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The par t i cu la r  concern i n  t h i s  paper is the  involvement of women i n  
spor t  during the Middle Ages and Renaissance period and, indeed, the ana lys i s  
w i l l  examine t h i s  involvement a s  t o  woman's r o l e  a s  spec ta tor  o r  par t ic ipant .  
Sport  is used a s  an all-encompassing term and w i l l  embrace play, games, dance 
and f i e l d  spor t s ,  a s  well a s  rec rea t iona l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  pastimes and 
amusements. Sport,  i n  t h e  modern sense, involving competition, i n  a 
highly-skilled and organized a c t i v i t y ,  did not e x i s t  even f o r  males i n  the  
Middle Ages and Renaissance. The c loses t  would be t h e  tournament, where there  
were s p e c i f i c  ru les ,  knights were highly t rained,  and there  was competition 
f o r  a spec i f ic  goal. Indeed, t h e  tournament was occasionally re fe r red  t o  a s  
being a sport .  However, t h e  modern concept of sport  has i t s  genesis i n  f i e l d  
s p o r t s  such a s  hunting and f i sh ing ,  and such a c t i v i t i e s  were accepted f o r  
cen tur ies  t o  be t h e  s p o r t s  of t h e  gentlemen and, t o  a l e s s e r  degree, ladies .  
The word sport  has i ts  r o t  meaning i n  mldisportml, which means " to  d i v e r t  P oneselfmm, t o  amuse oneself . It is  i n  t h i s  context t h a t  t h i s  analysis  w i l l  
be bas ica l ly  concerned. 

It is very d i f f i c u l t  t o  general ize about the  posi t ion of women during 
t h e  Medieval period due p a r t i a l l y  t o  t h e  contradictory theor ies  expounded i n  
t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  and occasionally portrayed i n  the  a r t .  The Church, and t h e  
a r i s tocracy ,  the two main forces i n  t h i s  time period, simultaneously exal ted 
and condemned the woman, and women found themselves o s c i l l a t i n g  between lla p i t  
and a pedestal112 The Church elevated Mary, the  mother of God, t o  a posi t ion 
of sharing with the  masculine t r i n i t y  of the  Father, Son and Holy Ghost. One 
r e s u l t  was the  emergence of t h e  Virgin cult3; however, a t  t h e  same time, 
women were seen by the  church a s  an e v i l  temptress and a s  the  incarnat ion of 
t h e  Devil, f o r  it was Eve who beguiled e dam^. In  the  l ay  world, the  c u l t  of 
t h e  Lady emerged, p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  development of chivalry among t h e  
ar is tocracy.  The v i r tues  of t h e  Lady were extol led by t h e  troubadours, who 
emphasized beauty and gentleness. This idea l iza t ion  and g l o r i f i c a t i o n  
ac tua l ly  was a detriment t o  women, a s  it was a s u p e r f i c i a l  reverence and 
accentuated t h e i r  inequal i ty .  Furthermore, t h e  r e a l  world of feudalism 
demonstrated t h e i r  subjection, a s  a woman spent a l l  her l i f e  under t h e  
guardianship of a male, t h a t  is her fa ther ,  her husband or  her lo rd ,  and t h i s  
woman was "a complete s lave t o  a system of mil i tar ism and land 
The medieval ambivalence of ,  on t h e  one hand g lor i f i ca t ion ,  and on the  o ther  
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debasement and subjection, d id  not continue i n t o  the Renaissance, and indeed, 
i n t o  the sixteenth century. An Englishwoman was, t o  her menfolk, "a 
companion.. . (and). . .co-partner i n  the rev i va l  o f  learning o f  the a r t  o f  
livingq'6. 

Medieval a r t  and l i t e ra tu re  has indeed represented a picture of 
lovely lad ies  and glor ious fes t i v i t i es ,  beaut i fu l  v i r g ins  and knights i n  
shining arrnour. Recent scholars are beginning t o  question whether these 
portrayed ideals were not simply ideals, and whether they were, i n  rea l i t y ,  
the norms actual ly  practised by society.' For example, there appears t o  be 
a contradict ion wi th respect t o  adultery and lovers. I n  the twe l f th  century 
there emerged Courts of Love and subsequently a Code o f  Love. The f i r s t  code 
stated: "Marriage i s  no good excuse against lovingw8 and the t h i r t y - f i r s t  
code stated that: "Nothing prevents one woman from being loved by two men, or  
one man by two womenw9. Countess Dia, one of the very few women poets i n  
the twe l f th  century, wrote a Love Song: 

Fa i r  lover, f u l l  o f  grace and goodness, when s h a l l  I have 
you i n  my power? When, i n  bed wi th you one night, can I 
give you a k i ss  o f  love? Believe me, I should be great ly  
glad t o  see you i n  place o f  my husband, on only one 
condition: that  you had promised me t o  do a l l  that  I would 
have you do.lO 

Andreas Capellanus went fur ther i n  h i s  twe l f t h  century t rea t ise  
Arnore (On Love), i n  which he stated that  l*love could not  ex i s t  'betweent two 
people wh are married t o  each other; 'but onlyr outside the bonds o f  
wedlock".Q However, i t  i s  known that  adultery was condemned and "was 
counted among the punishable crimes, as both Church and state thought 
themselves ca l led  upon t o  safeguard the matrimonial bondslt.12 There was, 
however, i n  general, a double standard as women committing adultery were more 
commonly and more severely punished than were men, pa r t i cu la r l y  among the 
upper classes. Men, again those o f  the upper class, qu i te  commonly had 
mistresses and i l l e g i t i m a t e  children.13 Wife-beating was qu i te  acceptable 
and canmon and, indeed, i n  th i r teenth century France, men were permitted by 
law t o  beat t h e i r  wives: "Provided he nei ther k i l l s  nor maims herw.14 
Also, i n  England, laws ' n  the fourteenth century allowed husbands " lawful  and 
reasonable c o r r e c t i o n d 5  However, the reversal o f  t h i s  custom was i n  
evidence, pa r t i cu la r l y  among the midd e and lower classes. A favor i te  theme 
was that  o f  thqyhenpecked and men who were beaten i n  public 
were r id iculed.  Also, i n  two f i f t e e n t h  century drawin s women are 
depicted attacking monks and a clergyman who have molested themP8' 

Throughout the Middle Ages there was a very d e f i n i t e  soc ia l  
structure, and the l i f e s t y l e ,  customs and mannerisms were d i s t i nc t i ve  t o  the 
soc ia l  class. Chivalry and the code o f  chivalry were ways o f  l i f e ,  reserved 
f o r  the aristocracy, and were de f i n i t e l y  not par t  o f  the l i f e  o f  the 
peasants. The working class maintained and contributed t o  the existence o f  
the Church and the aristocracy, but they d id  not  im i ta te  them i n  t he i r  
l i f e s t y l e s  nor pract ise t h e i r  values and norms. The peasants were simply too 



busy t o i l i n g  and surviving, and "men and women worked together.. . ( as ) .  . . there 
was no sharp d iv i s ion  of labour.ff19 Women worked a t  physically demanding 
jobs, and there  was no g l o r i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  f r a g i l e ,  gent le  sex. And, a s  
gu i lds  developed, Beard (1962) noted t h a t  i n  England, of some 85 gui lds ,  72 a t  
l e a s t  allowed women a s  f u l l  and equal par tners .  Occasionally there were times 
when men were subordinated t o  women, a s  can be seen i n  the  Smithfield 
Decretals of Gregory I X . ~ O  The husband is shown doing the  t r a d i t i o n a l  
women's t asks  such a s  bringing water, washing the  dishes and laundry, 
spinning, and then, being beaten by t h e  woman. Writers and a r t i s t s  of t h e  
Middle Ages devoted only cursory a t ten t ion  t o  the peasants. Occasionally they 
would appear i n  the  margins of books and i n  the  backgrounds of t h e  paint ings 
and i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  Such has been t h e  case i n  most s o c i e t i e s ,  a s  a r t i s t s  and 
wr i te r s  were i n  t h e  main commissioned by the  wealthy t o  produce or c r e a t e  
works about them, and a l s o  it  has been t h e  wealthy who have provided t h e  
l i v i n g  f o r  t h e  a r t i s t s .  With the  gradual r i s e  of t h e  middle c l a s s  i n  t h i s  
time period, and the  very gradual improvement i n  t h e  l i f e  of the  peasant,  the  
a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e  s t a r t e d  t o  slowly r e f l e c t  these classes .  I n  the  s ix teen th  
century several  Flemish pa in te rs  emerged, and t h e  main subjects  f o r  t h e i r  
paint ings were peasant men and women, and t h e i r  l i f e  and customs. Of these,  
P i e t e r  Brueghel t h e  Elder, is perhaps t h e  most famous, par t i cu la r ly  with 
regard t o  s p o r t s  and games. 

The d i f f i c u l t y  of ascertaining the  ac tua l  l i f e s t y l e s  and mannerisms 
of t h e  time period has been compounded by t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  conceptions of t h e  
epoch and by the  character  of the  sources. Due t o  t h e  a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  
which has emphasized t h e  c u l t  of t h e  Lady and t h e  code of chivalry,  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  conceptions a r e  of a romantic e r a ,  ga l lan t  knights, lovely l a d i e s  
and beau t i fu l  cas t les .  The feudal system is so  d i f fe ren t  from ancient  and 
modern conceptions of s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic order t h a t  an unreal,  
f a i r l y - t a l e  conception clouds our visions. Also, the  s t o r i e s  of t h e  knights 
of t h e  round table ,  and romances such a s  Tris tan and I so lde  add t o  t h e  
paint ing of such a picture.  Moreover, a majority of t h e  medieval manuscripts 
a r e  those by Church f a t h e r s ,  a s  they were, i n  the main, t h e  most educated, but 
t h e i r  concerns were primarily ecc les ias t i ca l .  Other l i t e r a r y  works t h a t  have 
been preserved a r e  those of the  troubadours' songs, moral essays and t a l e s ,  a s  
well a s  law books. Generalizations from such sources cannot be accepted 
unreservedly. There is  obviously no s ing le  formula, o r  d e f i n i t i v e  opinion, 
covering t h e  s t a t u s  and r o l e  of women i n  t h i s  time period, f o r  a l l  women 
simply did not conform t o  the  laws, o r  p rac t ices  described and decreed. 
However, i n  general terms t h e  functions, a t t i t u d e s  and prac t ices  of women were 
sharply defined and conformed t o  c l a s s  l ines .  

However widespread or narrow the  ac tua l  p rac t i se  of the  c u l t  of t h e  
Lady and the  code of chivalry,  t h e  exis tence of these was a r e a l i t y .  They 
were perhaps, simply f f idea l sv  t h a t  the  l a d i e s  and the  knights aimed f o r ,  and 
a s  such these idea l s  played a considerable r o l e  i n  determining t h e  values and 
t h e  norms of the  ar is tocracy.  In the  t en th  and eleventh cen tur ies  the  s t a t u s  
of women was low and they had few r igh ts .  The knights i n  t h i s  period whether 
a s  husbands or lovers ,  were inconsiderate ,  unfai thful ,  and uncul t ivated,  
thinking only of themselves and t h e i r  physical exp lo i t s ,  usually i n  warfare. 
Early ep ics  such a s  Raul of Cambrai and The Song of Roland depicted knights 



pi l l ag ing ,  murdering and raping. A s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s t a b i l i t y  increased and 
thereby wealth and l iv ing  standards, a t  l e a s t  f o r  t h e  ar is tocracy,  increased, 
the  accepted s o c i e t a l  expectations of knightly behavior changed. From t h e  
beginning of the  th i r teen th  century onwards, there  was a new a t t i t u d e  towards 
women, and they were placed on a pedestal,  t o  be courted, admired, respected, 
adored and worshipped. Also a new type of knight emerged: a gent le  knight,  
f u l l  of honour, f a i t h f u l ,  t r u e ,  considerate  and ready t o  defend h i s  God, h i s  
noble and h i s  lady. The behavior of t h e  knight was described i n  such books a s  
The Book of the  Order of Chivalr , writ ten about 1280 by t h e  Catalan Raymond 
Lull  t rans la ted  a t  the end of t t e  f i f t e e n t h  century i n t o  English by Willam 
Caxton. The knight 's Seven Arts were elaborated on by Johannes Rohe i n  Der 
R i t t e r s ~ j e g e l  "(Knight's Mirror)", wri t ten a t  t h e  end of the  f i f t e e n t h  
centuryLL; and S i r  William Segar, a t  the  turn of t h e  seventeenth century, 
wrote i n  Books of Honor and Armes of t h e  d u t i e s  of the  knight and gentleman: 

F i r s t  i t  behooveth him t o  f e a r e  God, and with a l l  h i s  power 
t o  maintaine and defend t h e  Chris t ian f a i t h .  

To be char i t ab le ,  and comfort those t h a t  a r e  a f f l i c t e d .  

To serve f a i t h f u l l y ,  and defende h i s  Prince and countrey 
couragioiusly 

To forgive the f o l l i e s  and offences of o ther  men, and 
s incerely embrace t h e  love of f r ineds.  

To esteeme t rue th ,  and without respect maintaine it. 

To avoide s louth and superfluous ease. 

To spend the time i n  honest and vertuous act ions.  

To reverence Magistrates and converse with persons of 
honour. 

To eschew not and d e t e s t  intemperancies. 

To frequent the  warre, and use m i l i t a r i e  exercises .  

To eschew dishonest pleasures, and endevour t o  doe good 
unto others. 

To accommodate himselfe t o  t h e  honour of honest company, 
and be no wrangler. 

To shunne the  conversation of perverse persons and behave 
himselfe modestly. 

T3 be sober and d i s c r e e t ,  no boaster of h i s  owne ac tes ,  qor 
speaker of himselfe. 



To desire no excessive riches, and pat ien t ly  endure worldly 
calamaties. 

To undertake enterprises just, and defend the r i g h t  o f  
others. 

To support the oppressed, and helpe widowes and Orphans. 

To love God, and be l oya l1  t o  h i s  Prince. 

To preferre honour before worldly wealth, and be both i n  
worde and deed j us t  and f a i t h f  ~ 1 1 . ~ ~  

And Castiglione, i n  1528, wrote i n  The Book o f  the Courtier: 

... if he (the cour t ie r )  happens t o  engage i n  arms i n  some 
publ ic  spectable such as jousting, tourneying or  volleying, 
o r  other k ind o f  physical recreation, mindful o f  where and 
i n  whose presence he i s ,  he w i l l  make sure that  he i s  as 
elegant and a t t rac t i ve  i n  the exercise o f  arms as he i s  
competent, and tha t  he feeds the eyes of these who are 
looking on everything that  can give him added grace. He 
w i l l  ensure tha t  the horse he has i s  beaut i fu l l y  
comparisoned, t ha t  he himself i s  suitably at t i red,  w i th  
appropriate mottoes and ingenious devices t o  a t t rac t  the 
eyes o f  the onlookers i n  h i s  d i rect ion as surely as the 
loadstone a t t rac ts  iron.23 

I t  was not su f f i c i en t  simply t o  be pro f ic ien t  i n  the knight 's Seven 
Arts, as these accomplishments had t o  be observed, and acknowledged, by 
others. The tournament provided precisely t h i s  poss ib i l i t y .  The knight  could 
parade i n  h i s  f inery  i n  f r on t  of the audience consist ing o f  ladies and nobles, 
display h i s  mar t ia l  a b i l i t i e s  i n  the joust or tourney, and then exh ib i t  h i s  
cour t ly  manners and dancing s k i l l s  i n  the f e s t i v i t i e s  that  followed or  
preceded the contest. Thus, the prescribed socia l  ro les  could be enacted and 
the appropriate soc ia l  approval accorded. 

This development i n  society, namely the evolution of the warrior 
knight t o  the gentleman knight, was a s ign i f i cant  factor i n  the diffusion, 
aggrandisement and societa l  acceptance o f  the tournament. The tournament 
became a means o f  the expression and enactment o f  chivalry. Indeed, 
tournaments "qui ne devrai lent Stre que des 6coles de guerre deviennenet 
vraiment des Ccoles d'impudeur po6tique e t  dtadult8re 616gant.':24 Thus, by 
the beginning of the th i r teenth  century, tournaments were regular occurrences 
f o r  the n o b i l i t y  on the continent and i n  England and, indeed, they became an 
essential aspect of the knight 's, the noble's and the lady's l i f e .  During the 
fourteenth and most o f  the f i f t een th  centuries the importance o f  the 
tournament actual ly  increased, even though the importance o f  the knight i n  
warfare declined and h i s  b a t t l e f i e l d  exp lo i ts  dimished wi th  developments i n  



archery and f i n a l l y  the hand gun. Thus, 

... i t  was only i n  tournaments and pageantry and i n  the 
world o f  fantasy that  a knight could f i n d  perfection and 
reassure himself tha t  he was, indeed, a superior being 
l i v i n g  i n  a universe which revolved exclusively around 
himself and h i s  kind.25 

The tournaments became more s ty l i zed and formalized and served pr imar i ly  a 
decorative function, as a form o f  court ly  entertainment. As a popular socia l  
i n s t i t u t i o n  the tournament existed u n t i l  the end o f  the sixteenth century. 

The competition was res t r ic ted  t o  the upper class, as chivalry and 
knighthood did not involve the lower class. Thereby the tournament was a 
symbol o f  soc ia l  class. Even i f  there had been no socia l  res t r ic t ions  t o  the 
competitions, the necessity of owning a horse and a l l  the associated armour 
and weapons was su f f i c ien t  t o  ensure the exclusiveness o f  the event. And, i f  
a knight l o s t  he could lose h i s  horse, saddles and weapons, a l l  o f  which would 
be very cost ly  t o  replace. However, a very p ro f i c i en t  and successful knight 
could become very wealthy i n  t h i s  "sport l u ~ r a t i f " ~ ~ .  The hosting and 
par t ic ipa t ing  even as spectators i n  the tournaments, was also very costly. 
And many nobles were ruined by the associated expenses which included the 
costs of the women's dresses.27 

Tournaments were held on fes t ive  occasions such as bestowing 
knighthood, weddings and christenings, as w e l l  as a t  any time deemed j u s t i f i e d  
by the king, o r  a noble. They of ten las ted f o r  several days and were 
associated with pomp, pageantry and ceremony. I n i t i a l l y  they were held i n  
open f ie lds ,  but as t he i r  importance and pageantry increased special areas 
were set aside and stands were constructed f o r  the seating o f  the onlookers, 
without whom the tournament v i r t u a l l y  could not take place, or i f  i t  did, i t s  
signif icance would be diminished. "La premiere placew28 a t  these stands, o r  
scaffolds as they were sometimes cal led was reserved f o r  the judges of the 
tournament, who sometimes were women while the remainder o f  the stands was f o r  
the ladies. I n  order t o  ensure the comfort o f  the spectators, par t icu lar ly  
that  of women, the stands were covered and enclosed. Tapestries, shields and 
banners v i v i d l y  decorated those structures, which were b u i l t  a t  the end of the 
l i s t s .  The l i s t s  were the enclosures i n  which the tourney would take lace. 9 These were o r i g ina l l y  round, " l i k e  the amphitheatres o f  ant iqui ty"  but 
l a t e r  they were squared and eventually oblong i n  shape. The sides of these 
l i s t s  were often adorned wi th tapestries, banners and hangings. 

I n  the early years women spectators were not present a t  the 
tournaments but t he i r  presence increased wi th  the evolvement o f  the tournament 
from a th le t i c  contests re lated t o  preparation f o r  war t o  publ ic  spectacles f o r  
cour t ly  entertainment. Even i n  1177 female spectators were considered a 
rar i ty .30 Gradually, the knights real ized that  "they were able t o  sa t is fy  
t h e i r  egos more pleasan l y ,  and gain even greater standing i n  the eyes o f  
t h e i r  fe l low i f  women were admitted i n t o  the world of the 
tournament. 



Behold him, a l l  c lad i n  white, h i s  face hidden under h i s  
helmet, gal loping on h i s  caparisoned charger towards the 
tournament a t  which h i s  bravery was t o  enable him t o  
challenge and f e l l ,  before the admiring gaze o f  h i s  beauty, 
the r i v a l  who had b i d  against him f o r  the heart o f  Isolde 
the Fair.. .32 

Women added digni ty,  refinement and 11class1133 t o  these occasions, t o  which 
they came dressed i n  t h e i r  f inest .  A t  a tournament a t  Montigny near 
Villeneuve, the ladies are eloquently described as wearing sat in dresses which 
sparkled wi th precious stones, coats o f  s i l k  wi th ermine, and on the i r  blond 
ha i r  they wore crowns.34 

The selection o f  combatants f o r  the tourney was, a t  times, influenced 
by the ladies. For example, a t  the marriage of Margaret o f  York, i n  1468, 
Jean de Chassa, a knight from Burgundy, requested consent from the ladies t o  
joust.35 Also, p r i o r  t o  the cornencement o f  the tourney, the ladies and the 
nobles would inspect the banners o f  the knights. I f  an lady i den t i f i ed  any 5 knight "against whom she had any ground of complaint," that  knight could 
be banished from the tournament i f  found gu i l ty .  

As the tournaments evolved the ceremony associated with i t  became 
more elaborate. A lav ish  procession would proceed t o  the fanfare of c lar ions 
and the display o f  banners and shields. The knights would be f u l l y  armoured, 
accompanied by t h e i r  squires and care fu l l y  groomed horses. The ladies, 
elegantly dressed would enter, and oftentimes lead " i n  by golden or s i l ve r  
chains the knights, t he i r  slaves whom they only set a t  l i b e r t y  when the s ignal  
was given for  the combat t o  commence."37 

F?m the beginning o f  the th i r teenth century, female spectators were 
c lear ly  evident, as "the o f f i c i a l  aim f every contestant was t o  shine by h i s  
deeds i n  the eyes of the ladies.1138 Numerous a r t i f a c t s  at test  t o  the 
presence of women on these occasions. A 1330-50 work, f o r  example, shows 
people of the court, inc luding women, observing the parade o f  the helmets o f  
the c ~ m b a t a n t s . ~ ~  The woodcut "Tournament wi th Lancesw by Lucas Cranach the 
Elder i n  1509 shows a mslde wi th women spectators, many of whom appear 
d i ~ i n t e r e s t e d . ~ ~  A paint ing of Henry V I I I  i n  1510 shows him a t  the l i s t  
w i th  h i s  wife Catherine the Great and other ladies o f  the court. A woodcut by 
Jost Ammon, i n  approximately 1565, shows a tournament conducted by Kaiser 
Maximilian I, i n  which a great number of knights are engaged while women are 
observing the proceedings i n  the pre ferent ia l  seating.41 

... She Isolde even persuaded him Dinadon t o  take part ,  i n  
her name, i n  a forthcoming tournament, wearing a helmet 
chosen by her.42 

Not only d id  the knights ba t t l e  i n  fornt  o f  the ladies, they bat t led  
f o r  a par t icu lar  lady whose ensign they carr ied and f o r  whose honour they 
fought. Ladies would bestow, on the i r  favor i te,  or chosen knight, a token 



such a s  a handkerchief,  a v e i l ,  a r ibbon, a head d r e s s  o r  any o t h e r  
d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  mark. The kn igh t  would d i sp lay  t h i s  symbol on h i s  helmet, 
s h i e l d  o r  l ance ,  s o  t h a t  h i s  lady could  d i s t i n g u i s h  him dur ing  t h e  c o n t e s t  and 
t h e  o t h e r  s p e c t a t o r s  could see i n  whose honour he fought.  Gaut ier  (1895) 
desc r ibes  how, a t  a tournament a t  Montigny, t h e  l a d i e s  threw a d d i t i o n a l  tokens  
of love  such a s  g loves ,  r i bbons  o r  small  c a r d s  throughout t h e  e n t i r e  
tournament. Indeed, he noted t h a t  some of them would l eave  with nothing e l s e  
but  t h e i r  h a i r  and d res s .  

Les hommes donnaient l e u r  sang e t  les femmes, p l u s  
bGtement, l e u r  coeur. Reste  heureusement l ' 6 c o l e  d e  
gue r re ,  e t  c q e s t  l a  s e u l e  u t i l i t e '  de c e s  f 0 1 i e s . ~ ~  

Af te r  t h e  con tes t  was over,  t h e  winner was dec la red  and "the p r i z e  
was given away with a l l  proper solemnity by t h e  e l d e r  kn igh t s  and sometimes by 
t h e  ladies .w44 The l a d i e s  would then  l ead  t h e  v i c t o r  i n t o  t h e  banquet h a l l  
f o r  t h e  f i n a l  f e s t i v i t i e s  and enter ta inment .  A t  t h e  banquet,  t h e  knight  was 
e x t o l l e d  i n  songs and poems, and "he had t h e  p r i v i l e g e  of  g iv ing  t h e  most 
b e a u t i f u l  ladies ls45 a k i s s .  

Thus, women played a very  important r o l e  i n  t h e  tournament although 
they were no t  i n  t h e  r o l e  of  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  However, t h e r e  is one 
r e fe rence  t o  women a c t u a l l y  being i n  t h e  tournament. 

I n  t h o s e  days,  1348, t h e r e  a rose  a huge rumour and ou tc ry  
among t h e  people,  because when tournaments were held ,  a 
band of women would come a s  i f  t o  s h a r e  t h e  s p o r t ,  d re s sed  
i n  d i v e r s  and marvellous d r e s s e s  of men, - sometimes t o  t h e  
number of  40 o r  50 l a d i e s ,  of t h e  f a i r e s t  and comel i e s t  
( though I say no t ,  of  t h e  b e s t )  among t h e  whole kingdom. 
Th i the r  they came i n  party-coloured t u n i c s ,  one co lour  o r  
p a t t e r n  on t h e  r i g h t  s i d e  and another  on t h e  l e f t ,  wi th  
s h o r t  hoods t h a t  had pendants l i k e  ropes  wound around t h e i r  
necks and b e l t s  t h i c k l y  studded with gold and s i l v e r  - nay, 
they even wore, i n  pouches s lung a c r o s s  t h e i r  bodies ,  t h o s e  
vulgar  tongue; and t h u s  they rode on choice  war-horses o r  
o t h e r  spendid s t e e d s  t o  t h e  p l aces  of tournament. There 
and thus  they spent  and l av i shed  t h e i r  possess ions ,  and 
wearried t h e i r  bodies  with f o o l e r i e s  and wanton buffoonery, 
i f  popular r e p o r t  l ie  not.46 

The above d e s c r i p t i o n  is  con t ra ry  t o  t h e  accepted behavior  of women 
o f  t h e  t ime period. I f  such a c t i v i t i e s  occurred they were obviously s o  
condemned t h a t  they were never w r i t t e n  about o r  por t rayed i n  a r t ,  o r  t h i s  was 
simply a s i n g u l a r  i nc iden t .  

"Guerre, chasse  e t  t o u r n a i  c ' e s t  e n  t r o i s  mots, t o u t e  l a  v i e  d 'un 
baron.'147 Ladies  were not  a c t i v e l y  involved i n  f i g h t i n g  wars,  a1th0u2b most, p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  l a d i e s  of t h e  manor, possessed some m i l i t a r y  s k i l l s  



as t h e i r  men o f t e n  l e f t  them alone wh i le  on long  crusades o r  a t  wars. 
However, i n  the  other  two pastimes, t h a t  o f  the tournament and hunt ing women 
were both p a r t i c i p a n t s  and spectators. 

The a r t  and t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  are r e p l e t e  w i t h  depic t ions and references 
t o  women i n  and around the hunt. Even i n  the  very ear l y  Middle Ages, i t  has 
been noted t h a t  women accompanied the hunt, as d id ,  f o r  example, Charlemagne's 
"w i fe  and daughters, mounted on magnif icent coursers.w49 Two Flemish 
tapes t r ies  o f  1440, now i n  the  South Kensington Museum, show women as 
spectators a t  a hunt. I n  Emperor Maximil ian's F ish ing  Book ( h i s  Hunting Book 
was p r i m a r i l y  invo lved  w i t h  a lp ine  pastimes), there are numerous references t o  
women as spectators. I n  the Devonshire Hunting Tapestry from Tournai a woman 
i s  shown watching t h e  hounds ea t ing  the  e n t r a i l s  o f  the f r e s h l y  k i l l e d  stag. 
I n  some instances, a hunt scene i s  portrayed whi le, i n  the background, o ther  
a c t i v i t i e s ,  such as love-making, are shown, and thus Baillie-Grohman i s  l e d  t o  
s t a t e  t h a t  "hunting i n  the  Low Lands included, i f  we can bel ieve the a r t i s t s ,  
the p u r s u i t  o f  the f a i r  sex.w50 An engraving designed by Stradanus, 
1523-1605, p i c t u r e s  a b e a u t i f u l  Diana surrounded by various hunt ing and 
f i s h i n g  implements such as the f i s h i n g  n e t  and so on.51 

Women were a c t i v e l y  and d i r e c t l y  involved i n  hunting, and t h i s  was 
no t  j u s t  i n  the  f e s t i v i t i e s  which accompanied the hunts. An i l l u s t r a t i o n  i n  
Queen Mary's Psa l te r  of 1308 shows what has been taken t o  be a female shooting 
a t  a stag.52 Isabel la ,  Edward 11's queen, owned her own pack o f  hounds, as 
she was such an av id  hunter.53 I n  the 14701s, King Louis X I 'S  w i fe  Anne was 
described as being  unusually b o l d  and experienced huntress, and could undo a 
stag as d e f t l y  as the most pract ised veneur: as we know from the testimony o f  
Jacques de Bre'z6, who was her grand ~ e n e u r . " ~ ~  I n  a pa in t ing  done by Lucas 
Cranach the  E lder  i n  1545 a Stag Hunt i s  depicted, and among the f igures a r e  
S y b i l l a  o f  Cleves and the  Elect ress o f  Saxony, who are armed w i t h  cross-bows 
ano are shooting a t  stags. Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria kept a shooting d i a r y  
from 1555 t o  1579, and i n  i t  we l e a r n  t h a t  h i s  Duchess was "passionately fond 
o f  s t a l k i n g ~ ~ ~ ~  and o f t e n  used r i f l e s  f o r  t h i s  pastime. Catherine de Medicis 
was considered a "through sportswoman"56 as she a v i d l y  shared w i t h  Francis  I 
of France the t h r i l l s  and dangers o f  hunting. Queen Mary and her husban 
Francis  I1 o f  France, as depicted on a tapest ry  r i d i n g  a f t e r  the stag. 59' 
She and Francis  o f t e n  hunted a t  B l o i s  and Chenonceaux where, i n  1559, wh i le  
hunting, she was knocked o f f  her horse by an overhanging t r e e  branch.58 

The Hapsburg Emperor Maximil ian (1459-1519)) was an a v i d  p a r t i c i p a n t  
o f  outdoor spor ts  and wrote two manuscripts, the F ish ing  Book and the Hunting 
Book, and i n  both he depic ts  the women's involvement i n  these a c t i v i t i e s .  H i s  
wives, Mary and Biana, o f  Milan, were a lso  av id  par t i c ipan ts ,  although b o t h  
d ied dur ing the p u r s u i t  o f  t h e i r  sport.  The fami ly  was obviously committed 
i r revocab ly  t o  hunting, f o r  the Archduchess Margaret, Maximil ian's daughter, 
"could undo a boar o r  b u t t l e  a stag w i t h  her  own f a i r  hands, and whose 
lad ies- in-wai t ing before enter ing her services, had t o  t e s t i f y  t h e i r  s k i l l s  as 
horsewomen by being able t o  mount t h e i r  steeds without any a i d  whatever."59 
Also Flargaret, as Regent o f  the Netherlands, commissioned twelve panels, which 
were cartoons, o f  tapestry, c a l l e d  "Les b e l l e s  Chasses de 1'Empereur 
blaximilian," and these were completed by Margaret's niece and successor, Mary, 
Dowager Queen o f  Hungary .60 



Perhaps the most avid sportswoman, or  huntress o f  the time period was 
Queen Elizabeth I. And, Trevelyan, the great English historian, maintained 
tha t  her "love of hunting and dancing, masque, pagentry, and display, was used 
t o  strengthen the wider popularity which was her u l t imate strength."61 I n  
1600, when she was seventy-six years o f  age, Roland White wrote t o  S i r  Robert 
Sidney and described the Queen as "exceedingly disposed t o  hunting, for  every 
second day she i s  on horseback, and continues the sport long."62 During her 
reign, grand hunts were of ten arranged a t  her request, and one such a t  
Entef ie ld i s  described by Wymer. Elizabeth was accompanied 

... by twelve ladies, somewhat unsuitably arrayed i n  white 
sat in,  on ambling palfreys,and 120 mounted yeomen i n  
green. On a r r i v i ng  a t  the chase she was met by 50 archers 
i n  scarlet, wi th gi lded bows, each o f  whom presented her 
wi th a silver-headed arrow, winged wi th peacock 
feathers.. .63 

Indeed, Elizabeth was ac t ive ly  involved i n  a l l  aspects of the hunt, and t h i s  
included hersel f  shooting the stags as we l l  as performing the "taking 
assay."64 This ceremony o f  "taking assay," performed by the chief personage 
a t  the end o f  the hunt, involved the s l i t t i n g  o f  the dead deer's bel ly .  I n  
the French hunting book La Vgnerie, 1575-76, there i s  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  from a 
woodcut showing Elizabeth being presented wi th a knife, and a Baille-Grohman 
(1969) states: "Queen Bess was too t rue  a sportswoman t o  forego t h i s  ' taking 
o f  the assayf.*v65 Turbervi l le, who describes t h i s  event i n  La Vgnerie, does 
not  mention whether Queen Elizabeth proceeded t o  cut o f f  the deer's head, 
which was the English custom a t  the time, as i t  was a fqsanewhat unfeminine 
function, being one which required a good deal o f  physical strength.'f66 

Although deer hunting was the most common, and perhaps the most 
popular aspect o f  the hunt, other animals such as rabb i ts  and hare were hunted 
by women. 

Huntying o f  the hare w i th  grehoundes i s  a r igh te  good 
solace f o r  men tha t  be studiouse o f  them t o  whom nature 
hath nat gyven personage o f  courage apte fo r  the warres. 
And also f o r  gentilwomen, which fere neither sonne nor 
wynde f o r  appairing t h e i r  beautie. And peradventure they 
shal be thereat lasse i d e l l  than they shulde be a t  home i n  
t h e i r  chambres6' 

Archery was associated wi th hunting, as the bow and arrow was one o f  
the main hunting implements u t i l i zed ,  and t h i s  has already been seen i n  the 
various tapestr ies and i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  women hunting. Diana, the goddess o f  
hunting, and who i n  Greek and Roman times was the protectress o f  the hunters, 
was of ten pictured i n  Medieval a r t ,  and her symbols were the bow and arrow. 
I n  the fourteenth century, although the longbow was common, the weapons used 
i n  the main, by the ladies were shorter and were special ly made " l i t t l e  
crossbows, of ten highly decorated w i th  i n l a i d  wood, metal and 



r o t h e r - 0 f - ~ e a r l . ~ 6 ~  However, i n  a French medieval book, a woman archer 
wearing a crown i s  depicted w i th  a long bow i n  her r i g h t  hand, while her l e f t  
hand i s  on a small harp.69 I n  an English i l l us t ra t i on ,  women are shown i n  
the stands waving garlands and scarves, and smil ing admirably as Henry V I I I  
p u l l s  a long bow a t  the F ie ld  o f  the Cloth o f  Gold i n  1520. One o f  h i s  wives, 
Anne Boleyn, was also an avid archer, and she "often whiled away summer hours 
shooting wi th ~ e n r ~ . " ~ ~  Af ter  she was beheaded Henry had her buried " i n  a 
box o f  elm made f o r  s tor ing  arrows.lt71 

Elizabeth was not only a keen huntress, she was also "a s k i l f u l  
archer.g872 I n  a painting, a t t r ibu ted t o  Cornelius Vroom, she i s  depicted as 
Diana, w i th  a bow and arrow, a hound a t  her side, and a crescent-shaped moon 
on her head.73 

For women, hunting wi th the hawk, was one o f  the most popular forms 
o f  hunting, and t h i s  sport, falconry was a character is t ic  diversion o f  upper 
class ladies. Indeed, the b i r d  was considered such a symbol o f  class that  
Lacroix stated that  a lady and nobleman "never appeared i n  publ ic  without a 
hawk on the wr is t  as a mark o f  dignity.w74 The Me'nagier de Par is wrote an 
expensive t reat iese on the a r t  o f  hawking i n  h i s  book on the l i f e  of upper 
class ladies .75 

Mary, the consort o f  Maximilian, was "passionately fond o f  
hawking."76 and she died i n  an accident while hunting w i t h  her falcon i n  the 
woods. A Flemish tapestry e n t i t l e d  "The Falconiers,*~ 1445, shows three women 
assist ing i n  the hunt wi th one woman attaching a leash t o  the "jesseft o f  the 
falcon. Ladies hunting w i th  "merlins on t h e i r  wrists"77 are described i n  
the French sport ing book Roy Modus o f  the fourteenth t o  f i f teenth  centuries. 
Women are also observed i n  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  by David Vincboons, 1572-1629, 
e n t i t l e d  "Dutch Hawking." Another Flemish kn i t ted  tapestry o f  the sixteenth 
century shows a "Lady Hunting wi th a Falcon." Beatrice d8Este even "surpassed 
her husband i n  the pursu i t  o f  falconry.v78 Elzkar Blaze, i n  the fourteenth 
century, expresses the super ior i ty  of ladies as they know 

... how t o  f l y  a bird, how t o  c a l l  him back, and how t o  
encourage him wi th t h e i r  voice, being fami l ia r  wi th him 
having cont inual ly  carr ied him on t h e i r  wrists, and of ten 
even from having broken him i n  themselves, the honour of 
hunting belongs t o  them by r igh t .  Besides, i t  brings out 
t o  advantage t h e i r  grace and dexter i ty  as they gallop 
amongst the sportsmen, followed by he i r  pages and valets 
and a whole herd o f  horses and dogs."59 

Fishing, although not as popular as hunting and hawking, was one o f  
the quiet  pleasure sports practised by the medieval aristocracy. Maximilian, 
i n  h i s  Fishing ~ o o k ~ ' ,  makes occasional references t o  women, and women 
appear i n  some of h i s  i l l us t ra t i ons ,  however they appear pr imar i ly  i n  the ro le  
of spectators. Putman, nevertheless, maintains that  the lady o f  the Middle 
Ages loved the outdoors, hunted and "angled i n  the streams."81 



Animals were held i n  low esteem i n  Medieval times and people had 
l i t t l e  concern about using animals f o r  entertainment or  of k i l l i n g  them. 
Bai t ing o f  bears, dogs, bu l l s  and horses, and cockfighting, were common 
spectacles. Such animal-related a c t i v i t i e s  were not res t r ic ted  t o  the lower 
classes, as has basical ly been the case i n  modern time, but rather they were 
popular amusements countenanced by a l l  classes and f o r  both sexes. Indeed 
St ru t t ,  i n  h i s  book Sports and Pastimes o f  the People o f  England, describes 
how lad ies  o f  the aristocracy enjoyed and patronized these barbarous 
 recreation^.^^ O f  course, the ladies were simply observers a t  these events, 
as indeed so were the nobles, as the only r e a l  part ic ipants were the animals. 
Numerous references can be found o f  Queen Elizabeth's in teres t  i n  b u l l  and 
bear bai t ing.  I n  the L i f e  o f  S i r  ~homas Pope i t  was noted how amused the then 
Princess Elizabeth and Queen Marv were bv an exhibi t ion o f  b e a r - b a i t i r ~ a . ~ ~  
And i n  l a t e r  years, ~ u e e n  ~ l i z a b e t h  inciuded b u l l  and bear ba i t ing  in her 
entertainment o f  foreign diplomats, such as that  o f  the French Ambassador, i n  
1559, and the Danish Ambassador, i n  1586.84 

The course o f  the roya l ty  and the castles o f  the n o b i l i t y  were 
constantly afforded a var iety o f  d i f f e ren t  forms o f  entertainment, 
pa r t i cu la r l y  when guests arrived, and on special occasions such as birthdays, 
weddings, b i r ths ,  and other designated days. Companies o f  minstrels, mimics, 
jugglers, tunblers, rope-walkers and dancers provided l i v e l y  amusement, and 
sometimes a few o f  these performers would be females. These were generally 
from the lower strata, and were usually i n  the dance and tumbling 
exhibit ions. S t ru t t  maintained tha t  females were bet te r  performers i n  
tumbling and vaul t ing than men, and thus they most commonly performed these 
acts.85 Such women were cal led by a variety o f  names, such as gleemaidens, 
tomblesters, a f t e r  the Saxon word tomban, re fer r ing  t o  dancing, vault ing o r  
tumbling, saylours, a f t e r  the La t i n  word sal io, and sauters, a f t e r  the French 
word e, meaning t o  leap. O f  course ladies o f  the upper class were avid 
spectators a t  such de l i gh t fu l  amusements. Jugglers, however, were frowned 
upon, and i n  France the nobles were so adamant i n  t h e i r  disgust that  they 
forbade the jugglers "from the resence o f  lad ies  and g i r l s  i n  the chdteaux 
and houses o f  the bourgeoisie.n89 

Ladies outdoor pursui ts were not  res t r i c ted  t o  f i e l d ,  or blood 
sports, bu t  included various forms o f  b a l l  games, such as 'eu de aume 
hand-ball, club ba l l ,  stool-bal l ,  shut t le cock, go l f  and bowls*~ 
were a l l  i n  t h e i r  formative stages, and varied i n  name and method from area t o  
area and country t o  country. Women are depicted both as observers and as 
players, f o r  b a l l  games, as allowable a c t i v i t i e s  f o r  women, are mentioned by 
wr i ters o f  the Renaisance. I n  a 1344 French i l l u s t r a t i o n  three women are seen 
playing a ball-game,88 which could possibly have been an ear ly form o f  
bowls. I n  two other i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  the same year women are shown partaking 
i n  the game o f  La soule and s t ~ o l b a l l , ~ ~  and ~ l u b - b a l l . ~ ~  Stoolbal l ,  o r  
stool-bal l ,  was also popular i n  England, where i t  was considered more of a 
ladies '  game, although occasionally both sexes played the game t 0 ~ e t h e r . 9 ~  
Hand-ball was popular among young people o f  both sexes, and a young lady i s  
pictured i n  a fourteenth century i l l u s t r a t i o n  playing wi th a young noble.92 
I n  the Essai Historiques sur Par is there i s  a descript ion o f  a female tennis 
player by the name o f  Margot who, i n  1427, "played vigorously, dishonestly, 



and ably, exactly l i k e  a man."93 Indeed a t  the age o f  about t h i r t y  she was 
able t o  beat most men a t  the game, which a t  that  time was played wi th a palm, 
and the back of the hand.94 There are no referneces t o  Queen Elizabeth 
palyng tennis, o r  any other form o f  b a l l  game; however, i n  The Progresses o f  
Queen Elizabeth i t  i s  noted that, i n  1591, while entertaining the E a r l  o f  
Hertford, she observed a game o f  hand-tennis, which she great ly  enjoyed.95 
There i s  a most beaut i fu l  paint ing done i n  the f i r s t  ha l f  o f  the f i f t e e n t h  
century by a fol lower o f   isa an el lo,^^ a Lombard a r t i s t ,  which shows a love ly  
young lady dressed i n  a long f lowing gown wi th a rounded, polished bat i n  her 
r i g h t  hand. The game that  she i s  possibly playing i s  that  o f  +$ucc~ de l l a  
palla, which was a popular b a l l  game o f  upper class I t a l i a n  ladies. . 

Golf was not as acceptable a b a l l  game as the various other forms of 
hand-ball were, pr imar i ly  perhaps because numerous laws were passed i n  England 
banning the game i n  order t o  encourage the practice o f  archery. The f i r s t  
lady go l fe r  mentioned was Mary, Queen o f  Scots, who was an avid supporter o f  
the game. Indeed, she was c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  playing go l f  and pal l -mal l  a few 
days af ter  her husband's murder.98 

An outdoor sport which had only l im i ted  acceptance and par t ic ipa t ion  
was that  o f  rowing. Indeed, women's crew competitions are basical ly  o f  the 
twentieth century, and i t  was only i n  1976 tha t  women's crew was accepted i n t o  
the modern Olympic Games. However, i n  the f i f t een th  century boat races were 
popular i n  I t a l y ,  and some regattas were exclusive t o  women. One such race i s  
depicted on the "Habi t i  dqHuomini e Donne Venetiane", by Giacomo Franco. 
Apparently the majority o f  the women came from the sea town o f  Pellestr ina. 
I n  a l l  p robab i l i t y  these women were not o f  the upper class. 

Ladies had numerous fashionable diversions, such as chess, board 
games, cards, dice, b i l l i a r d s  and other types o f  parlour games t o  amuse 
themselves indoors during inclement weather, or when vigorous outdoor pursui ts 
were not suitable. Chess f o r  example, was considered an ar is tocra t ic  game, 
and i t  was popular among both the ladies and the gentlemen. As i t  was 
frequently mentioned i h i s t o r i c a l  romances, i t  could have been "a frequent 
manoeuvre f o r  lovers.'300 Indeed, chess games f igured prominently i n  the 
love makings o f  Tr is tan and Lancelot. King Yvorin ins is ted  tha t  Huon o f  
Bordeaux, a medieval hero who had boasted of h i s  chess playing a b i l i t y ,  should 
play against h i s  daughter. She was also an expert a t  the game and the k ing 
wagered tha t  

... i f  she win thou shal t  loose thy head, and if thou canst 
mate her thou shal t  have her one night i n  thy bed t o  do 
w i th  her a t  thy pleasure. Huon wins, but only because the 
lady has f a l l e n  i n  love w i th  him i n  the course of the 
game . lo1 

D u r i n ~  the Middle Ages, the Europeans made several changes i n  the 
game, which they had o r i g ina l l y  learned from the ~ u s 1 i m s . l ~ ~  One of the 
main changes was i n  the ru les governing the moves o f  the Queen on the 
checkerboard. The nature o f  the Queen piece was described by Nicholas Breton 



i n  The Chesse Play w r i t i n g  i n  1593 

The queene i s  queint, and quicke conceit ,  
Which makes h i t  walke which way she l i s t ,  
And rootes them up, t h a t  l i e  i n  wai t  
To worke h i r  treason, ere she wist:  
H i s  fo rce  i s  such, against h i r  foes, 
That whom she meetes, she ouerthrowes.lo3 

The reason f o r  the increase i n  the power o f  the Queen p iece was t h a t  i t  was 
"necessary t o  open up the game, t o  in t roduce a fo rce  capable o f  counteract ing 
and enhancing the power o f  the  forces already invented."lo4 However Saidy 
and Lessing, i n  The World o f  Chess, a lso  theor ize t h a t  t h i s  change was 
associated w i t h  the increased s ta tus  o f  women i n  Europe i n  the  f i f t e e n t h  and 
s ix teen th  centuries. lo5 I t  i s  a lso i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  note t h a t  a female by the  
name o f  Caissa was the goddess o f  chess.lo6 

There are numerous l i t e r a r y  references t o  women p lay ing  chess. Marie 
de France, considered France's f i r s t  woman poet, wrote a romance i n  1300: 

The King, a r i s i n g  from h igh tab le  
Went t o  h i s  daughter's chambers 
To p lay  a t  h i s  beloved chess 
With an i n v i t e d  fo re ign  guest 
H i s  daughter s i t t i n g  next t o  him 
Was eager t o  l e a r n  chess, t 'would seem. 
E l iduc  came, the King stopped play.107 

I n  the Ar thur ian Romances Chret ien de Troyes, i n  1300, wrote: 

But  t h e  greatest  j oy  o f  a l l  was t h e  t h i r d - t h a t  h i s  
sweetheart was queen o f  the chess board where he was 
k i n g  . lo8 

Ricker t ,  i n  Chaucerqs World, w r i t e s  o f  Edward I11 p lay ing  a game o f  chess i n  
1341: 

So he c a l l e d  f o r  chess, and the lady had i t  brought i n .  
Then the  King asked the lady t o  p lay  w i t h  him, and she 
consented g lad ly  . lo9 

Catherine De Medici  and Queen I s a b e l l a  o f  Spain, i n  
Addit ion, were known f o r  t h e i r  prowess a t  the  
chessboard.l1° 

I n  the various a r t i f a c t s  researched women are seen bo th  as spectators 
and as p layers  o f  the game o f  chess. I n  a min iature from the Manesse 
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t o  speci f ic  fest ivals,  were performed as entertainment f o r  the aristocracy, 
and were practised by people o f  a l l  ages, sexes and classes. There were 
single, couple and mass dances, ecstat ic  and solemn dances and, a l l  male, a l l  
female and mixed dances. I t  i s  not feasible w i th in  the framework o f  t h i s  
paper t o  develop f u l l y  and re la te  a l l  the involvement i n  dancing during t h i s  
period. Dance, i t s  involvement and evolvement, i n  the Middle Ages i s  worthy 
of a study i n  i t s e l f ,  and thus only selected references w i l l  be presented. 

During the Early Middle Ages dancing f o r  and by males was frowned 
upon. However, as the code o f  chivalry developed, ideas changed and dancing 
gained acceptance and, indeed, dancing became one o f  the essential 
accomplishments o f  the knight. Chaucer i n  The Prologue o f  the Canterbury 
Tales discussed the accomplishment o f  a young knight and states 

He coulde songes make and w i l l  indi te,  Joust and eke dance 
and we l l  portray and write.l17 

Music was so important i n  the world o f  chivalry, that  the troubadours formed a 
separate c ass and dancing f o r  both sexes was "the a r t ,  par excellence, o f  
courtesy. Elyot, i n  The Goverrqqr, praised dancing, f o r  i t  helped 
develop manly and womanly quali t ies. lL7 Also, Jean Tabourot wrote i n  the 
Orch6sographie, published i n  1588: 

Dancing i s  practised i n  order t o  see whether lovers are 
healthy and sui table for one another: a t  the end o f  a 
dance the gentlemen are permitted t o  k i s s  t he i r  mistresses, 
i n  order tha t  they may ascertain i f  they have an agreable 
breath. I n  t h i s  matter, besides many other good resu l ts  
which fo l low from dancing i t  becomes necessary f o r  the 
good governing o f  society .8ti20 

Dances accompanies the tournament, as we l l  as other important 
occasions and fes t i v i t i es .  The minnesingers and troubadours of ten mentioned 
dancing, but ra re ly  d id  they mention any deta i ls  about them. I n  a l l  
probabi l i ty ,  people were so fami l ia r  wi th dancers and dancing i n  t h i s  time 
period that  specif ics were not considered necessary. The most common dance 
was the round dance, dance au v i r l e t ,  which was often accompanied by singing. 
A wa l l  paint ing d e t a i l  from "The Effect  o f  Good Government", by Ambrogio 
Lorenzett i ,  1335-1340, shows ladies, dressed i n  the conservative s t y l e  of 
medieval I t a l y ,  dancing the round dance, t o  the accompaniment of a lady 
singing and playing the tamborine. The Manesse Manuscrpt, from approximately 
1300, depicts a knight being l ed  t o  a round dance by two women. A northern 
French manuscript of 1420-30, "Roman de l a   rose^^, l ikewise depicts a round 
dance being danced by nobles and ladies, dressed i n  f i ne  Burgundian a t t i r e .  
I n  the "Arresta Amorurn", decrees o f  the Courts o f  Love, other dances such as 
the pas de Brabant, i n  which the nobleman bends h i s  knee before h i s  lady, and 
the dance au c h a ~ e l e t  i n  which the lady was kissed a t  the end o f  the dance, 
were described.lLA 



During the f i teenth  century as the masquerade became popular, dances 
o f  the aristocracy l o s t  t h e i r  s impl ic i ty  and became more elaborate and 
precise. The court dances, danses par haut, became slow, grave and state ly,  
w i th  extensive, accompanying gestures. The g a i l l a r d  was one o f  the most 
popular danses par haut, pa r t i cu la r l y  among the French, and i t  consisted 
bas ica l ly  o f  the lady and gentleman advancing and re t rea t ing  from one another, 
and bowing. Such dances were pa r t i cu la r l y  enjoyed by the ladies, who f e l t  
t ha t  the exercise contributed " t o  t h e i r  heal th as we l l  as t h e i r  
amusement. "l* 

I n  general, the Church condemned dancing because o f  i t s  tendency t o  
corrupt morals, however the clergy condoned i t  when i t  was performed i n  honour 
o f  God. As such i t  was part  o f  Church-related ac t i v i t i es ,  such as weddings 
and funerals.lZ3 During the Early Middle Ages, processions t o  ward o f f  
d ist ress or  t o  br ing r e l i e f  from epidemics were common, par t icu lar ly  i n  
Germany and France. The worshippers, who included women, marched 
rhythmically, clapping t h e i r  hands and singing.124 About the middle o f  the 
fourteenth century, dancing mania, o r  dance madness, was born, perhaps as an 
ou t l e t  f o r  the emotinal s t r a i n  resu l t ing  from the plague and other 
hardships.125 People o f  a l l  ages and sexes jumped, gyrated and danced 
vigorouly i n  the streets, u n t i l  they collapsed from exhaustion. I n  I t a l y ,  a 
reverse type o f  dance, the tarantel la,  evolved fo r  g i r l s  of the lower or 
middle class. I t  was a slow, melancholic dance, which went on fo r  hours, wi th 
very few movements, and was done on the shaking o f  the tambourine and 
castanets.126 

The discussion i n  t h i s  paper u n t i l  t h i s  point  has referred t o  only 
one segment o f  society, the aristocracy. Very l i t t l e  evidence i s  available on 
the l i f e  o f  the common person, and much less on the common woman. One a r t i s t ,  
Pieter  Brueghel the Elder (1525-1569), a Flemish painter of the sixteenth 
century, has become famous f o r  h i s  paintings of the common person. I n  many o f  
h i s  paintings sports and games are depicted, and women, as wel l  as men, are 
portrayed; Brueghel, indeed, portrays the l i f e  o f  the peasants i n  a rare  
manner. A l l  o f  h i s  a r t i f a c t s  which show women i n  any type of sporting a c t i v i t y  
w i l l  be presented together. 

Painted i n  1566, "The Wedding Dancew depicts the f r i v o l i t y  o f  a 
peasant celebration, and men and women are seen dancing joyously. The l i v e l y ,  
vigorous dancing that  i s  evident contrasts wi th the contrastingly subdued 
dances o f  the upper classes, previously described peasant celebration, and men 
and women are seen dancing joyously. The l i v e l y ,  vigorous dancing tha t  i s  
evident contrasts with the contrastingly subdued dances o f  the upper classes, 
previously described and depicted. "The Peasantqs Dancem fur ther  shows the 
freedom o f  s p i r i t  o f  the lower classes, as we see a r o l l i c k i n g  peasant crowd 
o f  men and women dancing. Men and women dancing are also seen on a lesser 
known Brueghel, "The Magic on the Gallows1*, i n  which two men and a woman are 
dancing. "The Fight Between Carnival and Lent** shows peasant women act ively 
par t ic ipa t ing  i n  the Netherlandish Shrovetide customs of dancing, comedies, 
lovemaking, gambling and parading. 

Simple amusements and minor games are comon themes i n  Rrueghel's 



paint ings .  Perhaps h i s  most famous pa in t ing  of a l l  i s  t h e  one e n t i t l e d  
"Children's Games", pa in t ed  i n  1560. The people p laying a r e  not  a l l  ch i ld ren ,  
but a r e  a d u l t s ,  male and female. Some 84 d i f f e r e n t  t ypes  of  games a r e  shown, 
and women a r e  seen spinning tops ,  throwing knucklebones, r o l l i n g  hoops, and 
bowling and playing such games a s  Guess Who I S h a l l  Choose, Here We Go Round 
t h e  Mulberry Bush and Mil l ing Around. Women a r e  a l s o  seen spinning tops  i n  
"The F igh t  Between Carnival  and Lent." Gambling is pointed a s  one of t h e  
f o l l i e s  of  people t h a t  l e a d s  t o  death  i n  "The Triumph of death" and women a r e  
shown near  t h e  gambling t a b l e .  

The Brueghel pa in t ing  "Hunters i n  t h e  Snow" shows t h e  hun te r s  
r e tu rn ing  from t h e  hunt,  b u t  i n  t h e  background we c l e a r l y  s e e  a woman ska t ing  
with a man, and i n  t h e  foreground a woman pu l l ing  another  woman along t h e  i c e  
with a rope. Itwinter Landscape with Ska te r s  and a Bird-Trap" a l s o  shows a t  
l e a s t  one woman on t h e  i c e ,  l ead ing  a ch i ld .  Two g i r l s ,  pushing themselves 
along t h e  i c e  on a k ind of toboggan, and a woman p u l l i n g  a boy on a 
con t rap t ion  over  t h e  i c e ,  a r e  seen i n  "The Numbering a t  Bethelehem". 
Moreover, g i r l s  p laying with t o p s  a r e  i n  evidence. "The Adoration of t h e  
Kings i n  t h e  Snowtf l i kewise  shows two g i r l s  pushing themselves along t h e  i ce .  

Other Flemish p a i n t e r s  should a l s o  be mentioned. Martin Van Cleef 
(1507-15371, a l s o  painted t h e  common people, and one of h i s  p a i n t i n g s  is very 
s i m i l a r  t o  Brueghel 's  "Chi ldren 's  Games", and it shows many of t h e  same 
a c t i v i t i e s .  I n  Jan van Goyen's (1596-1656) pa in t ing  nWinterTt ska t ing ,  kolven 
and o t h e r  winter  pas t imes  a r e  seen and a woman i n  ska t ing .  Avercamp, another  
Flemish p a i n t e r  of t h e  t ime pe r iod ,  became famous f o r  h i s  winter  landscape 
pa in t ings ,  and i n  one of  h i s  work i n  t h e  e a r l y  1600's a man and a woman a r e  
seen s k a t i n g  by t h e  game of  kolven. One of t h e  f i r s t  r eco rds  of ska t ing  is 
wood c u t  from t h e  Netherlands made i n  1498, and it shows a g i r l  named 
~iedwi . l* '  The s t o r y  behind t h e  woodcut is t h a t  Liedwi was knocked down on 
t h e  i c e  by a f r i e n d ,  broke a r i b ,  bu t  never recoved, and ' she  spent  t h e  rest 
of he r  l i f e  i n  contem l a t i o n  i n  a r e l i g i o u s  house and is considered t h e  
s k a t e r s f  pat ron saint.wP28 The s t y l e  of ska t ing  of t h e  o t h e r  f i g u r e s  on t h e  
woodcut "suggests  t h a t  s k a t i n g  proper  by both oung g i r l s  and men was a l ready 
i n  vogue i n  Holland i n  t h e  fou r t een th  century.vty29 

The humanistic environment of t h e  Renaissance nourished t h e  
development of w r i t e r s  and t eache r s  who heloed t ransform t h e  morals. va lues  
and educa t iona l  t h e o r i e s  of t h e  medieval world. Cas t ig l ione  (1478-1529) i n  I1 
Coretegiano (The Book of  t h e  Cour t i e r )  descr ibed t h e  i d e a l  gentlemen and 
c u l t u r e d  lady of soc ie ty .  A t  t h e  c o u r t  school La Case Giocasa Vi t to r ino  da 
F e l t r e  p u t  humanistic kducat ion i n t o  practice.130 Da F e l t r e ,  a s  wel l  a s  
A l b e r t i  and Piccolomini suppor ted female p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  e x e r c i s e s  such a s  
swimming, h iking,  b a l l  p laying and dancing. Games, however, d i d  not  hold a 
high p l a c e  i n  t h e  minds of  some w r i t e r s  such a s  S i r  Thomas Elyot  who maintained 

... f o r  they be  weaker than men, and have t h e i r  f l e s h  
s o f t e r ,  less h a i r  on t h e i r  v isages ,  and t h e i r  voice  
sha rpe r ,  and a s  I have read,  they have i n  some p a r t s  of 
t h e i r  bodies,  t h e i r  bones fewer. And a s  concerning t h e  
s o u l ,  they l a c k  ha rd iness ,  and i n  p e r i l s  a r e  t imorous,  more 



del icate then men, unapt t o  painfulness. ..But t he i r  worst 
imperfection i s  t h e i r  inconstancy, which proceedeth o f  
t h e i r  said natural  deb i l i t y  ... s t a b i l i t y  lacketh, and wi th 
l i t t l e  prevailett.131 

The Spaniard Juan Luis Vives had a b ig  inf luence on the education o f  
the upper class, both men and women, i n  the sixteenth centurey. The 
Ins t ruc t ion  of a Christ ina Women by Vives was the leading sixteenth century 
manual I n  women's education, not only i n  England, but  i n  the "whole o f  
Europe." 32 Vives had some very speci f ic  views on what a c t i v i t i e s  and 
pastimes women should part ic ipate i n .  He f e l t  that  a young woman should learn 
t o  read, t o  cook and t o  keep house and tha t  Itit i s  more shame t o  be seen i n  a 
dance than i n  the kitchen, and t o  handle we l l  tables and cards than 

Indeed he went on 

... what should we think by them that  play a t  Cards o r  Dice, 
which manner of pastime, when i t i s  f o u l  i n  a man, i n  a 
woman i t  i s  t o  be abhorred... 

What a f o u l  th ing  i t  i s ,  t o  see a woman instead o f  her wool 
basket, t o  handle the table-board; f o r  her spindle, the 
Dice f o r  her clue or  prayer book, t o  tu rn  the cards134 

Dancing and the tournament which were popular and socia l ly  acceptable pastimes 
he spoke against 

... I t  cannot l i g h t l y  be a chaste maid, that  i s  occupied 
wi th th inking o f  armour, and tourney and man's valiance...A 
woman that  useth (i.e. enjoyeth) those feats dr inketh 
poison i n  her heart. .. 
... What good doth a l l  that  dancing of young women, holden 
up on men's arms, that  they may hop the higher? What 
meaneth that  shaking unto midnight, and never weary.. .Who 
would not th ink them out o f  t h e i r  w i  132 ... What holy woman 
d i d  we ever read o f  that  was a dancer? 

As f o r  a young g i r l ' s  play, the a t t i tude o f  Vives was perhaps the norm 

Let a l l  her play and pastime he wi th maids o f  her own age, 
and wi th in the presence rather o f  her pother or  her nurse, 
o r  some other honest woman o f  said age. 36 

I n  conclusion, then, from the l i t e ra tu re  and a r t  of the Middle Ages, 
i t  can be seen that  women were part ic ipants and spectators i n  the sports, 
games and amusements o f  t h i s  time period. The ladies o f  the upper class were 
act ively involved i n  the hunt and i n  such as falconry, chess and dancing. 



Peasant women enjoyed dancing, skating, tobogganing and minor games of a l l  
types. 

It can be argued t h a t  women were only spectators ,  and simply 
decorat ive ornaments a t  the  tournament, however, a s  t h e  tournament evolved, 
women ac tua l ly  became par t i c ipan ts  i n  the  sense t h a t  they played a s ign i f ican t  
r o l e  i n  t h e  staging, execution and termination of t h i s  Medieval spectacle. 
Perhaps they should be ca l led  *passive9 par t i c ipan ts  ra ther  than ' ac t ive*  
par t i c ipan ts  but,  indeed, the  woman's presence and par t i c ipa t ion  were most 
v i t a l  ingredients  i n  the  tournament. Thus, i n  summary, the  variety of 
a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  women were involved i n  t h e  Middle Ages and Renaissance were 
t h e  tournament, hunting, falconry, archery, f i sh ing ,  animal-baiting, b a l l  
games, rowing, chess, cards, dice,  minor games, dancing and skating. If a 
general izat ion could be offered i t  i s  t h a t  the  limits and extent  of 
par t i c ipa t ion  were defined by the  s o c i a l  cons t ra in t s ,  values and expectations 
of the  p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s  of t h e  time period. 
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