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“One asked the reason why women were so crooked and perverse in their conditions”, 
starts an early modern joke. “[A]nother answered because the fi rst woman was made 
of a crooked thing”.1 In a typically misogynist vein, the bent rib signalled trouble. For 
men, women appeared as a constant threat to their preferred divine order, although 
feminine crookedness was also a laughing matter. For women, their being moulded 
from Adam’s rib was also troubling, but in a different way. What exactly was the 
place they were assigned by the rib story? Sex difference fi gured in many ways 
in early modern culture. It had many roots, of which the creation narrative was 
perhaps the most basic. According to Christian thought, women and men had been 
allocated different natures and tasks from the very beginning. But what did the rib 
story really mean? As everything about gender, it could be interpreted in many ways. 

The standard interpretation, of course, supported the patriarchal world of values: 
man was created fi rst, and woman only to be a helpmeet to him – hence her origin 
in his rib. Women too, like the English Puritan noblewoman Lady Grace Mildmay, 
appropriated this view and tried to follow its dictates in their personal life: “Let not 
a woman teach, neither usurp authority over the man, but be in silence. For Adam 
was fi rst formed, then Eve”, wrote Lady Grace, echoing for her own instruction the 
views of the Bible and its various interpretations, including not only sermons and 
household manuals but jestbooks as well.

Others, however, saw the story in a more confl icting light. What about the 
materials from which these two were made? Eve was the nobler of the two, made 
of purifi ed matter, not of earth like Adam. Everything else God made out of clay, 
but Eve was formed from a rib that was human, God’s highest creation so far. For 
late medieval and early modern “proto-feminist” thinking, this was important, and 
Christine de Pisan, for one, argued for the nobility of woman on these grounds: 
women and men were both endowed with a similar soul, and “as to the makynge 
of the body”, women were created by the most sovereign workman and formed in 

1 Robert Chamberlain 1639. Conceits, Clinches, Flashes, and Whimzies. London, sig. C2r –C2v.
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terrestrial paradise of “the moost noble matere that euer was made”.2 Just to keep 
things in perspective, however: Eve was not made from the highest point of man’s 
body, nor the lowest, to make her superior or inferior, “but out of the middle of his 
bodie, of a ribbe of his side, that thereby shee might appeare his equal, and be 
taken as his fellow-helper”, as another Englishman, the clergyman William Heale, 
explained in 1609 in his Apologie for Women.3

These views were nothing if not typical, and easily assimilated to Christian 
teaching. Similar sentiments, whether everyday interpretations or high theology, 
can be found written in any European language and preached in any early modern 
Christian church, of all denominations, since the origins of gender order were a 
basic ingredient of early modern social thinking. Early modern people saw gender 
in what we might now call essentialist terms. Men and women were created, 
expressly, as men and women. Anything not easily adjusted to these categories 
meant trouble. Sex was the primary category of difference and found its authority 
everywhere in the Bible and in the natural world, or so the early moderns believed. 
As a basic structure of divine order, gender also permeated every fi eld of human 
thought and practice.

And yet the debates were endless. What did it mean, in practice, that some 
people were women and others men? How to defi ne men and women and their 
roles in society, if even the Creation could be interpreted in such confl icting ways? 
Against moralist prescription, and often expectation too, the social experience of 
women gave them ample opportunity to feel active and infl uential, while men’s 
strength and power could not be maintained without sustained justifi cation. Even if 
early modern people did take the primary division of women and men for granted, 
its meanings were not stable and unquestioned in any cultural fi eld. And what to do, 
more generally, about sex difference – how indeed to put into practice the principal 
binary of all early modern thinking? Early modern people did this in such manifold 
ways that questioning not only what gender meant to them but how they thought 
with gender when understanding their world is still a pertinent task.

This volume is a product of a process started at a symposium called Gender 
in Early Modern Europe, arranged by the Collegium for Advanced Studies and 
the Renvall Institute at the University of Helsinki, in the summer of 2005. Some of 
the articles in the volume are more or less loosely based on papers given at the 
symposium, while some of the participants decided to discuss a different topic. To 
make the discussion even more interesting, Kate and I as editors decided to seek 
reinforcements, and almost half the articles now in the book are by historians who 
took up our invitation and joined in later. While the original symposium was more 
multidisciplinary in scope than the articles in this book suggest, we hope that what 
was lost in variety can be gained in unity of perspective. The contributors now 
represent different fi elds of history and literary studies.

2 Christine de Pisan 1521. The Boke of the Cytye of Ladyes. Trans. Bryan Anslay. London, sig. Dd6v.

3 W[illiam] H[eale] 1609. An Apologie for Women. Oxford, 54.
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Still, the topics presented here are nothing if not varied. The articles in the 
collection are not arranged chronologically, but their time span ranges over four 
centuries, from the fi fteenth to the eighteenth. Neither are they arranged according 
to the geographical location studied, but they cluster around Scandinavia, England 
and Italy, but also include France and Germany. 

What unites the articles is the focus on and use of the concept of gender to 
make sense of the past. One useful way of looking at gender is to discuss how it 
functioned in the production of knowledge about issues other than gender itself –
in this view, gender functions as a conceptual way of organising the world and a 
concrete tool for confi guring practices. For early modern people, as for us, the 
world appeared as a highly gendered system, and the places of actual men and 
women in it were not the only fact determined by conceptions of gender. Among 
the wider themes where we see gender functioning in this volume are religion and 
politics, kinship and law, sexuality and the body, and science and writing, but we 
also look at spheres and spaces that, mostly from a woman’s perspective, were 
gendered in a more complex way than early modern sources at fi rst glance seem to 
suggest. Gender, as a cognitive tool, helped to think and shape early modern reality.

Another premise that runs through the book is an attempt to rethink our deep-
seated generalisations about gender in history: knowing that history is always more 
complicated than we fi rst assume, many of us will start with a stereotype that needs 
to be broken – even if that stereotype ends up being a straw man (or woman) that has 
never really been “true”. Do we think that women’s religious experiences were not 
as crucial to shaping theological truths as men’s were, or that nuns were secluded 
in convents and thus unable to exercise power? That women were excluded from 
male spaces of leisure, such as the alehouse, or that non-Christian women were 
shielded from contact with European travellers and were thus invisible to them, 
for example in Turkey? That women did not actively try to control the economic 
realities of their everyday lives, such as work, marriage, or inheritance rights, or 
that they left the management of wealth to their husbands and male relatives? That 
even if women could write, they were not at the centre of humanist intellectual life? 
That the intimacies of early modern sisterhood were limited to discussing family 
matters? That male sexuality was phallocentric, or that female and male bodies 
were either sharply differentiated or/and followed the one-sex-model (whichever 
stance you choose)? Whether we believe these stereotypes – some of them widely 
accepted, some little discussed, others more controversial – or not, they form the 
core of the questioning stance in the articles of this volume.

We will start with Keith Luria’s examination of gender and conversion narratives 
during the French religious controversies of the seventeenth century. Focusing 
on two cases of women’s deathbed conversion, Luria discusses the discrepancy 
between standard misogynist attitudes to women and the special credence given 
to their deathbed conversions in the battle of the churches. The value of women’s 
deathbed conversions speaks to the close relationship between female religiosity 
and the body, particularly on the Catholic side, but conversion narratives also had 
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great polemical value expressly because of the status of the hour of death as a 
moment of “truth”. The relationship between death and spiritual truth was clearly 
gender-specifi c, but narratives of women’s conversion experiences could speak to 
readers of both genders, both questioning and reinforcing the limits of patriarchy.

If women, or representations of female experience, could play an important 
role in religious politics, gendered polemics could construct truths about foreign 
countries and peoples as well. Narratives on women can both familiarise otherness 
and persuade readers towards a more complex view of strange cultures. With Eva 
Johanna Holmberg we move to how Jewish women under Ottoman rule were 
portrayed in English travel writing of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
In Holmberg’s article, male writers’ descriptions of woman as complexly other – 
particularly in terms of gender, religion and racialisation – are shown to contribute 
to a “foreign knowledge” that combined imagination with experience, and fi ction 
with fact. In appropriating and creating knowledge on another culture, Holmberg 
suggests, English writers were juggling much more than just a mirror image of 
their own Englishness: home-grown views on gender could both contribute to an 
understanding of foreign culture and its margins, and be problematised by the 
multiple uses in which Jewish women appear in these texts.

From the often unwittingly sexualising gaze of travel writing we turn to very 
conscious negotiation of male sexuality, and from men’s views on women to men’s 
views of themselves. Jonas Liliequist’s article presents us with two interesting 
accounts of eighteenth-century Swedish masculinity, and suggests ways in which 
the concept of virility can be used as an analytical tool when analyzing gender. 
Liliequist shows how, in the two secret diaries, discursive meanings of masculinity 
are constructed in narratives of sexual conquest and practice, and analyses what 
conceptual formations were used to link the levels of practice and representation. 
Questioning the phallocentric model often seen as the basis for historical study 
of (male) sexuality, Liliequist presents a case for virility allowing us to link sexual 
behaviour with wider questions of masculinity.

The theme of sexuality and gender continues from another perspective in 
Sari Kivistö’s article on the German humanist and satirist G. F. von Franckenau, 
whose medical writing problematises gender divisions through an interest in the 
wondrous, the curious, and the deviant. Franckenau’s collection of curious cases 
where boundaries are broken not only between male and female but other natural 
bodies as well, works towards defi ning sexes by stretching the limits of early modern 
markers of difference. By considering female testicles and male menstruation, for 
example, we may arrive at a view where even early modern understandings of sex-
specifi c bodily functions were highly volatile.

Of course, not only representations and knowledge are gendered, and Bernard 
Capp’s article takes us towards gendered places and practices. His article starts 
with the idea that alehouses and taverns in early modern England were understood 
primarily as male spaces, but a closer look will reveal that women of many sorts 
appeared in drinking establishments either for work or recreation. The early modern 



Introduction

7

view that alehouses were for men not only leaves out the alewives and maids 
serving drinks to male customers, but, perhaps more importantly, it also ignores 
a large female clientele of all social ranks and of different ages. Women came in 
with their husbands and female friends, in mixed parties, or even alone. However, 
women’s needs and preferences may have been different from men’s, and the 
alehouse world also supplied them with special rooms and a different sociability 
than that produced mainly by, and for, men.

If women have not been thought to inhabit the world of the tavern, our historical 
imagination certainly has placed them in female convents which we tend to 
associate mainly with devotion and contemplation, if also with charity and good 
works. However, both convents and individual nuns could resist their religious labels 
and maintain wider interests in power and power relations. Kate Lowe’s article 
examines the two most important female convents in Venice and roots out the 
different strategies these institutions had for empowering both the convent and its 
inhabitants. Living apart in communities did not deter Venetian nuns from taking an 
active role in promoting their institutions, and convents in turn used the status and 
prestige of its nuns for wielding power in the world. Female convents were indeed 
players in local politics, and convents also vied for power and status between 
themselves, even if the ways and means of exerting authority were highly gendered.

Another fi eld of power that has been seen as primarily male-dominated in the 
early modern period is law. However, as people came in confl ict with the law when 
making their everyday choices, women again could have strategies of their own to 
manage their livelihood and their family relations. Mia Korpiola’s article introduces 
us to Elin Tönnesdotter, a headstrong young Swedish noblewoman whose dealings 
with the Svea Court of Appeal reveal an interesting view of women’s opportunities 
to juggle individual choice, family interests and property strategies. The reason for 
our knowing about Elin is her clash with the general interests of the contemporary 
nobility: in the turmoils of seventeenth-century Sweden, the elite paid much 
attention to controlling family alliances, limiting female access to land and wealth, 
and consolidating the meanings of noble descent. By her liaisons and marriage with 
unwelcome suitors, Elin called forth an unusual amount of legal action which can 
both reveal to us women’s otherwise hidden means of agency, and show how early 
modern litigation was used as a means of controlling land, status and gender.

With Anu Lahtinen’s article, we stay not only in early modern Sweden, but also 
with the meanings of family. Reading the letters of the fi ve Stenbock sisters, late 
sixteenth-century aristocrats one of whom even became a queen, she shows how 
rhetoric intertwined with intimacy when sisterly relations were negotiated. Even if 
the importance of family can be no surprise in early modern culture, sisterhood 
emerges in Lahtinen’s article as a very special form of intimacy that could be 
appealed to when needing assistance or company, and referred to even between 
women who were not sisters by blood but by social status. The various meanings 
of sisterhood in early modern women’s lives could extend from the most mundane 
details of everyday life to the intrigues of high politics. But, as Lahtinen shows, 
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sisterhood also indicated an emotional bond that was different to brotherly or 
parental relations.

Family, in early modern parlance, could be a very wide-ranging set of relations. 
The theme of family connections continues from another perspective in Sarah 
Ross’s article on learned women in Renaissance Italy, educated and supported by 
their fathers and subsequently fashioned as “daughters” of their literary patrons. 
Concentrating on the woman humanist Cassandra Fedele, Ross uses what she 
calls the “father-daughter dyad” to shed light on the strategies of female writers 
and their patrons to work together and gain prestige for either party. By fi guring the 
patron as a father, the intellectual woman of the Renaissance could gain a position 
from which to write and approach male colleagues without courting dishonour. 
Domestic rhetoric also provided patrons with a means to further an intellectual 
woman’s career without making their public relationship questionable. Cassandra 
Fedele, with her negotiation of and collaboration with her professional “fathers”, 
can be seen as a perfect example of the newly accepted woman humanist, a new 
breed in Renaissance intellectual life.

Perhaps Cassandra with her intellectual fathers can also bring us back to Adam 
and Eve and the trouble with the rib. As fellow helpers, man and woman could 
both fi nd various positions in early modern culture to further their own agendas. 
Sex difference functioned on a very practical level, as in many of the articles here, 
but it was also a major conceptual divide that allowed actual women and men to 
negotiate their place in the world. As popular theologians like the above-mentioned 
William Heale asserted, neither women nor men could make it alone. Whether 
help or hindrance, the rib story also signalled a way for women and men to work 
together. Even if man remained the constant head of natural order, what could 
be dearer to him than his own bones? Let us fi nish this introduction with a further 
comment from Heale. As a supreme indication of the “equality” of the sexes, God 
also instituted marriage when he gave Adam back his bone:
 

Their creation was presently accompanied with institution of their marriage; wherein 
Adam receiued his owne againe with rich advantage. Hee lost (as far as we read) but 
a bare bone: He received it againe branched into many bones, bewrapped vp in tender 
fl esh, twisted on curious ioints, ful of liuely spirits […] louely to be seene, louely to be 
talk’d withal, like in al things.4

Even if being “like” could be interpreted in various ways, all the trouble with ribs, 
according to God’s word, the highest authority in early modern Europe, was worth it.

4 Heale, Apologie, 56.
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