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Introduction

r

r So when the woman saw that the tree was good for

food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was

to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate;

and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate.1

r [Heracles] found in a cave a creature of double form

that was half damsel and half serpent; above the buttocks she

was a woman, below them a snake.2

r After [Tanausis’s] death, while the army under his

successors was engaged in an expedition in other parts, a

neighboring tribe attempted to carry off women of the Goths

as booty. But they made a brave resistance, as they had been

taught to do by their husbands, and routed in disgrace the

enemy who had come upon them. When they had won this

victory, they were inspired with greater daring. Mutually

encouraging each other, they took up arms and chose two of

the bolder, Lampeto and Marpesia, to act as their leaders.3

r Then Gambara went to Frea, the wife of Wodan, and

asked that the victory go to the Winili. Frea gave the advice

that the women of the Winili should let down their hair and tie

it around their faces in the manner of a beard and they should

gather at dawn with their men in that place where they would

be seen by Wodan when, as was his wont, he looked through
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the eastern window. They did this. When Wodan looked east

he said, “Who are these Longibardi?” Then Frea added that he

should give the victory to those to whom he had given a

name.”4

r The youngest daughter, Libuše, was the most marvel-

ous of the three . . . : wise in council, powerful in speech,

chaste in body, outstanding in morals, second to none in her

concern for justice, affable to all, a glory and decoration of the

female sex . . . . But, since no one is in every way good, this

praiseworthy woman—oh sad human estate—was a seer.5

r . . . which most prudent and beautiful Judith the

most powerful Count Baldwin joined to himself in matrimony.

From her he engendered a son, giving him his own name, that

is Baldwin.6

r Heli begat Joseph; Joseph begat Joachim; Joachim

begat Mother Mary, Mother of the Lord Jesus Christ.7

These texts, which span over a thousand years of time
and an equally great spectrum of cultures and traditions, have
in common that their authors, all men, are in some way writing
about the beginnings: the beginnings of peoples, of families, of
nations, of religions. They also share in common a need to fix
the place of women in these beginnings. On the one hand, from
the earliest accounts of peoples in Herodotus, to the genealogies
in sacred scripture and later religious traditions, to legends of
the founding of ancient cities, to early medieval accounts of the

2
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peoples who displaced Roman political authority in the West, to
noble families’ genealogies constructed in the eleventh century
and beyond, women, while present, play usually at best a mar-
ginal role. Some are but names; wombs that make possible the
transmission of male virtue from generation to generation.
Prominent women are often distinguished by their wickedness.
Women such as Dido and Eve, some medieval Islamic versions
of Sarah,8 the Frankish princess Amalberga in the Saxon origin
story told by Widukind of Corvey9 or Rosamund in the story of
the Lombard hero Alboin,10 are the source of sin and conflict.
But there are other, more complex women: magical women such
as Gambara, mother of the first Lombard dukes, and Libuše,
Kazi, and Tetka, the three magical sisters in Cosmas of Prague’s
account of the origins of the Czechs;11 women such as Lilith who
engender races of monsters by consorting with demons12 and the
Gothic witches from whom sprang the Huns;13 saintly women
like Clothild, wife of the Frankish king Clovis14 or Dobrava, wife
of the Polish Duke Mieszko15 who were responsible for con-
verting their husbands and thus their peoples in the tradition of
St. Helen.16 There were monstrous women like the mother of
the Scyths in Herodotus or Melusine, foundress of the Lusignan
family’s prosperity, who were part serpent and part human.17

And there was Mary—in one Jewish tradition a fallen woman
who foisted off her bastard child by a Roman soldier on her
gullible husband, in Islam “above the women of all created be-
ings,” and in Christianity the Mother of all faithful.

The men who wrote about these women often held ambiva-
lent attitudes toward them, attitudes that are evident in the con-
tradictory images produced and reproduced across the centuries.
As the French historian Jean-Claude Schmitt has written con-
cerning the powerful but ambivalent images of Eve and Pandora,
when studying these accounts the historian must understand the
different meanings that they held for the societies that produced

3
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them, taking into account in particular the variants chosen or
invented in the course of their reception.18 The representations
of women in stories of beginnings, as Amazons or saints, mon-
sters or troublemakers, are too complex to categorize. They re-
main problematic and contradictory figures. And yet they con-
tinue to fascinate, to tempt us to consider them, to ask what the
place of women at the beginning tells us about women, about
beginnings, and about the present and future.

The chapters that follow, originally given as lectures, first at
Princeton University and then, in various versions at a number
of other institutions, explore specific cases from this vast pan-
orama of the European tradition from antiquity until the twelfth
century of women at the beginning. While not intended as a
comprehensive examination of women in origin legends, they
suggest that writing about women at the beginning could be
a means by which authors tried to come to terms with their
ambivalences about women in their own worlds.

This ambivalence was much weaker in antiquity than in the
Christian Middle Ages. Within the Greco-Roman tradition,
women’s places in origin stories were marginal, when indeed
they were present at all. Whatever may have been the complex
roles of women in classical societies, women in the origin ac-
counts that have come to us were firmly in the control of mascu-
line ideological agendas. If present, women at the beginning
tended to die violently so that proper, male civilization could
develop. The complexities of late antiquity and the early Middle
Ages complicated this situation considerably, both because of
the ambiguous and paradoxical tradition of Christianity vis à
vis Mary and because of the complexities of reproducing and
transmitting power and authority in medieval society.

Rather than attempting a coherent narrative creating some
putative linear development of women in origin myths from an-
tiquity to the High Middle Ages, I have chosen to take specific

4
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moments and specific texts that illuminate key aspects of this
complex problem, to look at how authors struggle with received
traditions, cultural norms, and their own experiences to make
sense of the contradictions and revelations in prototypical stories
of women, origins, and power. From the Amazons to the Virgin
Mary, from magical prophetesses to Frankish noblewomen, we
see some of the same issues, crossing boundaries, informing dif-
ferent registers of discourse, and producing, with powerful and
creative tensions and contradictions, the complexities of a Euro-
pean tradition.

The chapters that follow examine different moments and clus-
ters of texts but nevertheless explore a common theme: the ten-
sions between ideological programs and lived experience. This
approach attempts to engage some of the basic and ongoing de-
bates in gender history as developed particularly among medi-
evalists in the past decades. On the one hand, scholars such as
Georges Duby, examining representations of women in some of
these very texts, read them as evidence that women became pro-
gressively silent, marginalized in society, and virtually irretriev-
able to history.19 This reading of medieval women has been mas-
sively rejected by most historians who study women in the
Middle Ages. Instead, more recent scholarship has pointed out
not only the continuing prominence of women of power in pub-
lic life in the twelfth century and beyond but also of the necessity
to revise assumptions about structural changes such as the rise
of primogeniture in Europe’s aristocracy and the transformation
of the kindred from horizontal, bilateral kin groups to narrow,
vertical lineages.20 But if this is so, what then is to be made of
the literature explored by Duby? The essays that follow attempt
to answer this question by suggesting that the literary texts that
attempt to eliminate or circumscribe the place of women as
foundational and thus as exemplary figures in constructed nar-
ratives of origins are less a reflection of women’s lack of power

5



I N T RO D U C T I O N

than a reflection of the paradoxes of masculine ideologies that
are forced to contend with the massive contradictions of lived
experience. Unable to eliminate women from the practice of
public power, perhaps even unwilling to do so, these clerical au-
thors eliminate them from the only world over which they have
full control: the world of texts.

6



CHAPTER ONE

r
Women and Origins in

Antiquity and the Early

Middle Ages

Why concentrate on women at the beginning if what
we want to understand is rather the development of mental hori-
zons across centuries of the Middle Ages? What is it about begin-
nings that draws us? Do beginnings contain an embryo of that
which is to come, some essential DNA of the future of a society,
a movement, or a people that determines forever its ultimate
meaning?

Idols and Idolaters

Marc Bloch, the great twentieth-century historian, resis-
tance fighter, and martyr, dedicated a section of his unfinished
essay, Apologie pour l’histoire, or The Historian’s Craft, to what
he called “The Idol of Origins.”1 He observes that historians,
himself included, have a tendency to prioritize both the most
recent and the most distant pasts to the point of hypnotism. He
goes on to ask what exactly one means by origins and what the
obsession with origins on the part of historians is actually all
about. If one meant simply the start, such an interest would be
acceptable, although he warns that the start of things is always
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extremely difficult to determine, and thus such investigations are
generally futile. However, he suggests, when historians ask about
origins we really mean causes, specifically causes that explain;
and what is worse, all too often we are searching for causes that
explain everything. “There,” he says, “lies the ambiguity, and
there the danger!”2

We do well to recognize this danger at the beginning of an
investigation into women at the origin: at the origin of families,
of nations, of religions, of peoples. By asking about how women
are represented in the foundation legends of social phenomena,
are we seeking something timeless, essential, and explanatory,
either about human societies in general or about the particular
cultures that created them? Are we examining something essen-
tial about the very nature of gender constructions in human so-
ciety? Or are we looking for a key to understanding the actual
place of women in the formation and coherence of these cul-
tures? There are serious people who would answer a resounding
yes to all of these questions. For some, legends of women at
the beginning form a pentimento, an overpainted but still dimly
perceptible recollection of an age of matriarchy.3 For such schol-
ars, the study of women at the beginning is just what it says it
is: an examination into the condition of women who gave birth
to social forms only to find themselves and their daughters sup-
pressed, marginalized, and silenced by their male offspring.4

For others, the study of women at the beginning is an attempt
to discover, within genealogies, origin legends, and chronicles,
the lived reality of women at the earliest periods of specific
social and cultural constellations. Do such texts actually reflect
social roles and options in emerging communities? Should the
persistent accounts of Amazons among barbarian peoples in an-
tiquity and the early Middle Ages, for example, be taken seri-
ously as evidence that women fought alongside their men in
these societies?

8
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This is by no means an unreasonable suggestion. As we shall
see in greater detail in chapter 2, Amazons figure prominently
not only in classical ethnographic accounts and origin legends
from the time of Herodotus through the Middle Ages but also in
Roman and medieval accounts of campaigns against “barbarian”
Celts, Germanic enemies, and Steppe peoples.5 Moreover, ar-
chaeological evidence of women buried with weapons occurs in
ancient and medieval tombs from the area of the Black Sea.6 In
light of such evidence, perhaps descriptions of Amazons are sim-
ply reflections of reality.

One can ask similar questions about the magical women
who appear in other origin legends. If Libuše, the legendary
mother of the Czech people, is described as a phitonissa, a seer,
and if we hear that a phitonissa accompanied a Polish army as
late as 1209,7 ought we to conclude that the twelfth-century
chronicle of Cosmas of Prague provides us with an accurate in-
sight into the early role of women as prognosticators in west
Slavic societies?

These questions are legitimate, and yet they risk, I believe, the
dangers enunciated by Marc Bloch. Such a search for “women
at the beginning” all too easily can become not so much a search
for the start as an essentialized search for the root causes of
gender divisions, patriarchy, and societal forms. All too often
such investigations, unconsciously or not, posit what was at the
beginning as what was right, and understand the contrast be-
tween these projected images of founding women and subse-
quent gender roles as a falling away, a perversion, or a loss.
Whether or not such judgments are valid, they are not historical
judgments.

Thus I will pursue neither the big questions of what origin
legends can tell us about prepatriarchal societies nor whether
they can actually tell us about the original gender boundaries of
these societies. I will not look for the “facts” in depictions of

9
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women as saints or monsters, clairvoyants or warriors. However,
this does not mean that in what follows I am not interested in
the Idol of Origins. In fact, this is exactly my prey, but in a differ-
ent way: I pursue not the idol but the idolaters.

The compilers, authors, genealogists, theologians, and lawyers
who compiled these origin myths were for the most part engaged
in exactly what Bloch warns against: these authors are never in-
terested in the search for origins as a search for the start. Their
goal is always the present and future: their investigations are pre-
cisely intended to explain—to explain causes, to explain es-
sences, to explain how the world was and how it should be. For
these authors, the origins of a people, a family, a nation, does
indeed hold great meaning for the present and future; the model
of generation, of descent, whether physical or moral, is essential
not only for identity but for value. As the German scholar Gerd
Melville suggests, “The period that reaches from the origins to
the present must be presented as an uninterrupted series of con-
crete acts that honor primordial qualities.”8 And yet, these ex-
plorations of origins are in constant tension between their
sources and their contemporary milieus. But here lies a basic
problem: their sources, whether oral or written, indigenous or
classical, derive from worlds very different from the author’s
own, presenting values, behavior, and patterns at odds with
what, from the perspective of these authors, ought to be. And
yet hallowed as sacred scripture, as classics of Greco-Roman cul-
ture, or venerable tradition, these traditions could not be simply
rejected or suppressed: somehow they had to be given contem-
porary meaning. The result is paradox, a tension, between in-
comprehensible tradition and the urgency for meaning.

And nowhere is the paradox greater than in the place of
women in these origins, because this meaning involves, explicitly
or implicitly, gendered power relations that these authors experi-
ence in their own worlds.

10
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The Classical Heritage

Medieval textual culture depends enormously on the twin
heritages of classical and biblical antiquity. Medievals were never
slavish in their uses of either, no matter how adamantly they
pretended to be so. Nevertheless, models, themes, and possibili-
ties of describing the human condition, including human ori-
gins, derive in large part from this inheritance. And yet the dis-
tance between classical gender assumptions and those of even
learned medieval authors is vast. The differences can only be
appreciated if we begin with antiquity, when beginnings were
clearly an affair of men.

Beginnings should begin with men. From the fifth century
B.C.E., as western Eurasian societies thought about the continui-
ties between the past and the present, their intellectuals, almost
exclusively men, understood these continuities as generations of
men. They are the appropriate subject of history; they provide
the continuity in genealogy; they give order and meaning across
time. As the Glossa ordinaria, echoing St. Ambrose and others
put it, “Non est consuetudo Scripturarum, ut ordo mulierum
in generationibus texatur” (It is not the custom of the sacred
scriptures that the order of women would be woven into genera-
tions).9 Organizing the past in terms of generations was the fun-
damental mode of historical thinking. As the American philolo-
gist R. Howard Bloch suggests, “From the fourth century on, the
defining mode of universal history was that of genealogy,” and
fathers were “the prime subject of historical enunciation and
children its object.”10 Bloch was writing about the fourth century
C.E., but his comments are just as applicable to antiquity as well.
But in such a conception of history, one must ask what then
were mothers, either historically or grammatically?

Certainly, prior to the brave new world of cloning, reproduc-
tion, biological or cultural, demanded not only men but women.
And just as certainly, authors assiduously tracing the grammar

11
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of universal history were well aware of women exercising great
authority not only in the distant past but in their own times.
Writing about women, power, and generation at the beginning
became a way of writing about women, power, and generation in
the present. If the complexities of women’s roles in generation,
legitimization, and power could not be resolved, at least exem-
plary accounts could be means of expressing the paradoxes of
the problem and perhaps of resolving in the past what could not
be resolved in the present.

Women and Power in Classical Antiquity

Classical ethnography is essential for the understanding of
the long history of women’s place in European origin legends,
and this tradition starts with Herodotus.11 His reports on the
origins of the Scyths provide fundamental models of origin tra-
ditions, both in general and in the way that he uses the females
in the Greek version of the Scythian origin to marginalize this
society, that were repeated by later Greek, Roman, and Byzantine
chroniclers, and ultimately transmitted indirectly to Western
medieval authors. Herodotus offers three versions of the Scyth-
ian ethnogenesis. The first and most famous account is what he
describes as the Scyths’ own story, which begins with one Targi-
taus, said to be the son of Zeus and an unnamed daughter of
the River Dorysthenes (the Dnieper). They produced three sons,
Lipoxaı̈s, Arpoxaı̈s, and Colaxaı̈s, each of whom is credited with
being the father of a Scythian genus, although the youngest,
Colaxaı̈s, alone received divine approval to be made king.12 In
this version, nothing is said about the female river spirit—the
emphasis of the story is elsewhere and may well reflect an inter-
nal understanding of Scythian self-identity, tied to an agricul-
tural rather than pastoral society, although apparently misun-
derstood or misrepresented by Herodotus.

12
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The account of the origins of the Scyths that Herodotus at-
tributed to the Pontic Greeks is much more concerned with the
mother of the Scyths, but a mother who embodies their margin-
alization from the human race. We hear that Heracles came into
the country now called Scythia, driving the cattle he had ob-
tained from Geryon, and fell asleep. While he slept, his mares,
that had been yoked to his chariot, disappeared. Searching for
them he found in a cave a creature of double form, half woman
and half serpent. She told Heracles that she had his mares but
would not return them unless he had intercourse with her. This
he did. The result was three sons, Agathyrsus, Gelonus, and
Scythes, the youngest, who alone passed a test of strength and
became the father of the Scyths.

The third account, which Herodotus prefers, actually is not
an origin story at all but explains that nomadic Scythians
migrated from Asia, defeated the Cimmerians, and took over
their territory.

The essential elements of these three accounts (origins of a
people described in terms of the origin of a family or an account
of migration, assuming a previous origin; divine sanction; ances-
try from Heracles; ancestry from a women who is either part
divine or part monster) recur and resonate throughout classical
and medieval ethnography. The second origin myth, the birth
of the Scyths from a mixoparthenos, is, however, especially sig-
nificant for our inquiry.

The mixoparthenos, the snake woman of the Pontic Greeks’
origin account, is particularly interesting because it is, as the
French classicist François Hartog has argued, a way for Greeks
to “think nomadism,” that is, to conceive of an origin appro-
priate to a people who are, if not in their own minds, at least in
the minds of the Greeks, the archetypical nomads.13 Heracles is
the father of many cities and barbarian peoples.14 In this particu-
lar origin story, he is father of a people at the extreme ends of
the world. Herodotus tells us that he arrived in Scythia from

13



C H A P T E R O N E

Geryon, who lived outside the Pontus at the edge of the world.
The geographic marginality of the Scyths is paralleled by their
marginal relationship to the human race. Their mother is only
part human: she belongs to the same order of half-human, half-
serpent creatures as Echidna, who in Hesiod’s Theogony, is born
of Phorkys and Keto. Echidna too has offspring, but they are
themselves monsters: Orthus (the dog of Geryon), Cerberus, the
Hydra of Lerna, and the Chimera, the Sphinx, and the Nemean
Lion. The Scyths are, like these monsters, utterly different from
the Greeks, that is, from full humanity.

The key to understanding this account is to remember that it
is a Greek, not a Scythian, version of Scythian origins. The Scyth-
ian origin legend, to the extent that Herodotus can be credited
with reporting it with some accuracy, assigns the maternal role
to a river deity, even if her story is not particularly developed
in the account. For Greeks, mothers fit poorly into accounts of
origins, and motherhood becomes essentially negative: the
means by which the Scyths are doubly marginalized from the
Greeks, not only by their geographical location on the edge of
the world but by their descent from a snake woman.

At least the Scyths had a mother. From an Athenian perspec-
tive, this could be understood more as a defect than a virtue. Of
all Western societies, Periclean Athens came closest to eliminat-
ing altogether women at the beginning, to achieve what J.-P. Ver-
nant terms the Greek male’s ideal, the “dream of a purely pater-
nal descendant.”15 Athenians are autochthons: In the Athenian
origin myth, the first male springs from the earth. In a variant,
Erichtonios is produced when Hephaistos, lusting after Athena,
chases her and ejaculates onto her leg. She wipes off the sperm
with a bit of wool, throws it on the earth. The earth is impreg-
nated and produces a male child. Athena then lifts him from the
earth and sees to his education.16 Women, in contrast, are the
work of artisans: Pandora, the first woman, was made, not born,
thus denying the existence of a first Athenian woman or indeed

14
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any Athenian woman.17 The problems of this extreme elimina-
tion of women from the beginning were, however, enormous: at
the same time that Athenian ideology denied women identity as
Athenians, the law of 451/50 required that a citizen be born of
a father and mother who were both citizens. The result was an
insoluble paradox.

Roman accounts do not deny female origin legends, but these
tend to be negative or sacrificial. The most significant is that
of Carthage, the city founded by Dido. Antiquity knew various
versions of Dido, just as it knew various versions of the origins
of the Scyths and other peoples. While in both traditions Dido
flees Tyre after her brother murders her husband, founds Car-
thage, and initiates its rise, the two accounts diverge greatly in
recounting her fate. In one version, Dido is an excellent queen
who only kills herself because, as an exemplary widow, she re-
jects the demands of her followers to marry a local prince. In
the other, which derives largely from Virgil, she commits suicide
out of mad and hopeless love for Aeneas, who has abandoned
her.18 In Virgil’s account, in the words of Christopher Baswell,
the “dominant version of the myth (the Aeneid), produced for a
dominant class,” Dido’s intelligence and shrewdness are sup-
pressed as part of a systematic suppression of Dido as model of
clever, mercantile and specifically feminine power.19 Not only
does she change into a mad, sex-crazed suicide from a chaste
widow who prefers death to a forced marriage, but her cleverness
and ingenuity in the foundation of Carthage disappears as well.
The alternative Dido survived in a shadowy existence, in ac-
counts by minor historians and Virgilian commentators, to
emerge only at the end of antiquity, and she would not receive
a major voice until the Middle Ages.20

Women in the various accounts of Rome’s own origins suffer
a similar fate. The most fortunate, one might say, is Lavinia, the
daughter of Latinus and promised bride of Aeneas, who speaks
not one word in the whole Aeneid. At least she survives, as do the

15
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Sabine women, tricked along with their men to attend a religious
celebration only to be carried off and raped to produce Roman
men. Elsewhere death of women, by their own hands or those
of their families, looms large in Rome’s origin myths. It seems
the only honorable way for women to participate in beginnings
is to shortly thereafter disappear from the scene.

Lucretia is the archetype: her rape, accusation against King
Tarquin the Proud, and suicide are the essential preludes to the
Republic.21 Parallel to the story of Lucretia is that of Verginia,
the daughter of Verginius, lusted after by the judge Appius
Claudius, the most powerful man in Rome. Claudius arranged
for one of his clients, Marcus Claudius, to claim her as his slave
and to bring the claim before his court. Her father, unable to
resist the powerful judge, asked a moment alone with her, only
to plunge his dagger into her heart, telling her, “In only this
way, daughter, can I defend your freedom.”22 Just as Lucretia’s
death gave birth to the Republic, Verginia’s death gives birth to
law.23 When Roman women are present at the beginning, they
do not live long.

Women in Judeo-Christian Antiquity

Just as important as Greek and Roman representations
of women in origin narratives are those of sacred scripture in
establishing the place of women at the beginning. The Hebrew
Bible’s story of Eve and her role as temptress casts a long shadow
across the Christian tradition. But as Hans-Werner Goetz has
emphasized, Eve was more than merely a temptress.24 The first
woman incorporates all that is essential in women. She is the
model of every woman, both in her humanity, which is evi-
denced by being made of the rib of Adam, and in her natural
subordination to him. This subordination, commentators point
out, was not the result of her sin but of her essentially subordi-
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nate nature: even had she not sinned, she would have been under
Adam’s authority, although in this case the subordination would
have been based on love, not on fear.25 And yet although subordi-
nate, Eve, and thus all women, share in the essential humanity
of Adam and thus in the image of God;26 if they are socially
inferior to men, they are spiritually equal. The unity of Adam
and Eve, of man and wife, can even stand as symbol of Christ’s
love for his Church.

Nevertheless, the sin of Eve, although shared by Adam, re-
mained a heavy burden on the first woman and on all women.
Through her weakness, sin entered the world and with sin,
death. Eve, the “mother of all the living” (Genesis 4, 20) is also
the mother of death.27

If Eve was fundamental for the origins of all men and for the
essence of all women, other biblical origin stories omit women
entirely. Equally important for understanding beginnings are the
accounts of the origins of peoples in the book of Genesis and
their subsequent commentaries.

Accounts of the descendants of the sons of Noah and the
story of the tower of Babel are both crucial to medieval under-
standings of peoples and languages, but neither mentions any
women.28 The first biblical matriarchs are Sarah and Hagar.
Both are mothers of peoples, the Hebrews-Jews, and the Arabs.
Their appearance not only in the Bible but in the Qur’ān and
in later commentaries, both rabbinical and Muslim, develop a
complex intertextual tradition that relates to the developing ani-
mosities between Jews and Arabs even before Islam, incorpo-
rated into Christian exegesis, and continuing well in to the High
Middle Ages.29

Mary, the new Eve, presents another, particularly complex
issue for Christians. In Christianity, there was no question of
eliminating Mary from the origin story: the problem was rather
the opposite—how to write her in. Although by the second cen-
tury she was understood as the only human parent of Jesus in
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orthodox Christian tradition, she is not part of either of the ge-
nealogies of Jesus presented in the Gospels, both of which end
with Joseph. As exemplar and as model of descent, the complex-
ity of Mary’s place in the family of Jesus gave rise to complex
and contradictory reflections on genealogy, descent, and kinship
through the Middle Ages.30

Origin Narratives at the End of Antiquity

By the sixth century, then, Greek, Roman, and Jewish tradi-
tions had elaborated certain models of origin accounts and cer-
tain ways that women might be included, excluded, or compro-
mised within these traditions. Late antique and early medieval
authors reworked their accounts of origins both in terms of these
received traditions and their own circumstances. But while much
has been written about origin legends, the problem of women’s
place in origin narratives has only recently begun to be ad-
dressed, specifically by the Austrian scholars Walter Pohl and
Herwig Wolfram, and by them in the specific context of what
are called origo gentis texts, that is, narratives that pretend to
recite the origin of a people.31 However, as both of these scholars
readily point out, origines gentium do not exist as a specific genre
in antiquity or in the Middle Ages, although stories of origins,
whether written or oral, were a regular element of many genres.
While one such text, the Origo gentis Langobardorum, does in-
deed carry this title in medieval manuscripts, this circumstance
is virtually unique.32 More often, origin stories are embedded in
other sorts of texts, and the origins can take a wide variety of
forms. Thus, the account may be the laconic libri generationum,
genealogies of Jewish and Christian scripture with their lists of
begats, or the enumeration of ancestors of Anglo-Saxon, Gothic,
or Lombard kings. The gens may be a leading aristocratic or
royal family, pars pro toto, in which the whole people is under-
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stood somehow to participate. These genealogies, or more elabo-
rate stories, may appear in world histories, in ethnographic ex-
cursus, as prefaces to legal collections, even in administrative
texts. They may be brief allusions or complex, rhetorically elabo-
rated histories. Their authors may themselves identify with the
kindred or people whose origins they recount, but they can also
report the origins of peoples or families that the authors identify
as foreign to their own identities. Moreover, since the time of
Herodotus, the narrator may represent the account as an internal
discourse of the family or people, or may represent it as the
external account told by others.

At one time, the primary interest of such stories was an at-
tempt to discover in them distant oral traditions of the preliter-
ate histories of European peoples. Herodotus’s accounts of the
Scyths; Tacitus’s Germania and Agricola; Procopius’s Gothic
Wars; Jordanes’s Getica; Paulus Diaconus’s Historia Langobar-
dorum; the texts of Gregory of Tours and Fredegar on the Franks;
Widukind of Corvey’s Res gestae Saxonicae; Constantine Prophy-
rogennetos’s De administrando imperio, concerning the Croats,
Serbs, and other Slavic peoples; Cosmas of Prague’s chronicle;
the Gallus Anonymous’s account of early Poland; Saxo Gram-
maticus’s Gesta Danorum; and other similar authors were scruti-
nized to discover the original origins of these peoples or at least
the authentic voice of folk tradition. This positivist enterprise
was particularly developed within the tradition of Germanic phi-
lology and mythology. The origins of specifically Germanic peo-
ples became central to the elaboration of Germanic history and
ideology, and these stories were seen as key elements in uncov-
ering the authentic voice of Germanic culture.

More recently, this enterprise has drawn criticism from a vari-
ety of perspectives. First, the essentialist approach to Germanic
origin texts and, indeed, the essential identity of so-called Ger-
manic societies are largely being discarded. Just as there is no
specific origo gentis genre, there is no specific Germanic form of
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these stories. It makes no sense to isolate accounts of the Lom-
bards, Goths, Franks, or Danes from accounts of the origins of
the Romans, Israelites, Scyths, Huns, Arabs, Czechs, or Poles.
Second, one now recognizes that it is not meaningful to distin-
guish between the origins of “peoples” and those of families. As
I’ve suggested, the origin story of a people may be that of its
leading or royal family. Conversely, an account of the origins of
a people may be appropriated by a kindred as part of its own
identity and tradition. Third, scholars are increasingly aware that
much of the apparent “folk” traditions in these texts are actually
derived from Latin and Greek ethnographic and historical texts,
relegating the search for distant voices of the barbarian world
to romantic myth. Rather than attempting to use these texts to
uncover the actual early history of peoples or the pre-Christian
religious beliefs of barbarian societies, such texts are increasingly
studied either in terms of the preoccupations of the authors
themselves or as ways of understanding the complexities of their
societies at the time that they wrote.33

Rather than making these accounts less interesting, however,
all of these approaches make them more so, because by ex-
panding the horizons of origin myths beyond the canonical list
of Germanic origines gentium and by focusing on how they are
constructed, one can see their authors imagining the past in
terms of the present and making use of complex and often con-
tradictory material, whether it comes from classical or oral tradi-
tion, in a new and creative way.

Such an approach is particularly appropriate when looking at
women in origin myths. These myths are contradictory and full
of unresolved tensions, but as Walter Pohl has written, “The nar-
ratives that deal with these tensions are controversial, and their
complexity should not be interpreted away.”34 Such tensions are
particularly obvious in dealing with the place of women in the
origins of peoples.
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These tensions derive from a variety of sources. In Christian-
ity, Islam, and Judaism, normative scripture leaves inconsisten-
cies, ambiguities, and unfinished stories that subsequent genera-
tions attempt to resolve. Midrashic traditions, whether the rab-
binical Midrash itself, apocrypha and exegetical texts in Chris-
tianity, or Tafsı̄r (Qur’ānic exegesis), Ta’rı̄kh (historiographical
works on the pre-Islamic prophets), Qis.as. al-anbiyā’ (popular
“Tales of the Prophets”), and of course Hadith in Islam, try to
come to terms with these troublesome texts, and do so uncon-
sciously in terms of their own societies and cultures. Similarly,
more secular authors, as they reflect on oral traditions and the
classical historiographical and ethnographical texts that they
hope to reconcile, create a kind of secular midrash in the sense
of “searching out” the meaning of authoritative texts and tradi-
tions, adding, synthesizing, or commenting on parts of these
traditions that they find too important to discard but too prob-
lematic to simply report.

And women in genealogies tended to be particularly problem-
atic: whence came they? If the origo was constructed as de-
scended from a common male ancestor, then the women on
whom the genealogy of males begat were necessarily alien and
thus possibly threatening to the identity of the stirps or gens. But
if the gens took its origin from a woman, or if a ruler could only
base his legitimacy on descent from an illustrious lineage though
a woman, then to what extent could the representation of the
past serve as model for the future? Finally, if the patron or audi-
ence of the account consists of high-status women, how will the
author deal with women of the past for women of the present?

The responses to this problem vary widely across the origo
gentis and genealogical literature. Anglo-Saxon origin accounts,
be they the genealogies of royal families or the accounts, reflected
in Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, of the mythical Hengest
and Horsa dispense with women altogether.35 Apparently elabo-
rated within the context of dynastic rivalries on the one hand
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and in the model of biblical typologies of a chosen people on
the other, founding women had no place in either schema. Even
the heroic Judith, who slays Holofernes and saves her people,
remains in Anglo-Saxon exegesis and in the Old English Judith
an ambivalent figure—courageous, chaste, and devout, but also
dangerously seductive and problematic in her deadly violence.36

Indeed, the most memorable woman in Anglo-Saxon myth is
perhaps Grendel’s mother in Beowulf. But she is not the only
female of monstrous origin to give birth to monsters in early
medieval origin legends. According to the Byzantine historian
Jordanes writing in the mid-sixth century, the Huns were sprung
from Gothic witches, or Haliurunnae. Expelled from the people
by King Filimer, they consorted with unclean spirits and gave
birth to the Huns, “a dwarfed, filthy and weak people, barely
human and having no language but one that little resembled
human speech.”37 The intention here is clear: to acknowledge
some connection between Goths and Huns, which by the sixth
century could hardly be denied, but at the same time to
demonize the Huns by ascribing their origins to unclean spirits
on the one hand and to females expelled from the Goths for
exercising illicit power.

If ideology could determine the strategy of depicting female
origins as negative, it could also lead to the reverse. The Origo
gentis Langobardorum is particularly interesting because it
begins with two powerful and clever women, Gambara and the
goddess Frea, who together conspire to trick Woden into giving
Gambara’s people victory over their enemies and their new
identity through the imposition of the name Langobardi. Rather
than attempting to see in this extraordinary story evidence of a
unique matriarchal tradition among the Lombards, Walter Pohl
has shown that the positive position of Gambara is probably
the result of patronage: in the early seventh century, Queen
Theodelinda took considerable interest in Lombard history. She
probably commissioned the lost Historiola or “Little History” of
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the Lombards by Secundus of Trent.38 The legend of Gambara
and Frea quite likely was transmitted to the later, extant accounts
by the anonymous author of the Origo gentis Langobardorum
and to Paulus Diaconus through this early history. Theodelinda’s
interest was hardly antiquarian: she was a Frankish Bavarian
princess. The authority she commanded in Italy in spite of her
foreign birth seems to have been based in large part on her de-
scent from the Lombard King Wacho who had led the Lombards
into Pannonia a century before. Her husbands probably needed
such prestige: Her first husband, Authari, was the first Lombard
king after a hiatus of more than a decade and, although he was
the son of Cleph, the last king before the long interregnum,
Cleph could claim no ancient royal lineage. Similarly, her second
husband, Agilulf, had no royal ancestry and, according to Paulus
Diaconus, was chosen by Theodelinda to succeed her husband.39

Theodelinda thus both provided continuity with the ancient
Lombard past and cultivated a model of this past that would
legitimate the power she drew from it.

The parallels between Gambara and Theodelinda are even
more explicit in that, according to the Origo, Gambara was the
protector of her two sons, Ybor and Aigo. In the same way,
Theodelinda was the guardian of her son Adaloald and ruled in
his name during his minority.40

Likewise, her daughter Gundeperga, also seen by her contem-
poraries as a Frank, provided important royal legitimacy to her
husbands, first Arioald, who took her as wife to secure his acces-
sion to the throne, and later Rothari. As Pohl has argued, Gunde-
perga was probably instrumental in the elaboration of the Origo
gentis Langobardorum.41 In both cases, writing about women at
the beginning seems to have been very much a project of writing
about and for women in the present. Rather than imagining that
the accounts of Gambara reflect some ancient and unique matri-
archal tradition among the Lombards, they should be seen in
the tradition of powerful women examined by Janet Nelson as
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“protectrices des historiens des dynasties,”42 with the further
proviso that in commissioning and supporting historians of the
Lombard kingdom, they were supporting their own positions.

By the time that Paul the Deacon wrote his History of the
Lombards generations after Theodelinda and Gundeperga, these
powerful and positive images of Gambara had become part of
Lombard tradition, and Paul was obliged to include them. Nev-
ertheless, lacking the ideological and patronage framework
within which the Origo had been written, his own attitude to-
ward this material was more than a little skeptical, influenced as
it was both by his Christian ideology and by the political circum-
stances in which he was writing. He distances himself from the
story of Gambara and Frea, dismissing it as a “foolish tale,” and
he ignores the earlier tradition that Gambara ruled along with
her sons. And finally, as important as these women are at the
beginning, their significance ends abruptly as he continues his
tale. The family of Gambara ends for Paul after the reign of her
grandson Agelmund, who designated as his successor a boy
born of an unnamed prostitute who had been thrown into a
pond at birth. Agelmund rescued the infant and named him
Lamissio, who ultimately succeeded him. Unlike the sons of
Gambara, Lamissio, the new king of the Lombards, was essen-
tially without a mother and had only a foster father: the powerful
women of the Lombards remained firmly restricted to the pre-
history of the people. As Lisa Bitel comments on Paul’s telling
of the tale, “whereas once the Lombard people had been domi-
nated by its mothers, now it organized around men, property
and their offspring.”43

From Herodotus to Paul the Deacon, one sees writers cultivat-
ing the idol of origins, attempting, through the depiction of be-
ginnings to say something essential about the way the world ei-
ther should or should not be in their time. What they are
emphatically not doing is depicting the world, past or present,
as it is. Their constructions and reconstructions of women in
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these origins betray a tension between transmission and suppres-
sion, and these women—whether the mother of the Scyths,
Dido, or Gambara—become an integral part of this depiction,
allowing for a complex and fascinating world in which authors
struggle to make meaningful received and contradictory tradi-
tions in terms of contemporary experience and to form them
into exemplary and didactic literature. The following chapter
will look in more detail at another frequently recurring motif in
myths of origin, the depiction of women at the beginning as
more powerful and dangerous than men, as Amazons.
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CHAPTER TWO

r
Writing Women Out:

Amazons and Barbarians

Well into his history of the Goths, Jordanes, the sixth-
century author who claims to be summarizing a lost history by
Cassidorus, enters a long excursus on the valor of Gothic women
who, according to his tale, were actually the Amazons. He ex-
plains that after their menfolk had left on a military expedition,
they were drawn into battle by neighbors.1 Having been taught
by their men, they strongly resisted and defeated the enemy. Em-
boldened by their victory, they chose two among them, Lampeto
and Marpesia, as leaders. While Lampeto remained to defend
the borders of their own patria (a peculiar choice of words under
the circumstances), Marpesia led her army of women to conquer
Asia. Then follows a long account drawn primarily from Orosius
and Justin of the deeds of the Amazons up to the time of Alexan-
der the Great. Jordanes breaks off this narrative abruptly, how-
ever, to ask, “Why does an account concerning the men of the
Goths pay so much attention to women?”2 This is indeed an
interesting question, but Jordanes himself provides no answer:
instead he returns to the great and praiseworthy deeds of men.

Rather than following Jordanes, let us reflect on his question
and ask what Amazons are doing not only in this early and
widely influential account of the origin of a people but also, as
a second point of reference, in the early-twelfth-century account
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of the origins of the Czechs by Cosmas of Prague.3 Indeed, Ama-
zons seem to be an integral part of the account of origins of
European peoples from at least the sixth to the twelfth centuries.
Although most prominent in Jordanes and in Cosmas, they are
also present in Paul the Deacon’s account of the Lombards,4 they
appear in passing in the so-called Chronicle of Fredegar,5 they are
present in Bede’s History of the English Church and People,6 and
in Adam of Bremen’s account of the bishops of Hamburg,7 and
in other origins of medieval peoples. In later, vernacular texts
such as those of the Alexander legends, they were stock figures
in accounts of antiquity. Our question is, “Why are Amazons an
integral part of the origins of peoples?”

Amazons as Goths

Walter Goffart has a simple answer to their presence in
Jordanes: Amazons in Jordanes are mostly there for comic relief.8

Additionally, since he envisions Jordanes’s history of the Goths
as actually a love story about the marriage of Goths (the female)
and Romans (the male) to create a new, unified people, the Ama-
zon strain in the Goths must be extinguished for them to revert
to their proper femininity.

An alternative response, not as naive as it may sound, is that
there actually were female warriors among the barbarian peoples
encountered by the Romans and Byzantines. Thus, as good eth-
nographers, Roman and post-Roman authors simply described
them. We mustn’t dismiss this possibility out of hand: Not only
do Amazons figure prominently in classical ethnographic ac-
counts and origin legends from the time of Herodotus through
the Middle Ages, but Roman accounts of campaigns against
Celtic and Germanic enemies regularly mention women on the
battlefield. Later, Avar and Slavic armies reportedly included
women.9 Warrior women figure in vernacular oral traditions and
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emerge in both Scandinavian literature and in Middle High Ger-
man texts such as the Nibelungenlied and histories such as Saxo
Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum.10 Finally, archaeological evi-
dence of women buried with weapons occurs widely. In Sauro-
matian-Sarmatian burials from the sixth to fourth centuries
B.C.E., archaeologists have found tombs of women buried with
swords and daggers and at least one skeleton of a young woman
bow-legged apparently from riding, supplied with a quiver con-
taining forty bronze-tipped arrows, an iron dagger, and hanging
around her neck, a leather pouch containing a bronze arrow-
head.11 From the early Middle Ages, some sixteen Avar women’s
graves were excavated in southern Slovakia that contained none
of the usual female ornaments and grave goods but instead
horses, normally typical of high-status men.12 Such finds have
led historians and archaeologists to conclude that women in no-
madic societies may well have had a military role that led to or
reinforced legends of Amazon warrior maidens.

But even if women warriors existed among some barbarian
peoples, this is insufficient reason for their considerable place in
accounts of the origins of peoples. It is one thing to say that a
phenomenon existed. It is quite another to say why of all of the
phenomena that existed, one is singled out for extensive descrip-
tion and discussion. Thus, bracketing the question of evidence
of the real existence of warrior women, we must ask what our
authors were doing with this image in their texts.

Here Walter Goffart was correct to observe that gendered
language is part of a wider strategy that is part of an argument,
not merely a description. However, Jordanes’s argument de-
pended on a received tradition that had already established
Amazons as Goths. Yet, Jordanes did not share the ideological
perspective that caused this identification in the first place, and
thus his report of these warrior women fits awkwardly into his
narrative. He isn’t sure why they are there himself, as evidenced
by both his question and his abrupt abandonment of the Gothic
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Amazons. Here he is faithful to a tradition that he does not un-
derstand. Subsequent medieval authors such as Cosmas, writing
about the origins of peoples, will restore meaning to such ac-
counts, drawing both on Jordanes and on the earlier classical
traditions of Amazons to redefine the meaning of these women
warriors in the prehistory of their peoples. Our first question
then is to understand how Amazons became Goths in the first
place, to answer the question Jordanes could not. In other words,
how did Amazons appear in barbarian history, and how did
they disappear?

As Walter Pohl has remarked, the legend of the Amazons, for
all its popularity in traditional historiography, enjoys no fixed
meaning: its ambiguity and its inner contradictions kept the
story alive, so that many texts are in fact polyphonic and contain
traces of controversy on the subject.13

One should add that the ambiguity and contradictions of the
story also facilitated its strategic employment as a means to ad-
dress other, even troubling and controversial issues, particularly
concerning gender relationships. This can be observed at two
key moments in the development of Amazons within European
origin myths, the moment when the Amazons became Goths,
and the moment when Bohemians became Amazons.

Jordanes had to write about Amazons because he knew, from
his reading of the Historia Augusta or of others who had read it,
as well as from Orosius, that the Amazons were in fact Goths.14

From the time of Herodotus, Amazons were a stock element in
any ethnographic account. For these early historians and ethnog-
raphers, however, they existed at the beginning of history, or
perhaps just before the beginning of history.15 They existed on
the margins not only of time but also of space: they were initially
relegated to distant Anatolia near the river Thermodon, or else
in Libya, Thrace, and western Asia Minor, regions peripheral to
the Greek world. Interestingly, they were both ferocious warriors
and founders of cities. Their story was regularly used to empha-
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size the failure of men to act properly and the need to reassert
appropriate hierarchy: the battle with the Amazons, the Amazo-
nomachia, was a violent and erotic restoration of order. However,
the existence of the Amazons, and their reappearance in heroic
accounts from Heracles to Alexander, perhaps indicated the con-
tinuing struggle within Greek society both against the mon-
strous disorder that a society of warrior women represented and
against the equally monstrous solution of female annihilation.

By the third century, however, the chronological and spatial
distance separating civilization from a world in which such
monstrous women could exist was closing fast. According to the
Historia Augusta, it closed completely in 271 when Aurelian’s
legions, crossing the Danube in pursuit of the Goths, killed the
Gothic king along with five thousand of his warriors and re-
turned to Rome with Gothic prisoners.16 The Historia continues
that in 274, when Aurelian organized his triumph after having
reunited the two halves of the empire, he included in the tri-
umph, along with captive rebels and barbarians from the far
corners of the realm, “ten women who, dressed in male attire,
had been captured fighting among the Goths, after many had
died, and whom a placard indicated to be of the gens of the
Amazons—for placards indicting the names of their peoples
were carried before all.”17

The vivid description of Aurelian’s triumph, which unfortu-
nately Michael McCormick tells us is quite implausible, at
least in the extraordinary detail recorded in the Historia Au-
gusta, presents the “smoking gun”: Gothic women, captured in
battle, explicitly identified as living members of the Gens Ama-
zonum.18 What else was Jordanes/Cassiodorus, who knew the
text, to think?

But we need to ask what Aurelian, or rather perhaps the au-
thor of the Historia, was saying with these Amazons. Why should
they appear now? We must remember that while we may be in-
terested in the ten Amazons in the triumph, they were only a
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sideshow in what is, in the account, an enormous spectacle: three
royal chariots, twenty elephants, four tigers, giraffes, eight hun-
dred pairs of gladiators, and captive barbarians including Blem-
myes, Axomitae, Arabs, Indians, Bactrians, Hibverians, Saracens,
Persians, Goths, Alans, Roxolani, Sarmatians, Franks, Suebians,
Vandals, and Germans. But the real prizes were Tetricus and his
son, the Gallic emperors defeated by Aurelian shortly before, a
defeat that ended a long-lasting division of the empire in the
west, and, most important, Zenobia, the ruler of Palmyra and
the military genius who had led the most successful separatist
movement in Roman history. Aurelian’s defeat of Tetricus had
been a walk in the park: Tetricus could barely maintain his con-
trol even while Aurelian was busy in the east, and he surrendered
to him quickly when Aurelian turned his attention to the west.
But Zenobia was something else: here was a real Amazon queen
in all but name. The second wife of Odaenathus of Palmyra, after
her husband’s death she assumed power in the name of her in-
fant son. She defeated a Roman army sent by Emperor Gallienus
and then went on to conquer Syria, Bostra, Egypt, and most of
Asia Minor. At first Aurelian had accepted this as a fait accompli,
but in 271 Zenobia proclaimed her son Augustus, formally split-
ting the empire. She destroyed the first army sent against her
and finally could be defeated and conquered only by Aurelian
himself. She was a warrior who had ruled, according to the
Historia augusta, “not in feminine fashion or with the ways of a
woman, but surpassing in courage and skill, not merely Gallie-
nus, than whom any girl could have ruled more successfully, but
also many an emperor . . . Zenobia was ruling Palmyra and most
of the East with the vigour of a man.”19

The author of the Historia employs Zenobia in the way that
other authors had for centuries used Amazons: the strength of
Amazons is the direct result of the failure of men. Concerning
Gallienus he writes: “Now all shame is exhausted, for in the
weakened state of the commonwealth things came to such a pass
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that, while Gallienus conducted himself in the most evil fashion,
even women ruled most excellently.”20 In the words of Edmond
Frézouls, “Rome had reached bottom: the age of Gallienus was
the age of sub-men and of Amazons.”21 Nor was Zenobia the
only woman whose martial abilities and ambitions shamed the
male commanders. The Historia augusta asserts that it was Vic-
toria, the widow of the Gallic Emperor Victorinus, who had put
Tetricus up to the emperorship in Gaul. The author even claimed
that Zenobia told Aurelian that she had written to Victoria, sug-
gesting a partnership in power: a woman ruling the east and
another the west. Victoria had died prior to Aurelian’s campaign
in the west, so she could not be paraded along with Zenobia and
the Amazons. Still, the Historia presents Aurelian’s victory over
women in the east, west, and, with the Gothic Amazons, center,
in a manner consistent with Aurelian’s official title, Restitutor
Orbis. Restitution of the world means the restitution not only of
rebellious provinces of the empire and the defeat of barbarian
neighbors: it means the restitution of the proper power relations
between men and women. Just as the rule by women had been
a sign of the shame into which the empire had fallen, the sight
of Amazons and Zenobia in chains meant the restoration of the
world. Thus did the Amazons become Goths.

The Amazons and Goths continued to be closely identified in
the fifth century, although within a Christian tradition the age of
the Amazons did not necessarily mean a time of male weakness.
Orosius, writing his apologetic histories, understood the Ama-
zons as Goths, inserting a standard version of their history taken
largely from Justinus, the author of what might be called the
best-selling Western Civilization textbook in late antiquity.22

Here they begin as Scythian women whose husbands have been
slaughtered by their neighbors. They conquer almost all of Eu-
rope and Asia. However, unlike the author of the Historia au-
gusta, Orosius breaks with the traditional use of powerful
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women such as Amazons, namely to emphasize the failure of
men to rule with appropriate strength. Indeed, he is even willing
to attribute a positive role to Gallia Placidia, the sister of the
Emperor Honorius captured by the Goths, in bringing about
peace between the barbarians and Romans.23 In keeping with the
polemical direction of his whole work, he connects the power of
the Amazons to the blindness of paganism:

O Grief ! The shame of human error! Women, fleeing from

their native land, entered, overran, and destroyed Europe and

Asia. . . . The blame for the oppression of the times was never-

theless not to be imputed to the utter worthlessness of men.24

Rather than evidence of male failure, Amazons are one more
symptom of the evils of paganism. Even though he is writing
after the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410, his presentation
of the Goths of his time is of a mild, relatively pacific people
compared with their Amazon ancestors. He contrasts the vio-
lence of the Amazons to the recent settlement of Goths within
the empire, “those men whose wives had destroyed the greater
part of the earth with measureless slaughter.”25

By the sixth century then, Jordanes/Cassidorus, writing about
the Goths, had to include the Amazons. However, they had lost
the meanings that they had had for earlier authors. Jordanes
had no interest in Aurelian and the ideological position of the
Historia augusta. Nor does he continue the classical tradition of
using Amazons to emphasize the degeneracy of male authority
in the past. At the same time, he is not contrasting pagan and
Christian values as was Orosius. But because he found Amazons
among the Goths, just as he had found them among Orosius’s
Scythians, they had to appear in his history of the Goths.26 Here
again they arise because of a vacuum of male leadership. How-
ever, the men are away on an expedition, not annihilated by their
neighbors. While the Gothic army is away, a neighboring people
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attempts to carry off their women. The rest of his account closely
follows Orosius and Justinus but necessarily becomes lost in the
history of the Goths. Amazons do not, after all, make for good
ancestors, as they either kill or send away their male offspring.27

Jordanes thus cannot bring his Gothic Amazons into the origins
of the Goths again. After his abrupt question of why he is even
writing about them, he abandons them for the rest of his text.

Jordanes’s Amazons remain a largely unintegrated element in
his history of the Goths. But through his text, and through simi-
lar use of his sources, Amazons reappear in a wide spectrum
of subsequent histories of peoples. They do so, however, as in
Jordanes, at the beginning, or even before the beginning, of the
people, and their defeat or destruction marks the beginning or
reconstitution of the proper order of the world.

Czechs as Amazons

The place of Amazons in the origin account of the Bohemi-
ans or Czechs illustrates the increasing complexity of the sub-
sequent instrumentalization of the topos of early Amazons in
the early history of a people. By the time that Cosmas of
Prague wrote his Bohemian chronicle at the start of the twelfth
century, Amazons had become necessary characters in virtually
any prehistory of a people. Cosmas however, unlike Jordanes,
restores them to their antique role of social criticism, but with
a unique twist.

The whole chronicle follows the history of Bohemia and its
Premysl dynasty until the year of Cosmas’s death, 1125.28 It
begins, in a manner common to other such histories, with the
story of the tower of Babel, and then moves to Europe and a
region he calls Germania, flowing with milk and honey but de-
void of people. The first humans to enter the region are lead by
Boemus, after whom his followers name the region. The first
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generations lived in a prelapsarian paradise, when no one knew
the word meum but only nostrum.29 This was also an age of gen-
der equality:

At that time the virgins of this land came to maturity without

control [sine iugo] and carried arms like Amazons and, choos-

ing commanders for themselves, fought just like young male sol-

diers and penetrated into the forests to hunt in a manly way,

and they did not allow themselves to be chosen by men, but

they chose whom and when they wanted, and like the Scythi-

ans men and women did not wear different dress.”30

This paradise did not last, and communal property ceded to
private, as conflict and injustice entered this society. Still, there
were neither judges nor princes, and when people had conflicts,
they spontaneously brought them to those persons who were in
morals and honor deemed to be the greater. Among these was
one Crocco, whose reputation for dispute settlement was such
that people from far and near came to him to settle their con-
flicts. At his death Crocco left no sons, but rather three daugh-
ters. And here our story begins.

The first two daughters were Kazi and Tetka. Kazi was another
Media of Kolchis, universally acclaimed for her skills with plants
and medicinal incantations.31 Tetka, the second daughter, was
equally praised for her sharp intelligence.32 However, she taught
the ignorant people to adore deities and instituted sacrilegious
rites. The youngest daughter, Libuše, was the most marvelous of
the three: wise in council, powerful in speech, chaste in body,
outstanding in morals, second to none in her concern for justice,
affable to all, a glory and decoration of the female sex. But, Cos-
mas adds, “since no one is in every way good, this praiseworthy
woman—oh sad human estate—was a phitonissa, that is, a seer.33

Libuše is a complex character who both fascinates and repels
Cosmas. She was so universally beloved that she was made the
judge of all quarrels. But it happened that two wealthy men came
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before her to settle a property dispute. She lay, “as is the wanton
softness of women when they do not have a man whom they
might fear, on her elbow on her soft and richly decorated bed.”34

She judged the case justly without regard to the persons, and
gave her verdict. The one who lost, however, complained that it
was an intolerable injury that a woman should render justice.
“We know that a woman, either standing or seated on a throne
understands little, so how much less must she understand lying
in a bed. A bed is more suited to receiving a husband than speak-
ing martial justice.” He goes on to exclaim that it would be better
for men to die than to accept female rule and that such as they,
meaning the Czechs, are cut off from other nations and peoples
because they lack a ruler and virile severity.35

Libuše, hiding her shame and anger, admitted that she was
and would remain a woman and that since she did not judge
them with an iron rod, and since they did not live in terror, they
rightly despised her. “For where there is fear, there is honor. Now
you need a rector who is stronger than a woman.”36 With this
she sent them home and told them that whomever they would
choose the next day as lord, she would accept as husband. But
that night she called together her two sisters to divine the future
by their magical arts. The next day, after she had warned the
people of the dangers of having a duke (“O you unfortunate
people, who do not know how to live free, and that no good
person loses freedom except along with life”), she continues her
famous caution against princes, largely drawn from the first
book of Kings and from Sallust; extols the value of liberty; and
catalogs the impositions and demands that would be made by a
ruler on their sons and daughters, even on the livestock.37 Yet,
the people persist in their demand for a duke, and she indicates
to them that they will find a man in the village of Staditz on the
banks of the Bila, plowing with two oxen. This man, whose name
was Premysl, would be the first of the Premysl dynasty. “His
name in Latin means thinking thoughts out or outsmarting. His
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children will rule all this land forever and beyond.”38 Emissaries
did as they were told, found Premysl, and brought him back to
marry Libuše, assume the position of duke, and, again through
her prophetic powers, identify and found the city of Prague.

Cosmas’s text has long been the object of scholarly attention,
either as evidence of pre-Christian Slavic religion, of distant
memories of matriarchy among the west Slavs, or simply as an
elaborate critique of the Czech dukes of Cosmas’s time.39 One
can also ask about the extent to which this account reflects social
and cultural reality: some see the account of Libuše as confirm-
ing that female seers accompanied Slavic armies in the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. This is certainly not impossible, as one
accompanied a Polish army as late as 1209.40 Were there women
warriors in Slavic or other Central and Eastern European socie-
ties? As fascinating as these questions about the reflection of real-
ity in the text may be, they are not ours. Instead, our purpose is
to consider how Cosmas attempts to make sense of inherited
traditions, whether Czech and local or classical and universal;
how his text is a sort of midrash, searching out the meaning of
Libuše for his day and his audience.

If the much-debated Legenda Christiani indeed dates from the
tenth century, then Cosmas may be elaborating on a tradition at
least two hundred years old. According to this text, the Slavs of
Bohemia lived like an unbridled horse, without law, prince, or
city until, stricken by a plague, they turned to a certain phitonissa
for divination and advice. Having received her counsel, they es-
tablished the city of Prague. Then, still following her advice, they
found a wise and prudent man named Premysl, whose occupa-
tion was agriculture, and appointed him prince or ruler, joining
him in matrimony to the phitonissa.41

If this was the bare tradition received by Cosmas, we can fol-
low how he transformed it, elaborating a story that preserved its
essentials while transforming the meaning into a commentary
on the relationship between ruler and people. Central to this
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transformation is Libuše, a carefully constructed figure whose
story is deeply informed by Cosmas’s reading of classical texts,
among them Ovid, Horace, Stacius, Virgil, and the Bible (espe-
cially the Acts of the Apostles and the critique of kingship in the
first book of Kings), but also Boethius, Sedulius, Regino of
Prüm, and other early medieval authors.42 Cosmas’s Libuše is
not a naively reported figure from Slavic folklore: whatever her
distant origins, in his text she recalls in particular the female
judges of the Bible—especially Deborah, “who used to sit under
a palm tree and the people of Israel came up to her for judg-
ment—and at the same time a phitonissa, or medium. Again,
this tradition is complex and recalls both the Sybiline oracles
and the phitonissa to whom a desperate King Saul turned for
knowledge of the future. The resulting image is anything but the
simple reporting of traditions concerning Libuše and Premysl.

Clearly, he is extremely ambivalent about Libuše. On the one
hand she is the paragon of female virtue and demonstrates her-
self superior to the men of her time. She is, with Premysl, the
ancestor of the Bohemian dukes, including Duke Vladislav I
(1109–17 and 1120–25). Her judgment, like her prognostica-
tions, is true. And yet, he constantly disparages her softness, her
lack of a male to control her, and most significantly he character-
izes her and her sisters as furies. They practice the magic arts,
and she is, he says twice, a phitonissa, a seer. He compares her
to the Cumaean Sybil.43

The term phitonissa is perhaps the way into a deeper under-
standing of the tensions and problems within the person of Cos-
mas’s Libuše. Phitonissa is a medieval variant of pythonissa, a
term derived from Pythia, the high priestess who uttered the
responses of the Delphic Apollo. She was in term named for the
Python, the vast serpent slain near Delphi by Apollo and well
known to Cosmas from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Like Hercules’
Scythian consort or Melusine, the snake woman who is the
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mother of the Lusignan family, there is perhaps something ser-
pentine about her.

Moreover, the choice of phitonissa, rather than the more posi-
tive prophetessa or some more classical choice such as vates, has
a specific resonance: the term is postclassical. It first appears in
Jerome’s translation of the Vulgate and refers to the medium
consulted by King Saul in 1 Chronicles 10, 13, referred to as a
mulier habens pythonum in 1 Samuel 28, that is, a woman pos-
sessed. But is Libuše possessed? Cosmas does not explicitly say
so. However, like the Hebrew medium who summons the ghost
of the prophet Samuel, Libuše, as a wielder of magical arts, is a
transgressor of divine order intimately involved with kingship
and royal succession. And yet, like Libuše, the pythonissa sum-
moned by Saul is not an altogether negative figure: first she at-
tempts to refuse the royal request, just as Libuše attempted to
reject the people’s demand that she find them a duke. After Saul
faints from hunger and fear at the announcement of his immi-
nent death, she kills her fatted calf for him and cajoles him into
taking some nourishment. Peter Damien, in a letter to Abbot
Desiderius of Montecassino, praises the phitonissa (he uses the
same rare spelling as Cosmas) for returning good for evil.44

Moreover, both women prophesy the truth: the spirit of Sam-
uel (or rather, according to most medieval commentators, a
phantasm of Samuel) accurately predicts the death of Saul the
next day. Libuše too predicts the truth: she finds the future duke,
the city of Prague, and even foresees the Bohemian saints Wen-
ceslas and Adalbert.45 She exercises occult powers, but she does
so with justice and in pursuit of truth. This paradox of female
authority that is somehow illegitimate (or perhaps paralegiti-
mate) and yet positive hovers over Cosmas’s whole chronicle.

At the same time that Libuše is arranging the future of the
Premysls and founding Prague, the Bohemian Amazons are es-
tablishing nearby their own city, Devin, the city of the virgins.
The young men, unable to conquer the city by force, resort to
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stealth: under the guise of peace they enter the city of the virgins
for a feast but in the night rise up, rape and carry off the girls,
and burn Devin.

Significantly, as Herwig Wolfram has pointed out,46 the foun-
dation account ends with the defeat and capture of the warrior
maidens by the young men and concludes: “And from that time
forward, after the death of Princess Libuše, our women are sub-
ject to the authority of men.”47 In a very real sense, then, Libuše
and the Amazons belong not to the history of the Bohemian
lands but to their prehistory. Her death and their defeat are pre-
conditions for the start of history.

However, Cosmas’s emplotment of the Amazons does not
simply adopt the classical tradition on which it draws. Unlike the
Amazonomachia—or indeed the grizzly slaughter in the Czech
language, the Dalimil Chronicle of 1314—the violence is re-
strained: the Amazons are not killed; they are married, albeit
with the violence of rape. The foundation of male rule is thus
more reminiscent of the Roman rape of the Sabine women than
the destruction of the Amazons. Nor is Libuše destroyed or even
condemned. Her power may be suspect, but she works for the
good of society. This is in a real sense Cosmas’s dilemma: wom-
an’s power may not conform to the proper order of the world,
but it both can be potent and can advance the cause of justice.

This is the same dilemma that he faces when dealing with the
most powerful woman of his day. For just as the author of the
Historia Augusta wrote of Amazons when he really was con-
cerned about the queen of Palmyra, when Cosmas wrote about
Libuše and the Bohemian Amazons, he was reflecting on Ma-
thilda of Tuscany, another woman who exercised judgment and
settles disputes in his chronicle.48 Cosmas’s description of her
could almost fit Libuše: she rules Lombardy and Burgundy after
the death of her father, “having the power to elect and to en-
throne or to dismiss 120 bishops.”49 Not only was Mathilda the
woman who most famously brought about the temporary recon-
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ciliation of Pope Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV at Canossa,
but equally important from Cosmas’s perspective, she reconciled
Cosmas’s patron Bishop Jaromir of Prague (d. 1090) and his
brother the duke and later King Vratislav (1061–92) and brought
about the former’s restoration to his see. Here, as in the case of
Libuše, Cosmas confronts the positive effects of female power. At
the same time, he reports an apocryphal story in which Mathilda
is accused of using malificium to prevent Duke Welf of Suabia
from performing his marital duties on their wedding night.
Again, one sees the uneasy combination of virtue and magic.50

However, in Cosmas’s text, Libuše and the Amazons are much
more than simply figures of Mathilda. Unlike Jordanes, Cosmas,
well educated in the classical tradition at Liège, understood that
Amazons flourish in times when men are not ruling as they
should. And yet his point about Libuše and the Amazons is not
to characterize simply the necessary dominance of men even
over competent, virtuous women but rather to gender the Bohe-
mian people as feminine and thus in need of a strong ruler. The
age of Libuše prefigures the future relationship between the Bo-
hemian populace and its dukes: lordship is harsh, its powers co-
ercive and destructive. And yet without lords, societies, like
women without husbands, are prey to their own weaknesses.
Even the best woman must cede power to men; even the Bohemi-
ans must accept the power of their dukes.

Still, Cosmas is no run of the mill medieval misogynist. Libuše
may represent the need of the Bohemians for ducal control, but
she remains both a figure of justice and guidance to her people
and her husband. Just perhaps this is in part owing to Cosmas’s
own situation: although a canon of the Cathedral of Prague and
a deacon, he was married and had at least one son, Henry. His
wife Bozeteha died in 1117 shortly before he finished the first
section of his chronicle, and he remembered her in book 3 as
“the inseparable companion in all my undertakings.”51 Of
course, before we assume this to be simply the outpouring of his
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grief and recognition of his wife’s equality and companionship,
we must recognize that the line is itself a reminiscence of a poem
attributed to Prosper of Aquitaine that begins: “Age iam precor
mearum comes irremota rerum.”52 Thus his wife, no less than
Libuše, becomes an intertextual reference. And yet in the crafting
of this epitaph, no less than in the crafting of his women at the
beginning of his chronicle, we can recognize an elderly man
using gendered categories to criticize his contemporaries, warn
his ruler, and remember his wife.

In conclusion, we see how malleable was the motif of Ama-
zons at the origins of peoples: Although firmly established as
part of the prehistory of peoples, what this prehistory meant
could change. It could be employed to criticize weak lordship,
but it could also criticize a society that because of its failings
needed stern authority. As its uses shifted with different social
and cultural motivations, the texture of misogyny also varied:
Cosmas is much less unambiguously opposed to the public role
of women than most previous or subsequent authors. His pow-
erful women belonged, unlike those of the third century, to a
world that was genuinely attractive even if it, in the end, had to
be destroyed in order for divinely willed order to be created.

Libuše and the Czech Amazons may have been legendary,
but not only legendary women could be relegated to the pre-
history of families and dynasties. The following chapter traces
the progressive effacement of two very real and very powerful
women to whom subsequent generations of males owed their
status and power.
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r
A Tale of Two Judiths

If mythical women stood at the beginnings of origin leg-
ends, this may be because real flesh-and-blood women stood at
the beginnings of great aristocratic families. After all, such fami-
lies of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries largely owed their
status, their lands, and their power to women. As Constance
Bouchard and before her Karl Ferdinand Werner have pointed
out, the great comital families might often appear to spring from
“new men” in the ninth or tenth centuries, but actually these
new men owed their rise to fortuitous marriages with greater,
established families.1

Family chroniclers and genealogists were well aware of the
importance of such marriages in preserving and augmenting
family power and honor—it was a constant and essential ele-
ment in generational strategies throughout the Middle Ages. As
Anita Guerreau-Jalabert has argued, the image of a strictly ag-
natic descent through generations is more an invention of nine-
teenth-century genealogists than a reflection of medieval percep-
tions of kinship.2 At the same time, the question of how much
credit for the successes of kindreds should be attributed to these
women rather than to the men of the kindred remained very
much in question. As Janet Nelson points out, elite women
played a double symbolic role within their husbands’ lineages:
first, they made possible the continuation of the lineage, but at
the same time, because they did not themselves belong to it,
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they made possible the individualization of a particular offspring
within the lineage.3 Thus reconstruction of family histories
meant coming to terms, under differing needs and circum-
stances, with the relative importance of such marriages and of
the women who put not only their dowries and their bodies
but their personalities and kinsmen to work on behalf of their
husbands and their children. Over time, the ideological impera-
tive of illustrious male descent could best be fostered if memory
of the women who made their rise possible was removed from
center stage in favor of the audacious acts of men.

In the ninth century, two great families arose because of two
women named Judith—a fortuitous name that recalled the
widow who, during the siege of Jerusalem by the Assyrians, saves
her city by pretending to offer herself to Holofernes only to be-
head him and return in triumph to her people.4 The biblical
Judith was thus, as Heide Estes has pointed out, one of the few
models of a woman playing an active role in public life available,
although the reception of the story of Judith in the Middle Ages
shows the dangerous ambiguity attached to this woman.5 The
younger of the Judiths considered in this chapter was the grand-
daughter of the elder, and their stories illustrate the two principal
ways that women could be at the start of families’ fortunes. The
story of how these beginnings were reformed over time suggests
the complexities of aristocratic dynastic memory in the tenth
through twelfth centuries.

Empress Judith

The first Judith illustrates how the marriage of a daughter
to a king or great aristocrat raised the status of her father and
brothers. With the marriage, the family achieved a proximity to
the king, her brothers and cousins became part of the royal inner
circle, forming a powerful faction at court. This was especially
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true when the queen was a forceful and competent figure, using
her traditional role as manager of the royal household and her
influence with her husband and, eventually, her son, on behalf
of her kin. Such women could well be considered founding
mothers. The greatest example of such an ascent through the
marriage of a daughter to a king was that of the Welfs, the most
powerful noble lineage in the Staufer Empire.6

The Welfs are also one of the most precocious families in
terms of their interest in their origins. Already in the early
twelfth century, the family had a notion of their origins and
identity in written form. By the end of the century, this family’s
sense of its past was integral not only to its image of its contem-
porary power but also to its claims to royal power. First studied
in a pioneering article by Karl Schmid in 1968,7 the Welfs and
their genealogical literature have been a touchstone of subse-
quent investigations of the representation of genealogical con-
sciousness in the medieval aristocracy.8 As a result, they are
an ideal vehicle through which to examine an aristocratic fami-
ly’s memory of the women who were largely responsible for
its fortunes.

The first known Welf was already a powerful figure in the first
half of the ninth century, characterized by the biographer of
Louis the Pious, Thegan, as being “from the most noble kindred
of the Bavarians.”9 This was not, however, exactly true. The
eighth-century redaction of the Laws of the Bavarians lists the
five most important ‘genealogiae or kindreds of the Bavarians
whose status stood just below the ducal Agilufings. Welf and his
family are not among them, although they may have already
formed marriage alliances with some of these key Bavarian
clans.10 One can more honestly conclude that they were a family
on the rise, lacking the truly illustrious ancestry of the Agilufings
or Huosi, but moving up in the new social order of the Caro-
lingian world.11 They may have been relatively recently estab-
lished in Bavaria, with deeper roots in Alemannia or in the old
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Frankish Austrasian heartland from which the Carolingians
themselves had arisen.12 In any event, this Welf himself had mar-
ried Heilwig, a member of an aristocratic Saxon family.13 His
kindred were clearly part of the great imperial aristocracy, with
lands and power throughout the eastern portions of the Caro-
lingian world. But the alliance that moved this kindred to the
very center of the Frankish stage was the marriage of Judith,
daughter of Welf and Heilwig, to the emperor Louis the Pious in
819, following the death of Louis’s first wife, Irmingard. Judith,
according to the Annales regni Francorum and the account of an
anonymous biographer of Louis known as the Astronomer, was
selected in a sort of beauty pageant, in which the emperor exam-
ined daughters of the nobility before making his choice, a prac-
tice some have seen as imitating Byzantine tradition.14 More re-
cently, Mayke de Jong has pointed out that this description, and
particularly that of the “Astronomer,” is less a reflection of Byz-
antine court tradition than an image of Judith modeled on the
biblical figure of Esther, a comparison already made by Hraba-
nus Maurus in his defense of the empress.15 Certainly Louis was
not simply choosing a beauty queen: he was allying himself with
Judith’s father and his family. That this marriage was such an
alliance is demonstrated by a second royal marriage that shortly
followed. Sometime between 825 and 827, Hemma, the sister of
the Empress Judith, married the emperor’s son by his first mar-
riage, Louis the German, king in East Francia and Bavaria. Fi-
nally, Konrad the Elder, brother of Judith and Hemma, married
Adelheid, the sister-in-law of Louis the Pious’s son Lothar I. The
marriage of Judith thus marked the ultimate achievement of a
great family—an unprecedented alliance with the Carolingi-
ans—and the start of ever closer relations with the royal house.

As mother of Charles the Bald, Judith played a more active,
public role than any previous Carolingian queen, intervening
on behalf of her favorites and devoting her energies to assuring
the future of her son. She was also the channel for imperial
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favor, which allowed her brothers and other relations to win
offices and lands from the king, both in the West Frankish
kingdom of Charles and more widely in Alemannia, Bavaria,
Raetia, Burgundy, and Lothringia. One relative acquired control
over the most important monasteries in West Francia, while
others established their power over Auxerre, Sens, St. Maurice
d’Agaune, Jumiéges, St. Riquier, and Valenciennes. Judith was
no passive figure in the reign of her husband and soon became
the target of the hatred and aggression launched by Louis’s older
sons in response to his desires to carve out a kingdom for Charles
the Bald.16

As the Carolingian Empire fragmented, most of the near-term
advantages gained by the Welfs proved short-lived, although one
grandnephew of Judith, Rudolf, attained the kingship of Bur-
gundy in 888 and established a kingdom that endured for several
generations. Elsewhere, particularly in Swabia, the Welfs kept a
lower profile but continued to consolidate their lands and espe-
cially their relationships with important monastic foundations.17

A woman thus played a crucial role in the origin and destiny
of the Welfs. Judith, through her marriage and through her con-
tinuing influence on her husband, established the foundations,
however discontinuous, that would allow the Welfs in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries to return to the center of the Euro-
pean stage. While in the post-Carolingian period the family re-
tained lands and local power in Swabia, the Welfs disappeared
from imperial and royal power, although they gradually built
their lordship around Altdorf/Ravensburg and demanded ducal
status in competition with the Staufer. Around 1120, a second
Welf Judith wed Duke Frederick II of Swabia in an attempt to
put an end to these great families’ rivalry. She bore Frederick
Barbarossa, who, although celebrated as the “cornerstone” to
end the conflicts between the two families, ultimately continued
the conflict with Henry the Lion as the representative of the great
ducal family.
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The Welfs took a precocious interest in their family history,
being among the first nonroyal families whose origins and gene-
alogies were recorded in their house monasteries, presumably
drawing on both written records and family memories and fo-
cusing on the formal, liturgical memoria of family members. The
result is the existence of three twelfth-century genealogical ac-
counts of the family’s origins and history that allow us to see
how Judith was remembered within the family. The earliest, the
Genealogia Welforum, was written in the Swabian monastery of
Weingarten sometime before the death of Duke Henry the Black
of Bavaria in 1126.18 The second, the so-called Saxon Welf source
is now lost in its original form but can be reconstructed from
later texts, in particular a supplement to the Saxon World Chroni-
cle composed in the 1130s at St. Michael’s monastery at Lüne-
berg, which represents a Saxon version of Welf memory.19 The
third is the Historia Welforum Weingartensis, produced around
1170 in upper Swabia.20 Together these three texts allow one to
follow the reflections of various members of the Welf kindred
across time as they reflect on their origins and the relative impor-
tance of their ancestors in securing their power and status.

The authors of these three texts do not ignore women in the
history of the family. Marriage alliances and mothers of signifi-
cant Welfs are regularly reported. And yet, while these women
are present, their presence and their importance is strictly cir-
cumscribed, even undercut, by the manner in which they are
treated. This is particularly true for the woman whose marriage
and subsequent role was paramount for the Welf family, the first
Judith, wife of Louis the Pious.

The first record of the Welf family history distorts and under-
mines the role of the pivotal Judith. First, Judith herself has dis-
appeared entirely. Although the typology of the Judith story re-
mains, it is a fictional one. The laconic Genealogia records
simply: “Eticho sired a son Henry and a daughter Hiltigard. The
Emperor Louis the Stammerer received Hiltigard as wife. Henry
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made himself the man of the Emperor. His father established
twelve monks in Ammergau and there he died.”21 In this earliest
version of a family origin myth, all memory of the great figures
of the ninth century, including Judith and her father Welf, thus
disappear in favor of a legend that ties the origin of the family
to a relatively obscure Swabian noble and a marriage that never
took place.

The second text, written in Saxony and drawing no doubt
on Carolingian historiography, restores Judith to the story (and
likewise the first Welf, here given the double name Eticho Welf,
indicating that in the oral traditions within the kindred the
memory of Eticho remained powerful). And yet, this time Ju-
dith’s role is undercut in yet another manner. In this account,
the Eticho Welf is the father of Judith, “whom Louis [the Pious]
took in marriage after the death of Empress Irmingarde and of
whom he begot Caesar Charles the Bald.”22 Notice how passive
Judith appears in this description: she is taken as wife and of her
is generated Charles. She does make an important contribution
to the future of the Welf family, however, by counseling her
brother to become the vassal of Louis. But this counsel splits her
family and could have destroyed their honor. Her father, Welf,
is characterized as a prince of highest freedom who would never
submit to anyone for a fief, even to the emperor, and orders his
son Henry to refuse as well. However Henry, “by the persuasion
of his sister Judith” agreed to become the vassal of Louis for a
fief of the size that he could circumnavigate at noon with a plow.
Welf was said to be so opposed to his daughter’s proposition,
tantamount to abandoning the family’s freedom and honor, that
he left Bavaria with twelve followers and lived out the remainder
of his life in self-imposed exile with them in the area of Schar-
nitzwald, never again to see his son or his daughter.

Ultimately Henry triumphed, but he did so not through the
marriage of his sister with Louis but in spite of it—through his
own cleverness (caliditate sua). Concealing a small golden plow
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on his person, and setting out in advance relays of fresh horses
at regular intervals, he set off at a furious pace while the emperor
was taking his noonday nap and quickly rode around a vast
amount of territory. When the emperor awoke, Henry de-
manded that he honor his bargain and invest him with the enor-
mous territory that he had claimed. Louis was indignant that he
had been tricked, but remembering his promise, had no choice
but to grant Henry this vast territory, which formed the core of
the Welf ’s lands in the future.

The story of “Henry of the Golden Plow” both writes Judith
into the memory of the Welf ’s first rise to prominence and at
the same time minimizes her role in this rise. Her marriage to
Louis is important, but from the perspective of the anonymous
Saxon annalist, it is also fraught with danger. Rather than pro-
moting the interests of her family, she urges their subservience
to her husband. Only Henry’s cleverness prevents, or perhaps
mitigates, this dishonor. True, he is still the vassal of the emperor,
but he is also lord of a vast territory that he has won, not through
his sister’s intervention, but through trickery. Having been able
to dupe his lord, his position as vassal is hardly one of humble
obedience.23 Henry has in a sense triumphed not only over Louis
but over his sister as well.

Subsequently, Judith remains in the family’s memory, but not
a principal actor in its history. In the Historia Welforum, and
representing, as Karl Schmid showed, tradition of the upper
Swabian Welf court, Judith’s role is entirely marginal:

Welf sired a son named Eticho and a daughter Judith. Louis the

emperor, known as the Pious, took this Judith as wife after the

death of his wife Irmingard, from whom he had produced

three sons, Lothar, Pipin and Louis. From her he sired Charles

the Bald, who obtained the kingdom of the Franks in the divi-

sion of the empire, and who ruled strenuously for forty-five

years while his brothers Lothar and Louis reigned in Italy and

in Alemannia, after the third brother, Pipin, had died.24
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In this version, then, Eticho is the son of Welf and the brother
of Judith. The opportunity to become the vassal of the emperor
does not arise in this generation at all, but in the next. Eticho
in turn sires Henry and, when his son swears fealty to the em-
peror, retires to the forest and founds the monastery of Amberg.
Judith has no role at all in the events leading up to the land
acquisition and thus the foundation of the Swabian Welfs’ terri-
torial lordship.

Judith of Flanders

The memory of Empress Judith shows the transformation
of a family’s memory of its rise facilitated by a marriage into a
royal family. A more common marriage alliance that facilitated
a family’s advancement was the union of a man of lower status
with a woman of higher status. As Georges Duby argued years
ago, women marry down, men marry up: these higher-status
marriages could launch or consolidate a kindred’s position. Ev-
eryone was aware of the implications of such a marriage, the
“rule of play,” as Gerd Althoff would term such implicit but
clearly established norms.25 Marriages of royal daughters were
not entered into lightly: Charlemagne went so far as to forbid
his daughters to marry, preferring to tolerate their informal alli-
ances and a growing number of bastard grandchildren rather
than elevate their aristocratic lovers and their kindreds by the
contracting of a formal marriage alliance.

Normally, when such a marriage took place, it was part of a
negotiation with the higher-status family: a daughter given in
marriage could be a reward for past support as well as a guaran-
tee of support in the future. But this was not always the case. In
the most dramatic case of the ninth century, the similarly named
granddaughter of the Empress Judith brought the family of the
counts of Flanders into royal proximity but in a striking way:
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the Count of Flanders eloped with Judith, the daughter of
Charles the Bald, risking all to achieve an alliance, however un-
willing, with the royal family.

The story is dramatic and complex. Judith had been married
twice previously. Her first marriage in 856, when she was about
twelve years old, had been arranged by her father and was a
calculated match of royal strategy. Charles gave her to King
Æthelwulf of Wessex (reigned 839–58), a powerful warrior king
who had been widowed and was on the Continent returning
from a pilgrimage to Rome when he and Charles met and con-
tracted the marriage. The union came at a moment of internal
and external danger for the Carolingian. Western counts, an-
gered by Charles’s grants to his son Louis the Stammerer of im-
portant parts of Neustria, had revolted, rallying around his other
son, Charles of Aquitaine. At the same time, Viking raiders, pos-
sibly in coordination with the rebels, sailed up the Seine and
plundered the cities, monasteries, and estates. Charles the Bald
probably hoped that this alliance with the Wessex dynasty would
bring him assistance against both of these threats.26

In any event, he saw to it that following the marriage Arch-
bishop Hincmar of Reims consecrated and crowned Judith, and
his new son-in-law, contrary to West Saxon tradition, conferred
on her the title of queen.27 King Æthelwulf died shortly after, and
his successor and son by a previous marriage, King Æthelbald,
hoping to maintain the alliance, immediately married his step-
mother. This alliance proved ephemeral as well: Æthelbald died
in 860. The twice-widowed Judith then returned to the Conti-
nent, where her father sent her to Senlis, according to the Chron-
icle of St. Bertin, “under his protection and royal and episcopal
guardianship, with all the honour due to a queen, until such
time as, if she could not remain chaste, she might marry in the
way the apostle said, that is suitably and legally.”28 Presumably,
Charles was waiting to arrange another advantageous marriage
for his daughter. However, the royal and episcopal guardians
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must not have been very vigilant: Judith ran off with Baldwin, a
count whose county included at that time merely a narrow band
along the coast from Bruges to the mouth of the River Aa.

Generally, Baldwin is credited with the initiative in this auda-
cious gamble, and no doubt this is largely true.29 However, as
Janet Nelson has pointed out, the most comprehensive contem-
porary source, the Annals of St. Bertin, make Judith the actor
in the elopement, not simply the passive victim of bride theft:
“Charles now learned that she had changed her widow’s clothing
and gone off with Count Baldwin, at his instigation and with
her brother Louis’s consent.”30 This description suggests that
Baldwin was acting in alliance with Louis, and one may presume
that Judith was the reward for Baldwin’s support. However,
the way that the Annals describe Judith’s own role suggest that
perhaps, after two previous forced marriages, although only six-
teen-years-old, the queen may have been ready to take her fate
in her hands, seeking out a match that would remove her from
the role of pawn in her father’s political strategies and provide
her with greater personal autonomy than would a marriage with
another king.

It was a dangerous gamble: her father was furious—at Bald-
win, at Judith, and no doubt at Louis. At his demand, Pope
Nicholas I excommunicated the couple. Baldwin and Judith
rushed to Rome and brought their cause directly to the pontiff.
In time they managed to convince him to rescind the excommu-
nication and even to intervene on their behalf with Charles. After
two years, urged by the pope and pressured by the Viking chief
who controlled Frisia, Charles finally accepted the elopement as
a fait accompli and permitted Judith to marry the count. As
Baldwin had hoped, the royal marriage alliance brought with it
more than just a bride. He received from Charles the county of
Flanders (a smaller area than the Flanders of the High Middle
Ages), and in time Ternois, the area of Waas, and the lay abbacy
of St. Pieter of Ghent.31 Baldwin proved a fairly faithful vassal
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to Charles, although he carefully maintained his relations with
Charles’s son, who had defied his father by countenancing the
elopement and marriage in the first place.

Shortly after Baldwin’s death in 879, his son Baldwin II was
forced to flee a furious Viking onslaught, abandoning most of
his lands. Although he married Aelfthryth, the daughter of King
Alfred the Great, he seems to have been willing to cooperate with
the Danes when advantageous, only going on the offense when
they left the region. Gradually Baldwin II managed to reconquer
his paternal inheritance and even expand his holdings, establish-
ing his countship over an enlarged “Flanders” that included not
only the pagi of Ghent and Waas but Mempisc, Courtrai, the
Ijzer, Ternois, Boulonnais, and much of the Tournaisis.32 By his
death in 918, he had created an extensive territorial principality
independent of royal control.

In a real sense, then, Baldwin II might be seen as the founder
of the family’s fortunes. Initially, however, his parents’ marriage
loomed large in the memories of the descendants of Baldwin
and Judith as the foundation story of the dynasty. The earliest
account, written by Witger between 951 and 959 and preserved
in the great Flemish monastery of St. Bertin, emphasizes the
royal descent of the family through Judith.33 It begins with a
genealogy of the Carolingians to the children of Charles the Sim-
ple, derived from the Genealogia Fontanellensi.34 Then its rubrics
announce, “Here begins the holy race of the most glorious lord
Count Arnulf [I “The Great” 918–65] and his son Baldwin [III,
d. 962], whom the Lord deign to protect in this world.”35 The
genealogy then starts, not with Baldwin I, but with Judith, who
had been introduced in the previous, Carolingian genealogy as
the daughter of Charles the Bald and Ermentrudis: “Which most
prudent and beautiful Judith the most powerful Count Baldwin
joined to himself in the bonds of matrimony.” It then continues,
“From her he engendered a son, bestowing on him the same
name as his own, that is Baldwin.”36 Nothing is said of Judith’s
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status as an Anglo-Saxon queen, only as a Carolingian. Baldwin
II’s marriage is recorded, but not the name of his wife Aelfthryth
or her father Alfred, only that she was “from the most noble
race of the trans-maritime kingdom.” Nor is anything said of
Baldwin I’s own parentage. He emerges only with his marriage to
the royal family, a relationship emphasized later in the genealogy
when, recounting Arnulf ’s pious donations, he reminds his read-
ers that the monastery of Saint-Corneille in Compiègne to which
he was particularly generous “had been founded by his great-
great-grandfather Charles the Bald.” Clearly, it was Judith whom
Witger wished to emphasize as he recounted the origins of the
counts. For Witger, the comital family began with the marriage
of Judith and Baldwin. In the tenth century, the family’s Caro-
lingian origins were clearly at the center of their dynastic con-
cerns, and Judith was their source.37

By the early twelfth century, when the second Flemish geneal-
ogy was written at St. Bertin, the family no longer began with
Judith and her marriage to Baldwin. Judith is still present and
still the daughter of Charles the Bald, but the family’s origins
start two generations earlier with one Lidricus, count of Harle-
beke. He in turn was the father of Ingelram, the father of Au-
dacer, who is said to be the father of Baldwin.38 These shadowy
figures from the first half of the ninth century certainly existed,
although what their relationship to each other was and whether
they were indeed the ancestors of Baldwin is quite uncertain.
What matters for the genealogist is that Baldwin was not the first
of his lineage, and thus his marriage did not create the family.
Nor is his marriage with Judith particularly emphasized in the
text. His is but the first of a series of marriages with royalty. The
marriage of Baldwin II is described in exactly the same terms as
that of his father, even if the author erred both on the name of
the Anglo-Saxon king and his daughter: “Audacer begat Baldwin
Iron Arm who married the daughter of Charles the Bald by name
Judith. Baldwin Iron Arm begat Baldwin the Bald, who married
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the daughter of King Edger of the English, by name Elftruda.”39

Nor are these royal marriages the last enumerated by the anony-
mous author: Arnulf II (965–88) married Rozela Susanne,
daughter of King Berengar of Lombardy, and Baldwin V (1037–
67) married Adela, daughter of King Robert II of France. How-
ever, none of these royal unions is particularly favored or empha-
sized. It is rather the cumulative effect of these brilliant mar-
riages that carries forward the comital family.

Around 1120, Lambert of Saint Omer included in his encyclo-
pedic compendium, the Liber Floridus, a genealogy of the counts
of Flanders that expanded on the received tradition and reincor-
porated information on Judith from the Annals of St. Bertin. In
his account, in 792, during the reign of Charlemagne, Lidricus,
the count of Harlebeke, found the region of Flanders deserted
and occupied it. Lambert then writes that Lidricus begat Ingel-
ram, and Ingelram in turn begat Audricus/Audacer, the father
of Baldwin I “Ferreus.” He then continues:

Baldwin begat Baldwin the Bald from Judith, the widow of

Adelbald king of the Angles, the daughter of Charles the Bald,

king of the Franks. He [Adelbald] however died before taking

her away as wife in the same year that he had accepted her.

After his death, Judith, selling her possessions that she had

obtained in the kingdom of the English, returned to her

father and was being watched over under paternal guardian-

ship at Senlis.40

Lambert then goes on to cite the story of her flight and marriage
to Baldwin in a verbatim citation from the Annals of St. Bertin,
as well as the story of the seduction, the excommunication of
the couple, their appeal to Pope Nicholas, and his eventual rec-
onciliation of the king to his daughter and Baldwin.

As in the St. Bertin genealogy, the marriage of Baldwin and
Judith is the first of a series of royal marriages uniting counts of
Flanders with royal families. Lambert retained the language of
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the St. Bertin Annals, Judith is still active in the affair, but she
is not part of the foundation legend of the family. Rather, her
enticement by Baldwin is paralleled by the seizure, two genera-
tions earlier, of Flanders by Count Lidricus of Harlebeke. It is
this mythical figure who, in seizing what he wants from under
the nose of Charlemagne, prefigures the audacity of Baldwin
Iron Arm who seizes Charlemagne’s great-granddaughter from
under the nose of her father.

A final, even more elaborate genealogical account of the Flem-
ish counts was written sometime after 1160. This text, the Flan-
dria generosa, expands still further on the account in Lambert.
Here, however, the action is clear: “In the year 862 Baldwin Iron
Arm abducted Judith, widow of Adelbald, king of the English
and daughter of Charles the Bald, king of the Franks.”41 The
remainder of the account is virtually the same as that in Lambert
and thus in the Annals, but interpolations in an early manuscript
emphasize the obvious point that the abduction is all about
Baldwin: Judith is said to have loved the count greatly on account
of his “probitas,” which might ironically be translated “upright-
ness.” The pope is said to have agreed to intervene upon meeting
Baldwin and seeing that he was “a very handsome young man
and upright.”42

As in Lambert, the story told in Flandria generosa of Baldwin’s
audacious marriage is no longer about Judith and certainly not
the foundation story of the family. It is but one in a series of
remarkable successes by this family of audacious and successful
counts, who before and after Baldwin Iron Arm display the vir-
tues of their “true” beginning, those of Lidricus.

Baldwin was no doubt quite a capable figure: had he not have
been, Judith and her brother would certainly have chosen some-
one else as husband. However, what we see in the story of
Baldwin and Judith is how the initial recognition of the founda-
tion of the comital family made possible by a royal marriage
fades as the male members of the family before and after are
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used to demonstrate a tradition of royal marriages and auda-
cious deeds. Judith is no longer, as she was in the tenth century,
the beginning of the family. She is but one more Carolingian
property seized by a bold member of the Flemish dynasty.

And yet, this progressive erasure of Judith is anything but a
simple reflection of the progressive marginalization of Flemish
countesses during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Quite the
opposite is true.43 Even while Judith was being reduced to one
more clever conquest, a series of powerful countesses were play-
ing active and critical roles in the governance of the county. In
the eleventh century, Richtilde, the widow of Count Baldwin VI,
fought to protect the rights of her sons Arnulf and Baldwin from
their half-brother Robert the Frisian. Robert II’s powerful wife
Clementia of Burgundy, sister of Pope Calixtus II, shared power
in Flanders with her son Baldwin following Robert’s death in
1111. Sybil of Anjou, the second wife of Count Thierry, helped
bring her husband into the patronage of King Henry II of En-
gland and twice served as regent while Thierry was at the Cru-
sades, before accompanying him to Jerusalem and entering the
convent of Saint-Lazarus at Bethany. These three women were
just some of the powerful countesses in Flanders, who numbered
among the most active, and at times most problematic, figures
in Flemish history. One might see the effacement of Judith in
genealogical memory as a critical response to, rather than a re-
flection of, women and power in the county.

The fates of the two Judiths in dynastic memory demonstrates
both the vital importance of women in weaving the generations
of a family and the strict limits to these women’s roles. Daugh-
ters of kings or wives of kings brought enormous prestige and
the chance for honors and riches to their male kindred both in
their lifetimes and beyond. Both the Welfs and the Flemish
counts long cherished and cultivated stories of their illustrious
ancestry and close relationship with the Carolingian dynasty ce-
mented through their Judiths. And yet, as time passed, one
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senses a reticence to attribute this good fortune to these found-
ing mothers.

Henry of the Golden Plow, far from obtaining honor from his
wife, was tempted by her to cast the honor and liberty of his
family aside and managed, only through his own cleverness,
to triumph. Lidricus, the mythical ancestor of the counts of
Flanders, likewise managed to acquire his vast lands from the
Carolingians, not as dowry or favor but through trickery. And
ultimately Baldwin Iron Arm managed, by seducing Judith, to
obtain his relationship to the king in spite of the latter.

In the ninth-century texts, both Judiths were participants in
the fates of their husbands, but this too disappeared across the
generations. The Judiths, like other women whose marriages
made and sustained these families, were less participants in the
rise of their husbands’ fortunes than they were archetypal
booty—among the first possessions that their husbands would
acquire. Such was certainly not a description of these women at
the origins of these families, nor was it an accurate description
of the women who came after them, but it was the way that those
responsible for family memory wished that they were.

Just why men might wish that women were less prominent in
the origins and identities of their kindreds can perhaps be
glimpsed by considering the effects on gender balance in the
most important genealogy in the West, that of the family of Jesus.
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CHAPTER FOUR

r
Writing Women In:

Sacred Genealogy

and Gender

In the previous chapters, we saw how authorities and so-
cieties might be gendered as feminine and thereby condemned
as illegitimate; how women who exercised power could be writ-
ten out of history by relegating such power relations to a prehis-
torical age, the age of the Amazons; or how founding female
figures in family memory could fade in significance across the
generations. I turn now to the opposite phenomenon: the substi-
tution of a woman for a man in the most important genealogy
of Christendom: that of Mary for Joseph. The process itself is
generally well known, but I would like to retrace some of its
salient moments from the first to the twelfth centuries in order
to reflect on the process by which in the most important family
in Christian history, a founding mother was substituted for a
founding father.

The significance of Mary in Christian tradition from the sec-
ond century cannot be overestimated.1 Her centrality and sig-
nificance extends far beyond her role as mother. Her representa-
tion in religious art increasingly took on the attributes of exalted
status, as a queen, the Queen of Heaven. As the central figure,
along with her Son, in the Christian economy of salvation, her
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status as genetrix was but one of the multiple facets of her sig-
nificance in Christian devotion and history.

The rise of Mary’s status, however, led to the almost total
eclipse of Joseph, who was not only eliminated from the geneal-
ogy, but marginalized and debased in popular tradition. This
phenomenon, not reversed until the Renaissance, raises im-
portant questions about the limitations of gendered genealogical
speculation and the dangers to patriarchal ideology of writing
women into family history.

Of course, Mary and Joseph were much, much more than
simple models either of parents or of husband and wife—the
image of the “holy family” was a phenomenon of the Catholic
reformation rather than the Middle Ages. Nor should the rise of
Mary’s status be seen as accompanying the rise in status of
women in general: the dynamics of the cult of Mary certainly did
not either reflect or parallel social values and norms in European
society any more than Joseph’s marginal status represented
the position of men in this society. And yet the places of both
in the genealogy of Jesus was fundamental, and fundamentally
unequal.

Joseph, in contrast to his spouse, began and remained firmly
fixed within the context of the nativity and childhood narratives
of Jesus and Mary. What apocryphal and hagiographical tradi-
tions developed around him were entirely dependent on his
place in the representations of Mary and Jesus. Although from
the twelfth century there was a concerted effort to revalue Joseph
as the nutritor (foster-father or nurturer of Jesus and Mary) or
even as a model of patriarchal authority, this effort never suc-
ceeded in popular devotion before the fifteenth century.2 Even
the images of Joseph as nourisher and protector of the holy fam-
ily developed in the iconography of gothic miniature painting
could be reread or misread as evidence that he was a peasant, a
boor, a low-born servant. This marginalization has wider impli-
cations for the general subject of women at the beginning be-
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cause it suggests, at an implicit level, the problem of male au-
thority in a family that drew its identity, status, and authority
from a woman. Joseph ought to have had a central place in the
holy family and in the story of the incarnation and redemption.
From the twelfth century onward, theologians such as Bernard
of Clairvaux attempted to buttress this position, to assert that
Joseph too was central to the plan of salvation.3 However, when
we examine the tradition of genealogical speculation about the
family of Jesus, the opposite is the case. In Western tradition,
Joseph is progressively eliminated not only from paternity of
Jesus but indeed from any paternity.

One might begin at the end, with the Virga Jesse, or Tree of
Jesse, which appears from the end of the eleventh century as a
visual representation of the descent of Jesus from King David,
son of Jesse.4 There was never a fixed format for the tree: it might
include as few as four or as many as fifteen persons between
Jesse and Jesus. Most were kings, with the primary figures almost
invariably Jesse, David, Mary, and Jesus.5 Joseph, the figure who
in the Gospels is the guarantee of descent from Jesse, never ap-
pears as a link in the descent from David to Jesus. Normally, he
is not present at all. An exception is the mid-twelfth-century
Jesse Tree from Canterbury now in the Pierpont Morgan Library.
But even here, he is not part of the genealogical tree but rather
is present in a scene inserted into branches of the tree and is
depicted in the marriage of the Virgin in the Roman ceremony
of the contractual joining of the right hands by bride and groom
before witnesses.6

Mary, not Joseph, is the figure who always guarantees the con-
tinuity from Jesse to David to Jesus. Although great variations
in the iconography of the Tree of Jesse provided an ideal space for
visual representation of the complexities of physical and spiritual
kinship, the position of the Virgin is key, corresponding, in the
words of Anita Guerreau-Jalabert, “to a pivot, the hinge around
which is effected the passage from one form of parentage to the
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other.”7 Mary’s position in Christian genealogy is indeed pivotal,
but it is also nonscriptural and ambiguous—the weakest link in
Christian reflection on Jesus’s identity. It is also an erasure of
the scriptural link between Jesus and David, Joseph.

Mary’s insertion into Jesus’s genealogy also contradicts a
fundamental tenant of patriarchal identity formation. As the
Glossa ordinaria states, “It is not the custom of the Scriptures
that the order of women should be woven into generations.”8

And yet this is exactly what generations of Christian intellectuals
have attempted to do. The result has been, on the one hand, a
constant effort by ecclesiastics to transform how Western
societies conceive of kinship and descent, and on the other, a
constant if rarely stated tension between this ecclesiastical model
of descent and an older, still potent emphasis on male generation
and kinship.

Jesus’s Davidic descent is vital to the Christian understanding
of salvation and to Christian interpretation of Jewish scripture.
However, Christian scripture is internally contradictory and
raises ultimately insoluble problems concerning Jesus’s parent-
age, ancestry, kindred, and the significance of Mary in these es-
sential claims to this Davidic identity. In a nutshell the problem
is this: Jesus’s Davidic origins are based entirely on the genealo-
gies in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. These two genealogies
contradict each other. More significantly, both of these genealo-
gies are of Joseph, not of Mary. If Joseph was the legitimate father
of Jesus, then there is no problem of his Davidic descent, but
then he is not of divine origin; if Joseph was not his father, then
the claim that he was of Davidic descent remains without foun-
dation. Centuries of apologists and exegetes sought to resolve
the paradox of how to place Mary as the only human parent of
Jesus and yet preserve his descent from David.

Actually, this ought not to be a problem. Exegetes are quick
to point out that biological descent was not the primary concern
of either of the evangelists. Neither is concerned with biological
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continuity so much as legal continuity, a descent that within
second temple Judaism could only be traced through the male
line. These genealogies, as in the case of genealogies in general,
are not about the past so much as about the present: they are
arguments to establish identity, undergird status, and authenti-
cate an office or function. Matthew was primarily concerned to
show that Jesus was the son of David; Luke was concerned to
show that he was the Son of God. Neither was particularly con-
cerned either with the biological descent of Jesus from David or
with the historical details of his genealogy.9

Patristic and medieval theologians were similarly concerned
primarily with the spiritual and legal aspects of Jesus’s Davidic
descent. Rupert of Deutz, for example, focuses not on Jesus’s
biology but on his figurative descent from David through Joseph.
Commenting on Jacob’s ladder, which he interprets as the gene-
alogy of Jesus, he writes:

The highest rung of the ladder, by which the Lord is supported,

is this blessed Joseph, husband of Mary, from whom Jesus who

is called the Christ was born. In what manner was God and

Lord supported by him? In the same way that a pupil depends

on his tutor, in as much as he was born in this world without

a father, thus he was supported by this blessed Joseph, that he

should be the best father for this infant, that by his paternal

solicitude the child along with his Virgin mother might be

comforted.10

And yet, while theologians and exegetes might argue that
something so prosaic as biological descent should not have been
an issue, it most emphatically was. Genealogies may be about
the present and the future; spiritual descent may be more sig-
nificant than biological. Nevertheless from the first century,
questions about Jesus’s biological parentage created problems
for Jesus’s followers. The debate was not simply between his fol-
lowers and skeptics but among the former—between those who
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sought to anchor their authority in their kinship with him and
those who sought to undermine any claims to precedence based
on kinship. On the one hand, apparently even during his life-
time, questions were raised about Jesus’s legitimacy. Comments
in the Gospel of Mark (6:3) and John (8:41) may suggest that
Jesus was accused of illegitimacy by some of his opponents. In
the century following his death, a tradition circulated that Jesus
had been illegitimate. This may be echoed in Simeon ben Azzai
who is said to have found in Jerusalem a genealogy dated to
before the destruction of the Temple in which was written “So-
and so is a mamzer [anyone born of relations between whom
marriage is forbidden by the Mosaic law; a bastard] by a married
woman.”11 The fullest version of this accusation is repeated in
Origen’s Contra Celsum, in which the third-century theologian
quotes the second-century Celsus (writing in the persona of a
Jew): “The mother of Jesus . . . having been turned out by the
carpenter who was betrothed to her, as she had been convicted
of adultery and had a child by a certain soldier named Panther.”12

The responses from Jesus’s followers to these accusations var-
ied. Some emphasized that Jesus was indeed the legitimate son
of Joseph and Mary; others insisted that Jesus was not illegiti-
mate but nevertheless the son of the Virgin Mary who conceived
through the power of the Holy Spirit. Among the former were
Jewish followers of Jesus for whom Jesus’s relationship to Joseph
was essential for establishing his legitimacy and hence their au-
thority. These included the Ebionites, Jewish followers of Christ
from the Transjordanian area. “The Gospel of Nicodemus,” or
“Acts of Pilate,” associated with this group, explicitly rejects alle-
gations of Jesus’s illegitimacy by emphasizing that his parents
were legally married.13 In an interrogation by Pilate, the wit-
nesses to the betrothal of Joseph and Mary insist, in contradic-
tion of the accusations of Annas and Caiaphas, that they are
indeed Jews by birth, not converts, and that they were present
at the betrothal of Joseph and Mary.14
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Perhaps related to the Ebionites were those members of Jo-
seph’s family in Jerusalem who dominated the local Jesus com-
munity into the late first century. Jesus’s paternity was crucial to
this group because they drew their authority from their descent
from Joseph’s family; if Joseph were not actually related to Jesus,
then their claims would be nullified. The third-century historian
Eusebius reports, following a certain Heggesippus, a Jewish
Christian who reported early traditions from Jerusalem, that
Clopas, mentioned in John 19:25 and perhaps in Luke 24:18, had
been a brother of Joseph and father of Symeon. After the death
of James, Symeon succeeded his cousin because of his close rela-
tionship to Jesus. Obviously, if Jesus had not been the son of
Joseph, Symeon’s claims to the succession would have been
greatly lessened.15 As late as the 80s, according to Heggesippus,
descendants of Clopas through Jesus’s brother Jude continued
to play a leading role among the Jewish followers of Jesus. So-
called Desposyni (the Master’s People), that is, the descendants of
Jesus’s family from Nazareth and Cochaba, Heggesippus further
related, traveled about promoting such genealogical connec-
tions, presumably as part of a claim to authority within the
movement. Since these are exactly the regions in which the Ebio-
nites were reported to be active, one can perhaps see a direct
relationship between this Jewish sect and the Desposyni.16

Claims to descend from the family of Jesus and Joseph might
have produced a Christian kindred parallel to the Muslim Ha-
shimids, who claim authority based on their descent from the
Prophet.17 However, the Roman persecution of the Davidites
under Domitian in the 80s, along with the alternative Christian
position that Jesus was no kin of Joseph, whether intentionally
or not, helped to undermine this clan’s prominence, particularly
in non-Jewish Christian communities that comprised the vast
majority of converts.

Henceforth, Joseph would largely disappear from Christian
focus in favor of Mary, but this disappearing act had not been
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completed at the time that the evangelists were creating their
genealogies of Jesus, each of which is actually a genealogy of
Joseph. As a result, long after the descendants of Joseph had been
forgotten, Christian apologists had to struggle to preserve the
accuracy of scripture and the Davidic identity of Mary.

The two genealogies of Jesus that appear in the Gospels, one
in the first chapter of Matthew and one in Luke 3:23–38, support
the alternative Christian interpretation of Jesus’s birth: he was
the son of a virgin.18 Both Gospels are at pains to emphasize that
Jesus was the son of Mary and not of Joseph: “Joseph the hus-
band of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called Christ”
(Matt. 1:16);19 “Jesus . . . being the son (as was supposed) of Jo-
seph” (Luke 3:23). Whether or not this emphasis on the virgin
birth emerged in any way as an attempt by the opponents of the
Desposyni to counter their claims to authority in the generations
following Jesus’s death, these three texts present fundamental
problems: first, they remain genealogies of Joseph, not of Mary,
even though Joseph was rapidly becoming irrelevant to the his-
tory of salvation. Second, they are not in agreement with each
other: already the grandfather in Luke is named Heli, while Mat-
thew calls him Jacob. Moreover, even at the crucial generation
of David, Matthew’s Jesus is the descendant of Solomon while
Luke’s descends from Nathan. How then was Jesus Davidic? The
question clearly bothered Christians for centuries, and their so-
lutions take us into a long and fascinating history of rationaliza-
tions and projections that profoundly influenced whole spheres
of European thought.

An early attempt to reconcile the two genealogies was offered
by Julius Africanus, an early third-century author who produced
the first known attempt by a Christian to reconcile biblical and
secular history and chronology. In a letter to one Aristides repro-
duced in part by Eusebius,20 he proposed to reconcile the two
genealogies by recourse to Levitical law.21 Recalling the obliga-
tion of a man to father a child in the name of a brother who had
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died childless, he argued that the discrepancies in the genealogies
present two different representations of Joseph’s descent, one
reckoned by nature, one by law:

For the two families, descended from Solomon and Nathan re-

spectively, were so interlocked by the re-marriage of childless

widows and the “raising up” of offspring, that the same per-

sons could rightly be regarded at different times as the children

of different parents—sometimes the reputed fathers, sometimes

the real.22

His proposed solution is that Luke provides the legal geneal-
ogy and Matthew the biological genealogy. He presents the gene-
alogies as follows (apparently working with a manuscript of Luke
that omits two generations):

Luke Matthew

Melchi Matthan

Heli Jacob

Joseph Joseph

Melchi and Matthan were from different families but were suc-
cessive husbands of the same wife and fathered half-brothers.
This wife, Estha, first married Matthan, the descendant of Solo-
mon, and bore him Jacob. Then, on the death of Matthan, she
married Melchi, of the family of Nathan, and bore Heli. In the
next generation, Heli died childless, and his brother Jacob took
his wife and by her became the father of Joseph. Thus, according
to nature, Joseph was his son, but according to law, Joseph was
the son of Heli. This rather complex argumentation, which Afri-
canus says was preserved among the Desposyni, offered a possible
reconciliation of the two genealogies (although the two omitted
generations in that of Luke, Levi and Matthat, present further
problems). However, this solution does not deal with the rela-
tionship of Mary to David, an issue of no importance to the
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Desposyni, who apparently traced their descent from Joseph, but
one of fundamental significance to later generations. Eusebius
attempts to finesse this problem:

In tracing thus the genealogy of Joseph, Africanus has virtually

proved that Mary belonged to the same tribe as her husband,

in view of the fact that under the Mosaic law intermarriage be-

tween different tribes was forbidden, for the rule is that a

woman must wed someone from the same town and the same

clan, so that the family inheritance may not be moved from

tribe to tribe.23

Although this solution did not satisfy everyone in subsequent
generations it did provide a popular solution to the dilemma
that would be incorporated into the Glossa ordinaria.24

As the significance of Mary grew to the detriment of Joseph,
she was provided first with an immediate family and then with
a genealogy connecting her more explicitly to the house of
David. The earliest recorded conjectures that provided Mary
with parents appears in the Protoevangelium of James, a Greek
work written sometime around the middle of the second century
by a Christian from either Syria or Egypt.25 The Protoevangelium
answers questions unanswered in the canonical Gospels. For our
purposes, the Protoevangelium answers three important ques-
tions about Mary’s ancestry and kindred. First, it provides her
with parents, Anna and Joachim, the former clearly modeled on
Hannah, mother of Samuel, and the latter on the long tradition
of biblical figures beginning with Abraham who were without
offspring until the Lord showed mercy on them. Second, it ex-
plains the conception of Mary, which took place through the
miraculous intervention of an angel. Third, it explains the refer-
ences to “brothers of the Lord” by stating that Joseph was an
old man when he was betrothed to Mary and had children by a
previous marriage.
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The Protoevangelium had great success in the Greek-speaking
world where the cult of Anna was well established by the fourth
century. In the West, following the objections of Jerome to such
apocrypha,26 outside of Rome with its large populations of
Greek-speaking Christians, Anna and Joachim reached the
Latin-speaking world only slowly, and by a circuitous route.

While the Latin orthodox church of the fifth and sixth centu-
ries largely ignored the apocryphal tradition of Mary, North Af-
rican Donatists, with their strong emphasis on legitimate succes-
sion, were both fascinated with such genealogies and under no
compunctions about incorporating the Protoevangelium into
their tradition. Sometime around 390, a North African, possibly
one Q. Julius Hilarianus, wrote a short treatise that sought to
combine and reconcile all of the biblical genealogies. Although
the question of whether the original version of this text was
Donatist is in dispute, it very quickly was absorbed into a Dona-
tist tradition that long survived the Vandal conquest of North
Africa. In composing this Origo humani generis, Hilarianus
draws almost entirely on scripture, using a version of the pre-
Jerome Latin Bible and some of the apocrypha such as the third
book of Esdras.27 His work culminates with the birth of Jesus,
first recounting the genealogy in Matthew, ending with Joseph:
“Jacob begat Joseph, that is, coming together, of whom, as it was
thought Christ the Lord was the son according to the flesh.”28

But he then turns to the genealogy in Luke: “Let us return to
Nathan brother of Salomon from whom Mary takes her origin.”
This time he follows the genealogy in Luke with a few omissions
coming at last to Joseph. However, this is a different Joseph:

Joseph begat Ioachim. Ioachim begat mother Mary mother of

the lord Jesus Christ. Luke introduces this descent from Nathan

and Matthew that from Salomon so that one might know that

from the root of Jesse, that is from David, descended both Jo-

seph and Mother Mary.29
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This bold but simple solution, namely of ascribing the Lucan
genealogy to Mary and making the Joseph in this genealogy
Mary’s grandfather, was preserved in the Donatist communities
of North Africa and ultimately crossed the Strait of Gibraltar
and took root in Visigothic Spain. There it was incorporated
into the elaborate genealogies that appear in the manuscripts of
the Beatus commentary on the Apocalypse, itself probably based
on late Roman African exemplars, and thus entered European
circulation.30

Elsewhere, however, the idea of making Joseph Mary’s own
grandfather did not find resonance. However, an alternative ver-
sion of how the Lucan genealogy could become that of Mary was
offered by John of Damascus (ca. 676–787), who likewise saw
Luke’s genealogy as that of Mary, but astonishingly added to this
genealogy the name of the very Panther who had been in some
Jewish traditions identified as the Roman soldier who was the
father of Jesus. “Thus from the chain of Nathan son of David,
Levi begat Melchi and Panther; Panther begat Barpanther. This
Barpanther begat Ioachim. Ioachim begat the holy mother of
God.”31 This tradition entered the Latin West in the mid-twelfth
century through Burgundo of Pisa, was incorporated into texts
as widely diffused as Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend, and
became an alternative means of Mary rather than Joseph being
the bearer of Jesus’s Davidic heritage.32

Along with the moves to eliminate Joseph from the genealogy
of Jesus were moves to make those identified in the Gospels as
Jesus’s kin related to him through his mother’s family rather
than through that of Joseph. As we have seen in Eusebius,
Clopias, father of Symeon, was the brother of Joseph. The Pro-
toevangelium supports the tradition that Jesus’s “brothers” were
sons of Joseph by a previous marriage. However, by the fifth
century, Jerome was insisting that the “brethren” of the Lord
were his relatives through his mother.33 In the form of the Gospel
of Pseudo-Matthew, a text of probably the eighth or ninth cen-
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tury based largely on the Protoevangelium but accompanied by
a forged letter of Jerome testifying to its veracity, the Anna and
Joachim tradition took root in the West.34 However, although
Pseudo-Matthew makes James, Joseph, Judah, and Simeon sons
of Joseph by a previous marriage, this aspect of the story did not
dominate in the West. After some tentative formulations, in the
mid-ninth century, Haymo of Auxerre resolved the complexities
of the relationships within the Gospel by arguing that not only
were the brothers of the Lord sons of his mother’s sisters, but
that these sisters were the three Marys, each a daughter of Anna
by a different father. Drawing on the Pseudo-Matthew, available
for less than a century with its forged authentication by pseudo-
Jerome, he offers the following solution.

First Anna married Joachim, and from him gave birth to Mary
the mother of the Lord. After Joachim had died, she married
Cleopha, and from him had the other Mary, who is called in the
Gospels Maria Clephae. Moreover, Cleopha had a brother Jo-
seph, to whom he affianced his stepdaughter, the blessed Mary.
He gave his actual daughter to Alpheo, from whom was born
James the Lesser who is also called Justus, brother of the Lord,
and the other Joseph. After Cleopha died, Anna married a third
husband, Salome, and had from him the third Mary, from
whom, after being married to Zebadae, were born James the
Greater and the evangelist John.35 This invention of the three
husbands of Anna eliminated the last role of Joseph: the father
of the “brethren” of Jesus.

The progressive elimination of a significant role for Joseph in
the kindred of Jesus is paralleled by the increasing divergence
in representation of Joseph in iconography. The iconography of
Joseph from the fourth century to the thirteenth remains quite
limited. He has no independent iconographic tradition apart
from the holy family: he is represented dreaming one of the
three dreams in Luke’s Gospel, and he is present at the engage-
ment with Mary, at the journey to Bethlehem, the Nativity, the
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Adoration of the Magi, and in some scenes from the Proto-
evangelium—the trial by bitter water of Mary and the so-called
episode of Afrodisius, when temple idols fall at the arrival of
Jesus in Egypt.36

In the earliest representations, such as fourth-century repre-
sentations of the Magi, Joseph stands behind a chair in which is
seated Mary holding the Christ child. The representations of Jo-
seph and Mary are in a realistic style, and Joseph, standing beside
Mary, is the image of a paterfamilias. As Paolo Testini has sug-
gested, however, the relative equality with which Mary and Jo-
seph are treated in such early works changes progressively in the
fifth century, a change he attributes reasonably to the Council
of Ephesus and the elevation of Mary as Theotokos and queen
of virgins.37 Mary increasingly carries the attributes of a queen
or woman of power and splendor. Not so her husband, whose
representation maintains its original simplicity, if he is not deval-
ued either in size, in height in the image, or in physical appear-
ance. His age, emphasized in the Protoevangelium and the
Pseudo-Matthew, increases as does his infirmity. Generally, if not
absolutely consistently, in subsequent representations he appears
not so much her protector as her servant.

The attempts to revalue Joseph beginning in the twelfth cen-
tury seem, in spite of Bernard of Clairvaux, Rupert of Deutz,
and later Franciscan and Dominican preachers, to have met with
extraordinarily limited success.38 There are virtually no church
dedications to Joseph from the Middle Ages;39 no hagiographical
tradition develops apart from the apocryphal traditions of the
infancy narratives. When, at the end of the fourteenth century,
Jean Gerson attempted to develop a cult of Joseph as a model of
patriarchial authority, his efforts met with total failure.40 Even
the symbolic representations of Joseph as the nutritor of the holy
family failed to convey consistently the message that such sym-
bols of nurturing intended. Images of Joseph as cook, for exam-
ple, however well intended, became the material of ridicule.41
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The representation of Joseph and the flight into Egypt could be
read, by the fifteenth century, as old, spent, broken, a fool.

What does all this tell us about the elaboration of a Christian
origin legend and the place of Mary within it? First, the stages
of transformation and elaboration of these legends are radically
discontinuous: the early conflicts between the kin of Jesus and
other Christians were quickly forgotten, even by the time of
Eusebius, who nevertheless recorded their echoes in the form of
the information on the Desposyni. Donatist concerns with de-
scent and genealogy provided a fertile ground for the reception
of genealogical elaborations, but by the time they reached Eu-
rope and were incorporated into the Beatus tradition, their rela-
tionship to the persecuted and proscribed sect were forgotten.
Carolingian incorporation of apocrypha depended on the cre-
ation of a forged letter of Jerome that presumably gave authority
to the very texts the actual Jerome had condemned. By the
twelfth century, when Damascene tradition was being widely dif-
fused, nothing of the prehistories of Panther were known in the
West. And yet all of this miscellaneous and contradictory
material was reworked and recombined as fundamental ele-
ments of the Marian tradition.

Second, the instability of the tradition testifies to the inade-
quacy of any of these attempts to reconcile all of the scriptural
and traditional details. Just as there was never a definitive version
of the Tree of Jesse, there was never a definitive resolution of
the relationship between the genealogies of Matthew and Luke.
Mary’s kindred remained open-ended, with Anna as the matri-
arch of a diffuse family of saints and apostles.

Finally, as Mary assumed the biological role of providing Jesus
with Davidic identity, Joseph lost not only his position within
Christian salvation history but his dignity as well. Here I believe
is reflected in a negative manner the danger presented if “the
order of women should be woven into generations”: the order of
men loses both authority and dignity. By the fourteenth century,
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Gerson could attempt to promote the cult of Joseph, to empha-
size that as father of the holy family he commanded both Mary
and Jesus, but such exhortations fell on deaf ears. Mary’s rela-
tionship to Jesus and the Davidic promise may always have been
spiritual and symbolic, but it was also understood as carnal. In
a family in which a woman played this role, even if she was the
Virgin Mary, her husband could be nothing but an object of
scorn. This was a lesson that even the most enlightened and de-
voted father and husband could not but recognize.
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r
Women at the End

The two Judiths, like Libuše, the mother of the Bohemian
ducal family, and Gambara, the mother of the Lombards, like
the Amazons among the Goths, were there at the beginning of
their respective peoples, but not at the end. While foundational
texts may have given such characters central roles for reasons
of female patronage or ideology, over time they fail in male dis-
course as exemplars of social structure and political power. By
the twelfth century, the Judiths are passive conquests of
their dynamic husbands, evidence of the glory of their hus-
bands’ kindred but not in any sense its cause. Libuše too fades
from the scene, and with her the type of woman she represented:
“After the death of Princess Libuše, our women are subject to
the authority of men,” wrote Cosmas. Similarly, after the wise
and protective Gambara, came the mother of Lamissio, an un-
named prostitute, “more cruel than all wild beasts.” Fittingly,
when the Lombards were barred from crossing a river by the
Amazons, Lamissio himself swam into the river, killed the
most powerful of the Amazons, and won passage for his
people.1 Good or evil, wise or foolish, women cede to men, Ama-
zons are defeated by warriors, and the proper order is returned
to the world.

But there is Mary. Within the Western Christian tradition,
one woman retains her place at the beginning and at the end.



WO M E N AT T H E E N D

She, along with her mother Anna, are at the center of a different
family, the sacred family, that draws its identity unambiguously
from these two exceptional women. Anna is the dowager mother,
the thrice widowed woman who, through her daughters, stands
at the center of the family of the apostles. And Mary herself
stands at the center of salvation. She accomplishes what the Ju-
dith of the Hebrew Bible or those of the Carolingians could not:
to remain at the end as well as the beginning.

But as we have seen, such success comes at a price. For all the
possible multiplicities of origins, the medieval idolatry of origins
seems curiously monotheistic: there is room for a man or a
woman, but not both. Conceptualizing family as a social group
in which men stand at the center cannot but diminish the
women, and conversely women who stand in the center cannot
but diminish the men.

Of course, the progressive effacement of Gambara, Libuše, or
the Judiths is not reflective of the complex possibilities of real
women in the worlds in which these texts were written or re-
worked. By the same token, the rise of Mary is hardly evidence
of the rise of women’s access to power and autonomy at the
expense of men in the first centuries of the second millennium.
All of these figures have their existences within textual and narra-
tive worlds that intersect the world of lived experience in com-
plex and often paradoxical ways.

And yet, in contrast to the modeling of origins in antiquity,
powerful, autonomous women were at least thinkable in medi-
eval Europe. In a spirituality elaborated by an increasingly celi-
bate clergy and directed toward the patronage of powerful
women, thinking of women at the center, with all of its troubling
and subversive implications, grew as a spiritual model of social
organization and legitimacy. It would be centuries before Joseph
finally became a popular object of male piety, just as it would
be centuries before families and kingdoms could be headed by
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women who, neither widows nor guardian mothers, ruled as
well as reigned. Still, within the contradictory ways that the
past was used to understand the present and future, that origins
were seen as destinations, some room had appeared in the men-
tal landscape for women who not only began but endured and
prevailed.
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moyen âge,” in Michel Rouche and Jean Heuclin, eds., La femme au moyen-
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41. J. Ludvı́kovský ed., Kristiánova legenda—Legenda Christiani (Prague:
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gangenheit, esp. pp. 89–97.

43. Cosmas, 1.4, p. 11.

44. Petri Damiani, Epistolae, Lib. 2.13, PL 144:282–83.

45. Cosmas, 1.9, p. 19.

46. Herwig Wolfram, “Ethnographie und die Entstehung neuer ethnischer
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Bauböck, eds., Europas Identitäten: Mythen, Konflikte, Konstruktionen (Frank-

furt on the Main: Campus, 2003), pp. 25–35.

47. Cosmas, 1.9, p. 21.

87



N OT E S TO C H A P T E R T H R E E

48. The parallels between Libuše and Mathilda have been pointed out by
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(1968): 435–97; Oexle, “Welfische Memoria: Zugleich ein Beitrag über adlige
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pum, Ethiconem et Růdolfum.” It continues: “Henry had moved the monks to

Altomünster and then to Weingarten and the cannonesses, who had been there,

he placed in Altomünster. Henry married Atha and sired Saint Conrad bishop

of Constance, Eticho, and Rudolf.”

22. “Tempore Pii Lodowici inperatoris, filii Karoli Magni, extitit quidam de

principibus Bawarorum, qui fuit binomius, nam et Eticho et Welfus dicebatur;

cuius filiam nomine Iudith ipse Lodowicus post mortem Irmingardis inpera-

tricis accepit in coniugium, genuitque ex ea Karolum cesarem Calvum, unde

longa filiorum ac nepotum successione claruit regnum Francorum.” Annalista

Saxo, ed. G. Waitz, MGH SS 6, (Hanover, 1844), p. 764.

23. In this regard, one thinks of the account in Dudo of St. Quintin wherein

Rollo, when becoming the vassal of King Charles the Simple, refuses to kiss the

king’s feet as part of the ritual of vassality. He orders one of his men to do it

in his place. But this Viking grasps the king’s foot and raises it to his lips, thus

causing the king to fall over backward—the submission of the duke comes at

the cost of the humiliation of the king. Dudo, De Moribus et actis primorum

Normanniae ducum, PL 141:650–51.

24. Historia Welforum Weingartensis, MGH SS 21, pp. 458–59.

25. Gerd Althoff, Spielregeln der Politik im Mittelalter: Kommunikation in

Frieden und Fehde (Darmstadt: Primus Verlag, 1997).

26. Pauline Stafford, “Charles the Bald, Judith and England,” in Margaret

T. Gibson and Janet L. Nelson, eds., Charles the Bald, Court and Kingdom, 2nd

rev. ed. (Aldershot, UK: Variorum, 1990), pp. 139–53. See also Janet L. Nelson’s

comments in her translation of the Annals of St-Bertin (Manchester: Manches-

ter University Press, 1991), p. 83, n. 11.

27. Annals of St.-Bertin, a. 856, MGH: Annales Bertiniani, ed. G. Waitz,

MGH SSRG i.u.s. 5 (Hanover, 1883), an. 856, p. 47. Nelson, Annals of St.-

Bertin, pp. 81–83.

28. Nelson, trans., Annals of St.-Bertin, an. 862, p. 97.

29. For example, Jean Dunbabin, France in the Making, 843–1180 (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 69.

30. “Balduinum comitem, ipso lenocinante, et fratre suo Hludowico con-

sentiente, mutato habitu est secuta.” Annales Bertiniani, MGH SSRG i.u.s. 5,

pp. 56–57. Nelson, trans., Annales of St.-Bertin, p. 97. See also her remarks in

Nelson, Charles the Bald (London: Longman, 1992), p. 203.

91



N OT E S TO C H A P T E R T H R E E

31. David Nicholas, Medieval Flanders (London: Longman, 1992), p. 17.

32. Nicholas, Medieval Flanders, pp. 17–18; Rosamond McKitterick, The

Frankish Kingdoms under the Carolingians, 751–987 (London: Longman, 1983),

pp. 248–50.

33. Witger, Genealogia Arnulfi Comitis, ed. L. C. Bethmann, MGH SS 9,

(Hanover, 1851), pp. 302–4.

34. On the relationship between the Carolingian genealogy and St. Bertin,

see Helmut Reimitz, “Anleitung zur Interpretation: Schrift und Genealogie in

der Karolingerzeit,” in Walter Pohl and Paul Herold, eds., Vom Nutzen des

Schreibens, Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 5 (Vienna: Verlag der
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positif iconographique une position-clé, puisqu’elle correspond précisément

93



N OT E S TO C H A P T E R F O U R
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EPILOGUE

1. Paulus Diaconus, 1.15.
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Suggestions for Further Reading
r

A rich and growing literature in English, but also especially in German and

in French, is renewing how we understand the strategies that wrote women

into and out of ancient and medieval texts while exploring through this litera-

ture the complicated worlds in which real women lived. For a better under-
standing of women in classical literature and society, one should consult Elaine
Fantham, et al., Women in the Classical World: Image and Text (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994); Nicole Loraux, Les enfants d’Athéna: Idées
athéniennes sur la citoyenneté et la division des sexes (Paris: François Maspero,
1981); Melissa M. Matthes, The Rape of Lucretia and the Founding of Republics:
Readings in Livy, Machiavelli and Rousseau (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2000); Marie Theres Fögen, Römische Rechtsgeschichten: Über
Ursprung und Evolution eines sozialen Systems (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and
Ruprecht, 2002); Jean-Claude Schmitt, ed., Ève et Pandora: La création de la
femme (Paris: Gallimard, 2001); and Robert Rollinger and Christoph Ulf, eds.,
Geschlechterrollen und Frauenbild in der Perspektive antiker Autoren (Innsbruck:
Studien Verlag, 2000).

A similar rich literature is developing a new and nuanced understanding of
the representation of women in medieval literature, among them Lisa M. Bitel,
Women in Early Medieval Europe, 400–1100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002); Leslie Brubaker and Julia M. H. Smith, eds., Gender in the Early
Medieval World: East and West, 300–900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004); Mary C. Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski, eds., Gendering the Mas-
ter Narrative: Women and Power in the Middle Ages (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 2003); Constance Brittain Bouchard, Those of My Blood: Constructing
Noble Families in Medieval Francia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2001); Theodore Evergates, ed., Aristocratic Women in Medieval France
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999); and Christiane
Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêstres: Essai sur l’imaginaire médiéval de la
parenté (Paris: Fayard, 2000).

Particularly important are studies of Mary and Anna as models or exemplars:
Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn, eds., Interpreting Cultural Symbols:



S U G G E S T I O N S F O R F U RT H E R R E A D I N G

Saint Anne in Late Medieval Society (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990);

Lucette Valensi, La fuite en Égypte: Histoires d’Orient et d’Occident (Paris: Seuil,

2002); Hedwig Röckelein, Claudia Opitz, and Dieter R. Bauer, eds., Maria

Abbild oder Vorbild? Zur Sozialgeschichte mittelalterlicher Marienverehrung

(Tübingen: Edition Diskord, 1990); and Dominique Iogna-Prat, Éric Palazzo,

and Daniel Russo, eds., Marie: Le culte de la vierge dans la société médiévale

(Paris: Beauchesne, 1996).
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