of the same autho@onte du Graalor Perceva), when
Gawain is staying at the castle of two queens wheirarfact his
grandmother and mother, though neither they noraatvave yet
realized this. The queens wish their unrecognizexbiga day full of
joy, adding piously ‘Ce doint icil glorieus pergyi de sa fille fist sa
mere’ 8045-6 May this be granted by the glorious Father who
made His daughter into His mothét)Another romance hero,
Partonopeu irPartonopeu de Blojsprays to Mary in terms very
reminiscent of the lyrics which celebrate her parackd relation-
ship to God: ‘Sainte Marie, virge mére, | Ki consemn toi ton Pere,
| Et enfantas contre nature | Ton creator, tutarea(St Mary; vir-
gin mother, who conceived in your body your ownheat and
against nature gave birth to your Creator, yois][trieature¥’ Not
everyone seems to have been familiar with the topowever. In
the thirteenth-century romandeerlesvausKing Arthur visits a
chapel where he has a vision of Mary with her infaon Jesu¥
She addresses her baby as ‘mes pere, e mes filesesine’ (my

that Milton was aware of these late medieval legeartts that, like the medieval inven-
tors of the Antichrist legend, he was deliberateating an evil parody of the Christian
story.

24 My examples are all taken from Old French literaturhave not searched for ana-
logues in other languages, though it seems likedy they exist.

2 Chevalier de la Charrete2821-3 ed. Roques.

% This is particularly ironic given that a little Exton Gawain’s mother, not recogniz-
ing her own son, expresses the hope that he andialugihter will soon be ‘come frere et
suer’ 8790Q like brother and sister), by which she means thay should marry.

27 Partonopeu de Blojs5405-8 ed. Gildea.

% Perlesvaused. Nitze and Jenkins,35.



CONCLUSION: SEX, SIN, AND SALVATION 241

father, and my son, and my lord); Arthur is astbadboth by the
vision and by this form of address, but no moreaid @bout it.

In a fascinating essay on the representation oHitlg Family in
the later Middle Ages, Barbara Newman comparesQledipus
myth with the Christian topos of Mary as the motheide, and
daughter of God, and argues that for Christian®$heous famil-
ial love symbolizes not the primal sin but the fin@ahard'?® This
might not have been obvious to all, Newman adnBis to those
who aimed at exceptional devotion, the incestuaurapiexity of
Mary’s relations with God made her the emblem niotransgres-
sion, but of a total intimacy that could not be syiided save by
the compression and fusion of all earthly ties.” Argahe mystics
who aspired to such intimacy was Margery Kempe:istiold her
that she was His daughter, mother, sister, wifel smouse, and
when she reluctantly underwent a mystic marriage dod the
Father, He addressed her as daughter as well as ‘ivifke the,
Margery, for my weddyd wyfe . . . For, dowtyr, thveas neuyr childe
so buxom to the modyr as | xal be to the’ (I taka,yMargery, for
my wedded wife . . . For, daughter, there was nawehild so kind
to its mother as | shall be to yoii)l agree with Newman’s view
that medieval writers can hardly have failed toicethe full impli-
cations of their descriptions of Mary's multiple retaxship to
God3 Newman rightly notes that medieval poets would hraea
in the schoolroom classical incest stories aboudifues, Myrrha,
Canace, Phaedra, and Byblis; but she does not omettie com-
ments of patristic writers on the incestuous liagsohthe classical
gods, or the allegorical treatment of classical shcgtories by
medieval writers. The early Church fathers freqlyestiticized
pagan stories of the incestuous behaviour of botls godl men;
yet in some later allegorizations, such as @eide Moralise
Oedipus and Myrrha are interpreted allegoricallyypgs of Christ
and Mary respectively (see my discussion in Chapyefince the
topos of Mary’s ‘incest’ occurs so widely in both tira and

2% Newman, Intimate Pieties93.

30 Book of Margery Kempechs.14 and 35ed. Meech and Aller31 and 87trans.
Windeatt, 66 and 123 have normalized thorn.

31 This is no doubt why the Virgin intervenes in maxempleof mother—son incest
to save the repentant mother; and why she alsocaappea number of Incestuous Father
stories to protect the heroine on her travels anceattach her missing hand. She does
not save any incestuous men in medieval narratitiesjgh she does in the later ballad
‘Brown Robyn’s Confession’ (see C8,. n.79).
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vernacular writings in the later Middle Ages, swalegorizations
would presumably have been much less startlingedieval read-
ers than they may seem to%$.he stories of Oedipus and Myrrha
would have seemed particularly shocking in thaytioeus on par-
ent—child incest, indubitably the worst kind in m®dil terms. But
they would also naturally have prompted thoughtthefone occa-
sion when it was entirely appropriate, indeed alisty necessary
from a theological perspective, for the Father npiiegnate His
daughter and for the Son to marry His own mother.

Since accusations of incest were bandied back anihl $o freely
by early Christian writers and their pagan opposgitiseems pos-
sible that the topos of Mary’s ‘incest, not transsgive but
absolutely necessary and glorious, was develop&ghat in part as
a response to and also a trumping of pagan myth&ldgyGreek
and Roman cosmogonies, as in many others, it weessary for
the first-created deities to have intercourse wibheother at the
beginning of the world. In the new Christian mythgjoMary is
not part of a cosmogony but a late addition to tiwnd family.
Zeus/Jupiter has many wives, mistresses, and affgpbut the
Christian God has only one Bride and only one Soeus was
nearly destroyed at birth by his jealous fathersterived only by
meeting violence with violence and castrating Corut Mary's
Son is an essential part of the Triune Godhead, bohaman time
yet also Himself the eternal Creator; He submitdeath in obedi-
ence to His Father, and then they reign togetheusslept with his
sister Demeter and also with their daughter PersephMary is
the Bride of both the Father and the Son, but toBesents two
different aspects of the same relationship (asértse of Margery

32 Méla implies that for medieval exegetes who loveddvplay, the name Myrrha, ‘la
mirre amere’ (bitter myrrh), might have suggestedaasociation with Mary, who was
traditionally described as ‘mare amarum’ or ‘meresei (bitter sea ); see his comments
in ‘Oedipe’, 25 and 36 Woolf quotes from d3th-cent. French lyric in which the para-
dox of Mary’s relationship to God is illustrated fagit planting the tree from which it
grows, and a fountain emerging from a stre&@mg(ish Religious Lyric132; the foun-
tain/stream example recalls the passage in the stbByblis in theOvide Moralisé
where her transformation into a fountain is useildstrate the doctrine of the unity of
the Trinity OM, 9. 265Xf.—see my comments in CR).

3 Shell argues that the Christian Holy Family is lohsee the first Jewish family of
Abraham, Sarah and Isaac (‘Want of Ince827-8: Christianity responded to Sarah’s
dual role as both wife and sister to Abraham by imgary fully affined to God as
God’s fourfold kin’. Méla mentions the story of theth of Dionysus, and also argues
for the influence of the Isis cult (‘Oedip@4, 31, 36).
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Kempe’s relations with God the Father and with @f)riUnlike the
jealous and vengeful Hera, who constantly assdréedguperiority
as the wife of the supreme Olympian, Mary remainechble and
indeed virginal during her lifetime; she is celd®das the human
mother of Christ just as much as the immortal QusfeH eaven.
Christians took over pagan festivals and sacres;sit seems very
possible that they deliberately took over the paggihs of divine
incest (and perhaps especially the story of the birdhs of
Dionysus) and transformed them from something sbatid much
repeated into something unique and triumpHaAn intriguing, if
tantalizing, piece of evidence to support this tlyeisroffered by
Gower, who in theConfessio Amantipresents Cupid not only as
the offspring of the incest of Jupiter and Venus, &lgb as the lover
of his own mothef® Georgiana Donavin has argued persuasively
that in theConfessioCupid and Venus, the King and Queen of
Love, ‘are exposed as a gross parody of Mary andsJékeir lit-
eral incest a perverted substitute for the spititationship culti-
vated by the Christian Mother and S8Gower’s point is that the
Lover to whom his narrative is addressed, and @ldgChristians
too, should choose the court of heavenly love rathan the court
of worldly love.

For medieval Christian writers, humankind was mifedsin.
Both men and women were all too inclined, in smfethe fre-
guently reiterated incest prohibitions, to ‘takelmewthei take may’
(take wherever they can) since, as Gower pointsolis version of

3 Mary Douglas argues that ‘religions often sacratfse very unclean things which
have been rejected with abhorrence’, and that ‘Withe ritual frame the abomination
is then handled as a source of tremendous powearity and Danger160 and 16§ It
is tempting to see Mary’s ‘holy incest’ as an exdergf this tendency, perhaps prompted
by the charges of incest made against early Chnistfsee Chl), though the Church’s
obsession with the enforcement of the incest tab®&ldped gradually over the first
millennium ad and the Marian ‘incest’ topos dates back to thdyecenturies of
Christianity.

35 CA, 5. 1404-201t is not clear where Gower got the story of Cugpidcest with
Venus, though it seems likely to be a medievalntieen to denigrate erotic love, perhaps
in response to classical images of mother and sdiraeing. The story also seems to
have been current in the Renaissance; McCabe ss$he aover illustration of hiscest,
DramaBronzino’s very suggestive painting of Cupid canmegshe naked Venusllegory
with Venus and CupidcCabe says little about it (s26), but Panofsky, commenting
on the same painting, notes that Pierre BersuirkisrOvidius M oralizatus(c.1340)
interprets the embrace of Venus and Cupid as agaaljeof excessive displays of affec-
tion between blood-relatives caused by lust (‘Fathiene’, 88 n. 72. This could well
have been Gower's source too. 3% Donavin,Incest N arratives25.
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the Apollonius story, ‘the flesh is frail and fallebft’ (CA 8. 152
and 289. At the end of Shakespeare’s version of the evergre
Apollonius story the hero (here named Pericles)p valas aban-
doned himself to despair, is reunited with his ldogf- daughter
Marina and hails her as ‘Thou that beget’st hint did thee beget’
(v. i. 196). This riddling phrase with its incestuous imptiocas is
an ingenious expression of his sense of being rastardife. It is
also strikingly close to the traditional phrasegdiso describe
Mary's relationship to Christ, such as ‘tu quaeugsti . .. tuum
sanctum genitorem’ (you who gave birth to your hédyher).
Shakespeare must have been drawing on medievabhl ahnietoric
here, deliberately or not; his father was a Cathtiie Reformation
was only half a century old, and he was clearly nedld in a wide
range of earlier literatur&.The immaculate ‘incest’ of Mary and
her Father/Brother/Son is the salvation of mankthé,solution to
the problem of original sin which was created by Fa# of Adam
and Eve. Medieval writers sometimes interpretecgsh@s repre-
senting original sin; Thompson’s linking of incestidathe apple
tree in his poem on the Virgin quoted at the begigof this chap-
ter is peculiarly apt. But Mary's immaculate ‘intes also the
exception that proves the rule. Medieval narrativexke it very
clear that although it is not unusual for postlagsa men and
women to feel desire for a close relative, incegtdeed ‘worse then
bogery’, but it is also ‘a very poetical circumstah

87 Philip Edwards calls the Marian topos ‘the ancipatadox of Christianity’, and
claims that this line ‘is the key to the play, apdrhaps to the whole group of
Shakespeare’s late Romances’; see the note br196in his edition ofPericles



Appendix:
Synopses of Flight from Incestuous Father Stories

This appendix includes the stories discussed inp@hd (except the ver-
sions in theVitae Duorum Offarumand La Maneking arranged in
approximately chronological order, with the editdrthe text | have used;
where one is printed as part of a larger narrativeadlection, | give the
title of the source text too. Full bibliographicagtdils are given in the
Bibliography, where they are listed by author bthie text is anonymous,
by title. For fuller descriptions and discussiontloése texts (and of some
other versions) see Roussebnter de gester3-140.

T hirteenth Century

Pierre de Saint-Aubertyita Sanctae Dympnaen AASS[Latin prose,
1238-47]

A pagan Irish ruler and his wife are childless foany years. The queen
secretly becomes a Christian, and gives birth tdaaghter, baptized

Dympna. When the queen dies, the king will onlysidar marrying some-

one just like her; no such woman can be found,ise¢tunsellors advise
him to marry Dympna. The king begins to desire et Dympna, a

Christian, is horrified. She obtains forty days'pies, and flees with

Gereburnus, an elderly Christian convert, and #ilgocourt jester and his
wife. They arrive in Antwerp and travel on to Gheghere they live near
an oratory of St Martin. The king tracks her dowashill wants to marry

her, but she still refuses.The king himself behdag®ipna, and his men
kill Gereburnus. They are buried side by side, anidicles are associated
with the tomb.

Yde et Oliveed. Schweigel iresclarmondd€= Huon of Bordeauxcycle)
[French versel3th cent.]

(See also the sixteenth-century version by LordnBes,Ide and Olive.
One synopsis is given for the two versions; Englisims of names appear
in parentheses.)

The widowed King Florens (Florence) of Aragon anneamhis intention
of marrying the only woman who resembles his dedd-whis daughter
Yde (Ide). She runs away in male clothing, livesaoldier, and becomes
the favourite of the Emperor of Rome, who insistd ke marry his only
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child Olive. The embarrassed Yde tells her seardter bride, who is quite
prepared to accept the situation; but a spy infotimesemperor of Yde's
disguise. He threatens to burn Yde if a public beeals that she is a
woman, but a voice from heaven warns him not tcctholer: God will
change her into a man as a reward for her virtde.i¥ transformed, and
that night her son Croissant is conceived. A fewsdater the emperor
dies. (In a late printed French text, and in thelish version, Florens
becomes ill from chagrin some years later, andet®mciled with Yde
before he dies.)

Mai und Beaflored. anon. [German verse1260]

The widowed King of Rome falls in love with his ddugr Beaflor. She
flees by boat, helped by her tutor Roboal and hiis Bénigna, and arrives
in Mailand (Greece), where she marries the youngrn€®iai. When her
son is born, his mother forges letters declarirag Beaflor is an adulter-
ess and has borne a monster, and that she shokitlidole Beaflor is set
adrift with her baby and arrives back in Rome, whghre lodges with the
faithful servants who had helped her escape; slaérégsd of her father.
After eight years Mai is so miserable that his aunsipeople suggest a pil-
grimage to Rome. He too lodges with Roboal, whongpses to reunite
him with Beaflor, and duly organizes a recognitiaczere at dinner.
Meanwhile Beaflor’s contrite father confesses andiGties; he becomes a
hermit.

Jansen EnikelDer Kdnig von Reusser26677—7356n his Weltchronik
ed. Strauch [German verse, ld&h cent.]
(There is also 45th-cent. prose version, ed. anonMrmi und Beaflor)

The widowed King of Russia gets the Pope’s permissm marry his
daughter, but she refuses; she scratches herifagieet is ‘like the devil’
and cuts her hair off. The furious king sets haifath a barrel with a spe-
cial wedding dress. She arrives in Greece, wheré&itig marries her. When
her baby is born the hostile mother-in-law reptint it is a devil; the king
orders mother and child to be returned to wherdwey came from (there
is no second forgery). They drift to Rome, wherecéh nobleman finds
them and has the child baptized by the Pope. Wireing of Greece dis-
covers what has happened, he has his mother wafiednd comes to
Rome for absolution for his sin of wrongly condentmiris wife; the King
of Russia, also contrite, arrives at the same tihhe Pope hears their con-
fessions, realizes who the mysterious woman isaimdys about a general
reunion.
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Fourteenth Century

Jean Gobi, ‘The Daughter of the Count of Poitou’, 80 in Scala coeli
ed. Polo de Beaulieu [Latin prosk325-30]

The Count of Poitou has a son and a daughter. Th@ages to study in
Bologna. When the count’s wife dies, he falls ivelavith his daughter. She
flees, and later marries the son of the King of AN¥Ben she has a son,
her mother-in-law forges letters saying that thieyblas a dog’s head. She
is taken to the forest to be killed, but the aseaspare her when the baby
smiles at them, and order her to go far away. $higea as a beggar in
Bologna, where her brother is now bishop; a holynreees her begging
and asks the bishop to provide for her. Her husbseatches for her,
dressed as a beggar himself, and comes to Boldgrmabishop questions
him and reunites him with his wife, who turns oot lte the bishop’s
sister.

Jean MaillartLe Roman du Comte d’Anjped. Roques [French verse,
early 14h cent.]

The devil makes the widowed Count of Anjou fall avé with his own
beautiful and talented daughter. She flees withnliese; they take refuge
with a poor woman in Orléans, and earn their livimg marvellous
embroidery. The count, horrified by his crime anchisydaughter’s flight,
soon dies. A young man sees and desires the hesmirsgle and the nurse
flee again and find work in the castle of Lorris, teag embroidery to the
lord’s daughters. The lord’s young and passionaéelard, the Count of
Bourges, comes to visit, and marries the heroireeiskhiway when she gives
birth; his aunt forges a letter announcing thetbinf a monster, and a
reply ordering mother and child to be killed. Diseed by the baby’s smile,
the assassins let the heroine go. Destitute alidestovering from child-
birth, she makes her way to Estampes and on ta@s]évhere the bishop
is her uncle, and there finds refuge in the hospithé count comes home
and discovers the plot. Disguised as a vagabondearches for his wife
among the poor and finds the trail to Orléans, wherés reunited with
his wife whose identity is revealed through thehbs The wicked count-
ess is burned.

La Belle Héléne de Constantinopled. Roussel [French verse, niidth
cent.]
(Also a prose version df448by Jean Wauquelin, trans. de Crécy.)

Antoine, Emperor of Constantinople, helps the Ronauring a Saracen
siege and is rewarded with the hand of the empedangghter; she dies
giving birth to their daughter Héléne. Antoine $ah love with his daugh-
ter; when the Pope again asks for help againsSéhacens, Antoine asks
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in return for permission to marry Héléne. The Pageees, reluctantly; he
is very anxious when Antoine claims his reward, &ubice from heaven
announces that Antoine will never be able to fuifd impious desire.

Antoine returns to Constantinople and tells Hélgrat they will be mar-

ried the next day She escapes by boat, arrivétaimders, and lives in a
convent. Alarmed by the local king's interest i tghe sets off again in
her boat, but is captured by pirates. The captaaken advances to her,
but her prayers bring a storm in which all but ahe drowned. She floats
ashore on a plank near Newcastle in northern Edgérd meets King

Henry, who marries her, to the dismay of his mother.

Rome is attacked again: Antoine is away lookingfisrdaughter, so the
Pope asks for help from Henry, who agrees and stghis pregnant wife
to the care of the Duke of Gloucester. In Rome Heamgs portraits of his
wife which had been painted on the columns of thpapgalace at
Antoine’s orders; the Pope tells him the story. éiél gives birth to twin
sons; her mother-in-law forges a letter annountggbirth of two mon-
sters, and a reply ordering the burning of the quaed her children.
Instead the Duke of Gloucester cuts off one of herdsaattaches it to
one of the twins, and exposes them all in a boatlhwarrives at an island
called Constance. While Héléne is dozing a wolf iearoff the baby with
the hand, who is then raised by a hermit. A lioketathe other baby, and
eventually the hermit finds it too: he names thensavBrac and Lion.
Henry defeats the Saracens and returns to Englanthine arrives in
Bavaria, where he stops a pagan king from marrlyiagwn daughter, and
converts the country to Christianity Henry disgaviis mother’s treach-
ery, and has her burned. The two kings meet in&ma#, confer, and set
out in search of Hélene.

The twins learn something of their history, and set to find their
mother, meeting on the way the Duke of Gloucestdrthe Archbishop of
Tours; the latter baptizes them Brice and Martigléde has been living in
Nantes but moves to Tours, where her sons givetaity without recog-
nizing her. Henry and Antoine meet the hermit, aadquer and convert
the King of Bordeaux. Henry comes to Tours whereeHélrecognizes him
but is too frightened to speak. Henry and Antoireetrthe twins and see
the miraculously preserved hand, which leads tecagnition scene. The
two kings, plus the King of Bordeaux, go on a criesém Jerusalem and
have adventures there. Hearing a rumour that these been killed,
Hélene becomes a beggar; she goes to Rome buhdbesveal herself to
her great-uncle the Pope, nor to the two kings wti@y return. The
Saracens attack yet again: Héléne flees to Touasinkp letters for her
father and husband. Henry is captured in Flandetdrbed by the twins;
in Scotland Antoine and Brice are captured, theredrby a Saracen
princess who falls in love with Brice, convertsGaristianity, and marries
him (their son becomes St Brice). The kings trewdlours, and eventually
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find the terrified Héléne; her hand is miraculousigttached through the
agency of Martin, the future saint. All return torRe, where the con-
verted King of Bordeaux is made king; Henry and Hélélie and are
buried in St Peter’s; Antoine abdicates in favotiBdce; Martin becomes
Archbishop of Tours; the Duke of Gloucester becomieg 6f England.

Lion de Bourgesed. Kibleret al. [French verse, mid4th cent.]
(The Flight from Incest/Accused Queen episode lsegi2777§ it is pre-
ceded by numerous martial adventures.)

Herpin, King of Cyprus, promises his dying wife iotmarry again unless
he finds a woman just like her. His barons urgetoimemarry, but cannot
find a suitable bride until they notice the resembébetween the Princess
Joieuse and her dead mother; they tell the kingntory her (having
already obtained the Pope’s permission). Herpireegirhe is already in
love with her. Joieuse cuts off her left hand andws it into the river,
where it is swallowed by a sturgeon; she explainthe king that now she
no longer resembles her mother. Herpin ordersshatbe burned, but is
persuaded by the barons to exile her by sea wetstfuire Thierry. They
eventually arrive in Spain, where Joyeuse callsdiEfristouse. (Here the
story turns to the adventures of Olivier, futurelbarsd of Joieuse, and of
his brother Guillaume.) Olivier takes in Joieused ahhierry; Joieuse
explains that she lost her hand in a struggle withtes. He has a golden
hand made for her and marries her, over the objestof his foster-
mother Beéatris. He leaves her pregnant in ordehelp his brother.
(Adventures of Olivier and his father Lion.)

Joieuse/Tristouse gives birth to twins, a boy angirla Béatris uses a
clerk she has seduced to forge a message ordaermtrning of the queen
and her children. The king's castellan spares tfterburns some animals
instead) and exposes them again at sea. They atrReme and are taken
in by a rich senator and his wife; Joieuse/Tristotedis them that during a
pilgrimage robbers killed her husband and cut off hand. (Further
adventures of Lion and his sons. Olivier invitesnthieack to Caffaut to
meet his wife.) Olivier is baffled by the disappea@ of his wife and the
forged letter, but suspects Béatris. The treachsenterk confesses; he is
hanged and Béatris is locked in a tower. Olivieegioo Sicily with his
father and brother; there he meets the King of Cypvlno talks about his
wife’'s death and his treatment of his daughter. ®livealizes that this is
his father-in-law. The two kings go to Rome andgedh the house where
Joieuse lives. She is too afraid of them to appmarat dinner Olivier sees
his son Herpin playing with her wedding ring, which recognizes; this
leads to a reunion. The cook finds Joieuse’s hardfish he is preparing,
and the Pope is miraculously able to reattach litZi€ and Joieuse return
to Burgos, Herpin to Cyprus. (Further martial adueas of the male
protagonists.)
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Comedia sine nominglso known asColumpnariun), ed. Roy [Latin
prose drama, lat&dth cent.]

The Queen of Thrace dies after making her husbamdoliphus promise
only to marry a woman who is her living image; nls woman can be
found. Urged by his people to remarry, the kindsfah love with his
daughter Hermionides. Horrified, she flees with hawsa; they find refuge
with Sophia in Phocis, where the local king, Orgsfalls in love with
Hermionides and marries her. When she bears athenhostile queen
mother Olicomesta forges letters announcing thabtby is an Ethiopian
monster, and that mother and child are to be kilkedaithful seneschal
exposes the baby in a splendid basket with moneyjewels, and sends
Hermionides into exile. The baby is found by a fish&n, who wants to
adopt him, but first decides to consult the oradlé\pollo on Mount
Parnassus. As he discusses this plan with a frieedis overheard by
Orestes and his counsellor Regulus, who are reigrid Phocis because
they are suspicious of the news that has reached #imut the queen.
The faithful seneschal is also suspicious, disetlee forgery of the let-
ters, and tells the king. Meanwhile Hermionidespdering on Parnassus,
meets a shepherd who urges her to consult theeotfaete. All the main
characters make for the oracle. Hermionides mémdisherman, hears
his story, and manages to recover her baby Theen@restes, and the
seneschal overhear their conversation, and so &restd his wife are
reunited. News arrives that the queen mother hslkierself, and also
that Eumolphus has died, leaving his kingdom torkienides.

La Istoria de la Fiyla del Rey d’'Ungrjad. Aramon i Serra [Catalan prose,
mid-14h cent.]

The widowed King of Hungary is urged by his baromstarry; when they
cannot find a woman who fits his specification of reslamce to his dead
wife, they suggest his daughter. After initial r@lance, he is persuaded by
the devil to marry her. The night before the weddie tells her how much
he admires her hands; she makes her servants et aff. The furious
king exposes her in a boat, and she arrives at éill@s there the Count
of Provence falls in love with her and marries remrstly They have a son
who is notable for his charity to other childreritek some years the count
goes to Hungary to verify his wife's story, andatmnounce that she is alive.
He sends a letter home confirming her identity,thetmessenger stops at
the home of the count’s hostile mother, who fordes message that the
countess is low-born and has been mutilated foft #red sent into exile;
she and her son are now to be burned. The messesligehe people the
truth, but they are confused, and expose the cearded her son in a
boat. They find lodging at a convent where the cesstives piously. Five
years later, she feels a fervent wish to help tiespat Mass, and suddenly
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sees two hands in front of her, which miraculoudfixahemselves to her
stumps. Meantime the count has come home and dismbwhat has hap-
pened. He sets out to find his wife, and after seers arrives at the
abbey where she acts as porter. She looks likerifés but he is baffled by
the fact that she has hands. The miracle is exgdaio him; the couple is
reunited, and four more children are born.

Miracle de la fille du roy de Hongrieno.19 in Miracles de N ostre Dame
par personnagesd. Paris and Robert [French verse drat340—80]
(Adaptation ofManekine but with strong Marian emphasis and many
variations on names, e.g. Bethequine for Manek3ee. also in the same
collection nos32,Du roy Thierry and37, De la fille d'un roy qui se parti
d’avec son pere pour ce que il la vouloit espoliser.

The King of Hungary refuses to marry any woman wioesinot closely

resemble his dead wife; no such woman can be fodedlecides to marry
his daughter and gets the Pope’s permission. Higlitar, horrified, cuts
off her hand. She is condemned to be burned, bugXesutioners expose
her in a boat instead. She arrives in Scotlandraatties the king, to the
anger of his mother. When she gives birth, the mmeitihaw forges a slan-
derous letter and then a cruel response. The hermd her baby are
exposed at sea; helped by the Virgin, they arrivBRame and find refuge
with a senator. The King of Scotland returns, discewhat has hap-
pened, and punishes his mother; then he goes t@eRopray and to look
for his wife. At the same time the King of Hungamcitles to go to Rome
to be absolved. There is a family reunion in theideoof the senator,
brought about by the child playing with the weddimgg. The missing

hand is found in the river and miraculously reat&tby the Pope.

Y storia Regis Franchorum et Filie in qua Adulterivdomitere Voluit
ed. Suchier [Latin prosd370]

The King of France propositions his own daughteeriually she yields,
but asks for four days’ respite and flees, briefggdised as a man. In a
neighbouring town she learns embroidery. The looaint marries her, to
the horror of his mother who lives in a convent. Whhe count is away
the countess has twin boys. The count’s enthusieesponse to the news
in a letter is changed by his mother to cruel tteealarmed, the young
countess flees with her babies; she arrives by bo&ome, where she
works as an embroiderer. A cardinal oversees thieaibn of the twins.
The count comes to Rome for a great feast givethbyPope, and stays
with his old friend the cardinal. The countess heppto see him; she
sends for her sons, and goes to the cardinal'sehtugreet her husband
and explain her flight. The count learns of his moshteick and has her
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burned. When the King of England dies, one twin nitsehis throne,
while the other succeeds his father as count.

Novella della figlia del re di Dacjeed. Wesselofsky [Italian prose, prob-
ably 14h cent., though the manuscriptl&h cent.]

The story is presented as a miracle performed by Benedict1012—-24).

The devil makes the widowed King of Dacia fall ivdowith his daughter
Elisa. One day when she kisses him innocently, issek her back and
makes her touch him intimately When he proposgiber, she puts him
off and prays to Christ and the Virgin. Acting orstiructions imparted in
a vision, she cuts off the hand with which she tadcher father and
buries it, telling him that it happened in her plees divine justice. Her
nurse helps her to flee secretly and they arrivame, where a kind
widow takes them in. Apardo, Duke of Austria, masrieer, to his
mother’s displeasure; her hand is miraculouslyorest during the blessing
of the marriage.

When their child is born the hostile mother-in-lemges letters report-
ing that it is a monster with multiple heads amahis, and condemning the
young mother to death. A poor woman is burnt ingtefElisa, who sends
her child to be fostered in secret and herself restio the widow at Rome,
where she becomes nurse to the child of Count M&@eoctheir way to his
home in Germany, they pass through Apardo’s laktisa collects her
son, and the two children are raised together. &payoes to Rome and
visits the widow in his search for Elisa. By charieecomes to Marco’s
city; he and Elisa recognize each other at a fa&bten their stories are
told, messengers are sent to Elisa’s father. Hertep writes to them, is
reunited with them, and makes them his heirs. HEsdo do penance at
Rome, and dies.

Emaré ed. Rickert [English verse,1400]

The Emperor Artus’ wife dies young, leaving a béaltaughter, Emaré.
The Emperor of Sicily comes to visit and gives Artusplendid cloth
embroidered in each corner by the daughter of ateeag¢mir with images
of pairs of lovers. At a feast soon afterwards Arfaits in love with his
own daughter and decides to marry her; the Pogefsission is obtained.
Artus has a robe made for Emaré from the cloth, t@fig her his inten-
tions; she is horrified. Furious, he exposes heh wlie robe in a boat,
though he soon repents and tries in vain to findEraré arrives in Galys
(Wales) and is found by the king's steward. Whes kimg sees her in her
beautiful dress he falls in love with her and mesrher, although his
mother declares the stranger a fiend.

Emaré gives birth to a son, Sagramour; the motidawi substitutes
news of the birth of a devil with three animal heaats] forges a response
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ordering the queen and her child to be exposeccat Fhey arrive at
Rome, and find refuge with a rich merchant. Wherkihg hears what has
happened he wants to burn his mother, but is pdeslito exile her. After
seven years he goes to Rome to do penance forifeis presumed drown-
ing, and lodges in the house where Emaré lives.rEsends Sagramour to
serve his father; the king is charmed and wantsige him. Emaré tells
Sagramour to bring the king to her, and they ammited. Then Artus
arrives to do penance too. Emaré asks her husbamitroduce her to
Artus, and instructs Sagramour to bring the old erapto her. Thereis a
further reunion; later Sagramour succeeds his dedher.

Fifteenth Century

Hans von Bihel (der BihelerRie Konigstochter von Frankreighed.
Merzdorf [German versd,401]

The widowed King of France decides to marry his daeg though the

Pope refuses him permission. She flees in horrdnigland, and lives at
first with peasants, looking after animals. She bee® known for her

expert embroidery In London the royal marshal higdwife take her in,

and the king marries her. He is away fighting whegirtson is born; the
mother-in-law forges two letters accusing her oftceoy and of bearing a
monster, and ordering her to be burned. The matavals a cow and a
calf instead, and exposes her again with her balmeirboat. She arrives
in Rome, and finds refuge with a rich citizen. Thidcbecomes the Pope’s
favourite. When the king finds out what has happerres burns his

mother. The Kings of France and England arrive imBRdo do penance.
The boy serves them; when the mother is summoheding of England

and his marshal both recognize her. The King of éeamakes a public
confession which leads to a further reunion. Thenited couple go to

Paris and then to London. On the death of the Kirigrance the princess
inherits the throne. Her husband and son are atvaxaawhen she dies;
another king takes over France. Her husband figit$iE son’s rights,

winning Calais and other towns: the poet commehtt this was the

beginning of the Hundred Years War.

De Alixandre, Roy de Hongrie, qui voulut espousefilte, ed. Langlois
[French prose, mid5th cent.]

The widowed King of Hungary falls in love with hi&-year-old daughter
Fleurie, and passes a law that Hungarian kingswamy their daughters.
She discovers that her father especially lovehhads, so she makes a ser-
vant cut them off and sends them to him. The furiing wants to burn
her, but his counsellors persuade him to exposehdrher maid at sea.
They arrive at Marseilles, where Count Varron of vierme marries



254 APPENDIX

Fleurie, to his mother’s displeasure. Leaving hexgpant, Varron goes to
Hungary to check the story she has told him abaart ilentity and
troubles. The king, now ashamed, confirms it all.

The count’s mother forges a letter announcing tetirie has born a
monster with no hands and a dog's muzzle, and #ism the reply that
mother and baby are to be exposed at sea. Theydinde in a convent.
When Varron returns and discovers the truth fros rhbther, he con-
demns her to a shameful death and swears to sehioh finds his wife.
After long and vain journeys he is returning by e&een he hears the con-
vent bells and stops there. When Fleurie triesdip bhe priest at Mass,
God is pleased and restores her hands. Her sos giidys father’s feet and
the count, charmed, wonders who his mother carieen the abbess
explains about their handless guest, the coumuisited with his wife and
son, and takes them back to Provence. The old Kingungary hands
over his throne to them and retires into religities

Bartolomeo FazioDe origine inter Gallos et Britannos belli historia
ed. Camusat, repr. Roy [Latin,1470]

The King of Britain promises his dying wife that hall only marry a
woman who is her equal; when no suitable bridelwarfiound, the devil
prompts him to desire his own daughter. She isifiedrat his proposal to
marry her, but pretending to give in, she askstombtain the Pope’s per-
mission; before the messengers return with forgegap letters (as
instructed by the king), she escapes with the bElper uncle, John Duke
of Lancaster. She takes refuge under a pseudonyntamvent in Vienne,
where the Dauphin sees her and marries her, todiiser’s fury. When the
King of France dies the Dauphin goes to Paris, hgatiis pregnant wife
behind. The queen mother sends forged lettersat&itty announcing that
the queen has committed adultery and other sharaefs] she also forges
his reply ordering that the young queen be killagt, the guards send her
and her infant son secretly to Rome, where shedsdganother convent
and becomes wet-nurse to the empress’ new baby@m&ing of France
returns to Vienne; suspecting a plot by his motherbesieges her city and
orders her death.

Some years later he feels contrite, and is persuéago to Rome to
seek absolution. He is graciously received by th@eror and the Pope,
and absolved by the latter. At an imperial fea® King is especially
charmed by his own unrecognized son, and asksmnipem®r to give him
the youth. The emperor consults the boy's mothbg veveals her secret;
the King of France is reunited with his wife and s®he King of Britain
has recently died without a male heir, leavingkiinggdom to his daughter
if she is still alive. The Duke of Lancaster makes$lputhe circumstances
of her flight; when uncle and niece meet by charteeKing of France dis-
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covers his wife's parentage. Another son is borthehappy couple. The
King of France leaves France to his older son ari@iBrto the younger;
but to show the unity of the two kingdoms, he ordbed every Christmas
the King of Britain and his sons shall serve win¢he king of France at a
public banquet. This custom is continued for maeayegations, but even-
tually the British abandon it. The French kingeoffiled, declares war (the
Hundred Years War).

Rappresentazione di Santa Uljvad. d’Ancona [a play with musical inter-
ludes preserved in a printed textX§68but based on a%th-cent. Italian
poem]

The Emperor Giuliano promises his dying wife ordyntarry a woman as
noble and gracious as her. His daughter Uliva afit®éhis description: he
plans to ask the Pope for permission to marry\Wéren he informs Uliva,
praising her hands in particular, she is horrifiédth a prayer to the
Virgin, she cuts off her hands and has them takdretdather. He is furi-
ous, and dispatches her to Brittany with two assas$he assassins pity
her and leave her in a wood, where she is founthbyking’s huntsmen.
Both king and queen think her charming, and makenbese to their baby
son. A baron in love with her pulls at her arm Battshe drops the baby,
who is Killed. She is again exposed in a wood. Vingin appears to her
and restores her hands. She finds refuge in a neaomastery, but the
priest feels so tempted by her that he hides aasggfly stolen chalice in
her cell. The nuns decide to expose her at sealiest. She is found by two
Castilian sailors and taken to the royal court, igttbe king marries her;
his furious mother retires to a convent.

While the king is away at war, the queen mothegdsrletters announ-
cing that Uliva’s new baby is neither man nor beastd that she is to be
burned. The merciful Viceroy decides to burn a werodmage and to
expose Uliva and the baby at sea. Uliva arrives Reeme and is taken in
by two old women. Meanwhile the King of Castile canwme, is horri-
fied by the news, and burns his mother’s convenelevyears later he
decides to confess to the bishop, who orders hilRaime to be absolved
by the Pope. Uliva tells her son who the king id asks him to make con-
tact with his father; the boy is anxious to reuhiteparents. The next day
Uliva herself comes to court and identifies herselhén father and hus-
band, reproaching them for their cruelty The empercknowledges his
grandson as his heir. The king and Uliva are mdraiesecond time; the
Pope absolves and blesses the king. The king aeednggo home and dis-
tribute rewards and alms. An angel tells the autteto learn from the
example of this ‘santa piena di prudenzia’ (saifitdéiwisdom).
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Gutierre Diez de GameE) Victorial—Croénica de Don Pero Nifi@h.57,
ed. de Mata Carriazo [Spanish]l435]

The widowed Duke of Guienne falls in love with hsugjhter, who greatly
resembles her dead mother (a French princess). \tfieeduke kisses her
hands, she tells a servant to cut them off. Hdreiatvants to Kill her, but
his counsellors persuade him to put her in a stip $ome provisions and
set her adrift, with her hands in a basin of blodde Virgin appears to
her in a dream, and in response to her prayerisdrails are healed and the
wind blows. She meets the English fleet under tmensand of the king’s
brother, who marries her. When her father diesy titem the dukedom,
which her father has left to the King of France. Sisiwhy there is still a
war between France and England.

La Istoria de la Filla de lTEmperador Contastd. Suchier [Catalari5th
cent.]

Contasti [Constantine], Emperor of Rome, promises diing wife to
marry only a woman as beautiful as her who canatsar her glove. His
barons urge him to marry again and produce a meite o sufficiently
beautiful woman can be found except h&year-old daughter, so they
suggest her. The glove fits her perfectly; afteglogsistance she agrees to
marry him, but only on condition that they do neaitvé sexual relations.
The king finds this unbearable; he threatens tdf diee does not give in.
She still refuses to sin with him, so he ordersaets to take her to a desert
and kill her. They pity her and put her on a shipits way to Spain. She
refuses to tell the captain who she is or why shibére, and is put ashore
at Cadiz, where she is adopted by a rich childless coupleKirgeof Spain
marries her; when she gives birth, his hostile reotbrges letters saying
that her baby is black as a Saracen, and that matine child are to be
burned. A kind seneschal puts her on a boat to Revnere the emperor
notices her when he is distributing alms. MeanwttikeKing of Spain has
learned the truth and burned his mother. He fthiisid promises to go to
Rome for absolution if he recovers. At Rome he thils story to the
emperor, and is overheard by the heroine. She degrdson to him with
her wedding ring, and all are reunited.

Sixteenth Century

Lord Berners]de and Oliveed. Lee [English prose versionY¥de et Olive
c.1515]

See the plot summary fofde et Olivg13th cent.).
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