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MAIDENHOOD AS THE PERFECT AGE

OF WOMAN’S LIFE
Kim M. Phillips

of saintly women who might best be described as maidenly.! They are

maidenly, that is, in many of the senses which the word implies. They are
young, yet they are not children. They are beautiful (and the focus of male
desire), yet are virgins, untouched by the episodes of marriage, sex and
motherhood which mark the lives and bodies of adult women.? These are the
virgin martyrs, whose popularity was at its height in late-medieval English
culture.? Their popularity, their virginity, their potential as positive role models
both for women and men, even their potentially pornographic function, have
been remarked upon.* What has not, to my knowledge, attracted much interest is
the life-cycle stage which these young women saints occupy. Here I shall argue
that, firstly, they are all young women in the ‘maidenhood’ phase of their life
cycle — that is, the transitional phase between childhood and fully fledged
adulthood — and secondly, that they help to demonstrate that this life-cycle phase
is a strong contender for the title of the ‘perfect age of woman’s life’. -

It is not only the virgin martyrs who stand out as representative of this life-cycle
phase, and also as support for the contention that it is maidenhood which, in certain
discourses, represents the perfect age of woman’s life. Late-medieval English
representations of the Blessed Virgin Mary at her assumption and coronation, both in
visual and textual sources, frequently depict a ‘maidenly’ figure. That is, a tender,
delicate young woman of marriageable age.> Such images of the woman who held
the highest place of any female figure add significantly to the suggestion that
maidenhood as a life-cycle phase held a special place in late-medieval English ideals
of femininity. A third and final example, this one from secular literature, also supports
this point of view. The figure who has become known as the ‘Pearl Maiden’, from the
late fourteenth-century poem which has been given the same name, may also be said
to occupy the maidenhood phase of her life.6 The significance of her change of age in
death — from infant to, I suggest, ‘maiden’ — holds an important clue to the puzzle of
what may have constituted the perfect age of woman’s life. In death, as bride of
Christ, she exists in the body of a youthful, sexually mature yet virginal young
woman. She has reached the peak of her femininity.

This essay will explore these contentions through a number of stages. First,
through discussion of the medieval literary, philosophical and iconographic

In the medieval pantheon of saints an exalted position is reserved for a group
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model of the ‘ages of man’, and of the view of many commentators that it is
iuventus, or middle age, which represented the perfect age of man. Their
discussions, with one honourable exception, generally leave unexamined the
question of whether the ages of man also constituted the ages of woman, and
whether therefore middle age represented the perfect age of woman’s life. This
question, rarely asked and not yet answered, is explored within the remainder of
the essay. The notion that ‘maidenhood’ existed as a distinct phase in women’s
life cycle is discussed briefly, before the three examples described above are
examined. Maidenhood emerges as a strong candidate for the age which
represented the perfected state of femininity. Let it not be thought, however, that

other discourses did not present other points of view. In those, wifehood, or

motherhood, or perhaps even widowhood, represented alternative ideals of
femininity. What is suggested here is that maidenhood stands specifically as a
corollary to the perfect age of man within the elite discourses which constituted
the ages of man literature and the theology of bodily resurrection. The kinds of
interests which directed those discourses (male, elite and often clerical) seem to
have viewed maidenhood as representing the peak of femininity, within the
English culture of the late-thirteenth to the end of the fifteenth centuries.

THE ‘AGES OF MAN’, THE ‘AGES OF WOMAN’?

As many scholars of medieval literature, art, philosophy and science have noted,
the theme of the ‘ages of man’, marking and describing the different
characteristics of each life-cycle stage, was a popular motif within such
disciplines.” Many versions of this topos existed, though with broadly similar
outlines. Some describe three main phases in the life cycle of man, others four,
still others five, six or seven, from birth to death. While the nameés for the
different stages varied from scheme to scheme, and the complexity of the schemes
differed one from -another, each broadly mapped out a life cycle of man similar to
Aristotle’s conception of life as a curve, from augmentum to status to decrementum.
‘Every thing generated must grow, maintain itself and then decay’ he wrote, and
associated this cycle with the stages of human life.

For Aristotle, and for late-medieval writers who took up this theme, the middle
stage represented the peak, the prime, the acme of a man’s life.? This middle age,
sometimes identified with iuventus, sometimes maturitas depending on the
nomenclature employed in a particular age scheme, was held up by many
medieval authors as the age at which a man reached a perfect balance of physical
strength and mental powers.!® This prime or peak age has a variable span in
years, depending on the individual account, but in general covers the years
ranging from a man’s mid-twenties to his mid-forties.

Though each of the major commentators on the ages of man scheme notes
that this middle age represents a peak in the idealized life cycle, only Mary
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Dove’s account takes this theme as its focus. More importantly for this study, it is
only Dove’s account which notes a firmly gendered element to the theme. Where
Burrow includes feminine figures such as the Pearl Maiden, Emily of “The
Knight’s Tale’ and St Agnes as illustrative of points of his discussion,!! and Sears
makes little of possible differences in conceptions of the ages of man and of
woman,!? Dove notices that authors who illustrate the ages of man theme are not
particularly interested in what might constitute the ages of woman. {W)e need to
remind ourselves that “man” in the Ages of Man is not normally an inclusive
term, and that when I talk about “man’s life” I am not being inclusive, either’.!3
Dove, along with Sears and Burrow, does note that a handful of literary and
visual representations of the ages scheme used feminine imagery. Notable
examples of this include the pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum Secretorum, where in
some of the Middle English versions the four seasons are described by analogy

.with a woman’s life, and Dante’s Il Convivio, where the ages of the soul are also

described using feminine imagery.! It should be noted, however, that it is not
woman’s life as such which is being described in these instances, but rather the
seasons and the soul. The use of feminine imagery in Dante’s- poem may have
been influenced by the grammatical gender of the concept described, rather than
by a sense of the importance of mapping the stages of a woman’s life. Certainly,
these few exceptions to the rule are not sufficient to constitute a complete
tradition on the ‘ages of woman’. This essay thus picks up Dove’s term ‘perfect
age’,"and the question which her study does not have space to address: what
constituted the perfect age of woman’s life?15

A similar question is opened up, though inadvertently, by those who have
examined the idea of -the perfect age of the body in the theology of the
resurrection. Medieval commentators from St Augustine, through Alfric to Peter
Lombard were fascinated by the question of the form of the body at the
resurrection, and wondered what age the body would possess in this final,
perfected form.!6 They took inspiration from St Paul’s words in Ephesians, ‘until
we all meet into the unity of faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto
a perfect man, unto the measure of the age of the fulness of Christ’.!” The
passage seems often to have been interpreted in literal fashion and these
commentators argued that the body at the resurrection, which would be the
perfect body, would take on the perfect age of Christ. Some, such as Augustine
held that this would be thirty, as that was the age at which Christ began his
ministry. Others, including Alfric and Peter Lombard, argued that it would be
thirty-two or three, as this was the age of Christ at his crucifixion. Either way, the
perfect age of Christ, and therefore the age of the human body at resurrection,
fell neatly within the ‘prime’ age within the ages of man scheme.

But neither the medieval commentators nor their modern historians have
addressed the question of whether women, as well as men, would be resurrected
in ‘the age of the fulness of Christ’, that is, in a 30- or 33-year-old body. Here I

*»
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shall argue that the Pear]l Maiden, the virgin-martyrs, and the Virgin Mary at her
assumption and coronation, all represented in later medieval English visual and
textual imagery in the bodies which they would possess in heaven, are depicted
within the ‘maidenhood’ phase of their life cycle, and that this indicates that for
some interested parties maidenhood represented the ‘perfect age of woman’s life’.

MAIDENHOOD

One cannot begin to examine the question of what constituted the perfect age of
woman until one has a sense of the stages which were perceived to make up a
woman’s life. As the ages of man scheme seems largely uninterested in women, it
is not valid simply to apply the stages named there, such as puericia, adolescencia,
tuventus, senectus and so on, and to associate the qualities linked to the different
stages of a man’s life to a woman’s life. Sketching an alternative scheme to the
ages of man for women is beyond the scope of this essay, but it is important to
note here that late-medieval English culture did recognize a phase in young
women’s life cycle intervening between childhood and fully fledged adulthood.!®

The beginning and end points of this phase are blurry, and it would be rather
artificial to set them too precisely. However, it seems reasonable to state that this
stage was perceived to begin in a young woman’s early to mid-teens, and to end
sometime between her late teens and mid-twenties. Medieval canon law set a
girl’s age of consent at twelve (while for boys it was fourteen), arguing that at that
age she became sufficiently physically developed to engage in procreation, and
sufficiently intellectually and morally developed to understand the nature of the
bond into which she was entering.!® It does not seem possible to determine the
age at which girls reached physical maturity in practice, but medical and
scientific literature traditionally placed a girl’s age at menarche at between twelve
and fifteen.20 Common and borough legal traditions placed women’s age at
majority (i.e., at which they could leave wardship), and also their age of criminal
-and civil responsibility, within an age range in the middle teens.?! All these
markers of development indicate a belief that women moved from the
incapacities and physical immaturity of childhood into a state more closely
resembling adult womanhood in the early to mid-teens.

That they did not usually, however, accomplish full transition to adulthood at
this stage is suggested by a number of factors. Marriage for English girls in the
later Middle Ages did not usually take place soon after legal age of puberty, but
more often some time from the later teens to mid-twenties.?2 While marriage
soon after or even before canonical age did occur for some girls of the gentry
class and higher, this does not seem to have been the norm. Even where,such
early marriage did occur, anxieties expressed about the youth of the girls
concerned indicates that early marriage does not necessarily indicate the absence
of a notion of a phase intervening between childhood and adulthood for girls, but
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rather that family, political or economic interests could sometimes override that
notion.2? In addition to the evidence on age of marriage or consummation of
marriage, the existence of the institution of service and its association particularly
with young single women in their mid-teens to mid-twenties indicates that this
life-cycle phase was recognized and accommodated within English culture.?*

* Some might label this phase ‘female adolescence’, and while I do not have an
especially strong quarrel with the use of the phrase, I do not feel it is the most
useful term available.2’> My preference is for ‘maidenhood’, as ‘maiden’ is the
term more commonly used in the England of the late thirteenth, fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries to refer to young unmarried women than, say, the Latin
adolescentula.?6 Moreover, it usefully points to two key aspects of the identity of the
woman at this stage: she is both young, and virginal.?’ The medieval maiden,
therefore, is 2 woman past childhood but not yet a fully fledged adult, and one
whose identity is bound to a certain tension. That is, she is at once sexually and
psychologically mature (as the legal codes recognize), but she must also hold onto
the virginity required by her pre-marital state. This tension, between sexual
maturity and chastity, is the key to the identity of the maiden in late-medieval
English culture. I shall argue here that this tension, though in other contexts
problematic, could act as a focus for desire. The at-once sexual and chaste
maiden was an object of desire for certain groups, and thus she could represent
an ideal state of femininity.

PARAGONS OF FEMININITY

When Paul imagined Corinthian confusion on the subject of the bodies of the
resurrected, ‘With what manner of body shall they come?’, he may or may not
have had gender distinctions in mind. But we may pose the same question on
more specific grounds: ‘With what manner of body shall the women come?’ By
what bodies might the souls of saved women be known? Three examples from
late-medieval English culture may give us some idea: the Virgin Mary, who by
her assumption was transferred in her body direct from death to Christ’s side in
heaven;2 the virgin martyrs, who in achieving sanctity were able to bypass the
purgatory reserved for ordinary sinners and go straight to Christ; and the Pearl
Maiden, who is also seen to have bypassed purgatory in her innocence, and is
shown on her way to join her bridegroom in the Heavenly City. Do these female
figures receive representation in the bodies of 30- or 33-year-old women?

Several commentators have linked the Pearl Maiden’s physical state to the
theology of the resurrection.??® The poet could not represent her strictly speaking
in resurrected form, as that would imply that the raising from the dead had
already occurred, but still ‘it is appropriate that this body should have the
appearance gf the one which, according to the highest patristic authority, she will
assume after the General Resurrection’.3? What no critic seems to have taken into
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account is that the Pearl Maiden is not represented in the body of a woman in
her mid-thirties. While her age is not stated, it may be deduced from her
representation, as will be discussed below. Her age might also be suggested by
comparison with Boecaccio’s Olympia. This poem bears a striking similarity to
Pearl, in that it is a dream vision in which a father sees and speaks to his daughter,
who had died at five-and-a-half but appears to her father as a girl of
marriageable age.’! Thirty or thirty-three was not the most desirable
marriageable age for women, particularly in Tuscany. We might expect her to
appear, rather, in the body of a young woman in her late teens.32

Pearl-describes a dream vision, in which a male speaker is confronted by a
vision of his daughter, his ‘pear]l’, who had died at the age of two, but who
appears to him as a beautiful and courtly young woman: a ‘maiden’, as he calls
her.3® The Pearl Maiden is interesting to me because she has two ages: she is a
‘faunt’ (161) or small child, but in death she has taken on the body of a ‘maiden
of menske’ (162), or ‘damyselle’ (361). Her physical appearance is described at
length (197-228). Her dress is in the style of a fashionable young woman of the
late fourteenth century, and her dress is all white and covered in pearls (197-
204).3* Her skin is the purest white — whiter than whale bone, or passing the fleur -
de lys (212, 753). She wears a crown of pearls and flowers: ‘A py3t coroune 3et
wer bat gyrle/ Of marjorys and non oper ston,/ Hize pynakled of cler quyt
perle,/ Wyth flurted flowrez perfet vpon’ (“That girl also wore a decorated crown
of pearls and no other stone, with high pinnacles of clear white pearl, with
perfect flowers figured on it’) (205-8). Her hair is golden and hangs unbound
around her face and on her shoulders: ‘As schorne golde schyr her fax penne
schon,/ On schyldere3 bat leghe vnlapped ly3te’ (‘her hair, that lay lightly on her
shoulders, unbound, then shone like bright cut gold’) (213-14). She has grey eyes,
and likens herself to a rose (254, 269). The dreamer marvels at her ‘fayre figure’
and dazzling beauty (747-53). '

" These physical characteristics — white skin, long loose golden hair, grey eyes,
the likeness to a rose, marvellous beauty and fairness of figure — are all aspects of
the courtly ideal of feminine beauty, which can be found in almost any youthful
heroine of late-medieval English romance or courtly lyric, and will be examined
in a moment. That the Pearl Maiden’s appearance is meant to represent her
physical state on entering heaven is made clear near the end of the poem when
she joins a procession of a hundred thousand ‘vergynez’, all, as she is, crowned,
dressed in white and covered with pearls, and goes in with this merry band to
meet their bridegroom (1095-152). At that moment her childish age — 4 mere
two years old — and her maidenly body seem combined, as the dreamer is moved *
to see his ‘lyttel quene’, making merry with her friends (1147-50). Her childish
state is symbolic of her innocence, as is made clear during her debate with the
dreamer over the parable of the vineyard (481-660), but she appears in a young
woman’s body.
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There are three elements of her representation which she shares with the
iconography of the virgin martyrs and the Virgin Mary at assumption and
coronation, and which indicate that she was meant to be imagined as a maiden
rather than an older woman. Those elements are her courtly beauty, her loose
golden hair, and her crown. The conventions concerning feminine beauty were
remarkably consistent in the period under discussion. The beautiful woman
almost always, in both literary and visual media, has long golden hair, very fair
skin, fine features, sparkling eyes, curved dark eyebrows, red lips, and a long and
slender body with small breasts but a protruding belly. She often has grey eyes,
though at other times they are blue, a cleft chin, and delicately rosy cheeks.3
Matthew of Vendéme and Geoffrey of Vinsauf supply sample descriptions of the
beautiful woman in their guides to poetical-writing,3 and the convention is also
prominent within romances and lyrics.3” A key aspect of the feminine ideal is her
slenderness and delicacy:

Let the upper arms, as long as they are slender, be enchanting. Let the fingers
be soft and slim in substance, smooth and milk-white in appearance, long and
straight in shape . . . Let the snowy bosom present both breasts like virginal
gems set side by side. Let the waist be slim, a mere handful . . . let the leg show
itself graceful; let the remarkably dainty foot wanton with its own daintiness.38

This ‘description strongly implies that beauty was associated with the slenderness
of youth and virginity.

For my purposes it is most significant that youthfulness was a key element of
this ubiquitous ideal of feminine beauty. The ages of some Middle English
literary heroines who are described as beautiful are stated, and they are always in
their. teens. Freine is twelve when men begin to notice her beauty, and Goldboru,
‘the fairest wuman on live’ is an heiress waiting to come of age.?® Chaucer’s
Alison, whose beauty is conventional yet slightly satirized, is eighteen, and his
Virginia — a ‘mayde of excellent beauty’ who is described in conventional terms —
is fourteen.®0 Where the age of the beautiful woman is not stated, her youth is
implicit in her figure, with its ‘slender limbs, small high breasts, narrow waist and
smooth white skin. An ugly woman, in contrast, is often old, with loose skin, a
forest of wrinkles and-breasts like deflated bladders.*!

Some of those who have discussed the subject of beauty in history have argued
that feminine beauty is ahistorical, eternal and unchanging.#? Authors such as
Kenneth Clark and Arthur Marwick seem profoundly unaware of their own
subjectivities as white, middle class or higher, heterosexual males of the mid- or
later twentieth century, and the effect of such subjectivities on their
interpretations.*3 Others have argued that tastes have altered across time, and
that representatiens of women must be sread within their cultural and political
contexts. For example, Anne Hollander argues that the notions of physical beauty -

<
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present in any given period depend on the fashions of the day, as bodies
represented in visual form can be said to have been shaped by the ‘ghosts’ of
their clothing. Margaret Miles discusses the appeal of the Virgin’s naked breast,
and argues that the attraction lay in the breast’s association with food and
nurture in a time of threatened nutrition (the mid-fourteenth century).4
Similarly, the representation of the idealized beautiful woman as a slender
teenage girl should not be seen as a constant across history or cultures. It should
be read within the historical context of its production. I see this ideal as an aspect
of the wider ideal of maidenhood as the age of consummate femininity.

The conventional beauty of the Pearl Maiden is one aspect of her
representation as a youthful, idealized maiden. Her hair is another aspect. It is
golden, long, and hangs loose on her shoulders.#6 Such hair is an element of
coniventional beauty, but it stands for more than that. Long, uncovered and loose
hair had a variety of meanings in late-medieval English culture. It could be a sign
of uncivilized or anti-social nature, as it is in the images of the hairy wild men
and women who sometimes appear in manuscrlpt illuminations.#” That 51gn of
wildness could be combined with loose hair as a sign of penitence, as it was in the
vitae and visual representations of Mary Magdalene in the desert and Mary of
Egypt.*8 Hair long enough to cover the body could provide modesty, as it does in
the life of St Agnes, whose hair grows to cover her nakedness when she is stripped
and thrown into a brothel, and in the legend of Lady Godiva.*?

Perhaps paradoxically, long, loose hair was also a'sign of sexual attractiveness
and availability, and it was for this reason that early Christian writers demanded
that a woman hide her hair under a veil.>0 The London Liber Albus required that
the cutting of a prostitute’s hair be one aspect of her punishment on a third
conviction, and thus of the taming of her sexuality.>! For professed virgins of the
Middle Ages, ‘taking the veil’ was an event within the ritual of consecration,
along with the adoption of monastic clothes and the ring by which they were wed
to Christ.52 This ceremony was ritually linked with the secular wedding
ceremony, during which a bride would often wear her hair loose and uncovered,
and would signal her movement from maidenhood to wifehood by tying up her
hair and covering it with a headdress or wimple.3 While young unmarried
women may have often worn their hair bound or covered in practice, as is
indicated in some illustrations and tomb brasses, loose uncovered hair remained
an instantly recognizable symbol of the state of virginity. Loose hair also played a
symbolic role in the coronation of queens — a ritual which bears many similarities
to the rituals of consecration and marriage — and was probably meant as a sign of
their chastity.3

Loose unbound hair signified an apparently contradictory state: the state of
sexual attractiveness and availability, and the state of virginity. It therefore stands
as the sign par excellence of maidenhood, an age in which sexual desirability and
the fact of virginity are intermingled. There i a tension, rather than a
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contradiction within the state of maidenhood. Sexuality and chastity there exist
simultaneously. The unbound golden hair of the Pearl Maiden is meant as a sign
that she is not meant to be imagined as a sober, respectable woman in her mid-
thirties; but rather as a perfectly chaste and gloriously desirable maiden, of an
age probably somewhere in her mid- or late teens.

. The crowh of pearls and flowers which the Maiden wears is another key to her
maidenly state. The author of the thirteenth-century exhortation to chastity, Hali
Meidhad, was stating little more than was conventional in his image of virgins in
heaven. They all wear ‘a circlet shining brighter than the sun, called aureola in
Latin’.%5 The crown may stand as a symbol of spinsterhood, and thus of
permanent virginity in the secular life, as it does in The Good Wyfe Wold a
Pylgremage: ‘Yfe bou wylt no hosbonde have, but wher thy mayden croun’,% or of
the permanent virginity of the woman professed to the religious life: “Your
virginity . . .will be radiant i in a golden diadem’.5” The crown or circlet is an
ancient and extremely widespread symbol, whose origins cannot be established

here. Suffice to say that its primary modern association, with royalty, was not its

first meaning. It is possible that its later medieval associations with virginity
derived from two separate traditions: one of the circlet, crown or wreath as a
symbol of marriage, and the other as a symbol of victory.

The crown. as both a religious and secular symbol of victary and triumph in
the Middle Ages seems _derived from the Greek and Roman wreath, which
symbolized the victory of athletes and of military leaders, and became part of the
imperial regalia.5® The symbol passed into Christian religious use before secular,
with its adoption as a symbol of victory over death, particularly for martyrs.>®
Coronation became part of royal inauguration in the West in ninth-century
Carolingian rituals, and Hincmar of Rheims in the second half of the ninth
century was instrumental in the development of the symbolic association of
crowns with king-making.60 The wreath of flowers as a symbol of marriage is, if
anything, of much older and more obscure- origin, and is perhaps associated
primarily with fertility.6! The association of flower garlands with fertility perhaps
persisted in the later Middle Ages with May Day games, which involved
gathering flowers and crowning of a May King and Queen, as well as with the
custom of brides wearing garlands or circlets on their wedding day.52

The crown of virgins may have been linked to both traditions. It symbolised
vietory over death through the promlse of eternal life, and it signified virginity
through its association with marriage and fertility, and thus through the image of
the virgin as the bride of Christ.53 The Pearl Maiden’s crown consists of both
flowers and pearls. The latter weré a well-established symbol of purity and
virginity by the later Middle Ages, a symbol played upon by Jacobus de Voragine

* in his introduction to the life of St Margaret, as the Latin for pearl is margarita.t*

The Maiden’s white garments also contribute to her representation.as pure,
innocent and virginal. White garments were associated with both the innocence
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of the child undergoing baptism, #ed professed virginity.6® To sum up, the pearls,
the crown, the loose hair and thewhite garments combine with the Pearl
Maiden’s conventional beauty to presént a complex yet harmonious image of a
woman who combines most admirable feminine traits: chastity, and sexual
desirability.

Her appearance in many ways matches that of the virgin martyrs. The virgin
martyrs, who were the most popular type of female saint in late-medieval
England, include SS Katherine, Margaret, Lucy, Christina, Cecilia, Dorothy,
Agnes, Barbara and Agatha.56 Their vitae show individual variants, but have
several main themes in common. The maiden is usually of noble and wealthy
background, and is Christian in a predominantly pagan late-classical world.
Upon reaching puberty her extraordinary natural beauty becomes apparent, and
she is sought after by a powerful pagan suitor. Having pledged both faith and
virginity to God, she rejects the advances of the pagan suitor, and is thrown into
prison. She undergoes a series of horrible tortures, designed to make her
renounce both faith and chastity, but refuses to give up either. Finally she is
martyred, usually by beheading. While the virgin martyrs have received
increasing attention from scholars in recent years, their age has been little
mentioned. I see this, however, as central to their identity as ideal representations
of womanhood.

Of those whose actual ages are given in their lives all are in their teens: Agnes
‘is thirteen, Margaret is fifteen, Katherine is eighteen, and Christina is twelve
when her torments begin, though she is tortured for fifteen years before her
eventual martyrdom.%” Though we are not told the ages of the others, it seems
clear that they too occupy this age of post-pubertal youthful virginity. They must
all be of aetas nubiles — the legal or actual age of puberty and capacity to marry —
because the plot of each virgin martyr’s life hinges on her sexual attractiveness
and the efforts of her suitor/tormentor to make her marry him. We are not,
therefore, dealing with child saints. The upper limit of their age may also be
suggested by their eligibility — they are not spinster saints who have gone beyond.
the expected age of marriage — and also by the language used to describe them.
In the Middle English of Osbern Bokenham’s collection they are called
‘maidens’, and the corresponding Latin term in the Legenda Aurea is puella, not a
term likely to be used.of a mature woman.%® Moreover, the lives frequently
describe the martyrs as ‘young’ or of ‘tender age’, or as fenerae puellac — tender
girls. Lucy is ‘a maydyn yung and delycate’,6? Agatha is a ‘damysel ying’,’0 Faith
is “in hir tendir age’.”! There can be little doubt that all the virgin martyrs would
have been perceived to be young women occupying the maidenhood stage of
their life cycle.

- According to medieval authors on the resurrection, Christ died at thirty-three
because he had reached the peak of his life, and it would not have been
appropriate for Christ to experience physical decline.”? Is it possible that the
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virgin martyrs died in their teens because that was the peak of the lives of their
feminine bodies? It seems relevant to note that, in regard to healthy
reproduction, Aristotle had argued that the perfect age for women at marriage
was eighteen, while for men it was thirty-six, and Giles of Rome’s De Regimine
Principium kept Aristotle’s perfect age for women, though it lowered that of men.”
The idea that a woman’s later teenage years represented a feminine physical
ideal went beyond natural philosophy and eugenics, and entered the widely
disseminated representations of women saints.

The late-medieval rewriting of the life of St Apollonia may be singled out as
illustrative of my theory that youthfulness is a key attribute of feminine
perfection. In earlier lives, including. the thirteenth-century Legenda Aurea, she is
an aging deaconess, whom*Jacobus de Voragine calls ‘an admirable virgin, well
along in years’.’* But by the later Middle Ages in England she is represented
visually as a young maiden, alongside youthful martyrs such as Agnes.”>
Increasingly, youth was becoming a necessary element of ideal femininity.

The virgin martyrs do not generally wear the white clothes of the Pearl
Maiden, but in visual representations they all share her conventional beauty, her
long, loose, golden hair, and, in many cases, her crown or garland.’® Bokenham’s
description of the beauty of Margaret when first seen by the prefect Olibrius is
particularly notable for its engagement with courtly ideals of feminine beauty:

And whan he sey hyr forheed lely-whyht,
Hyr bent browys blake, & hyr grey eyne,
Hyr chyry Chekys, hyr nose streyt & ryht,
Hyr lyppys rody, hyr chyn, wych as pleyne
Pulshyd marbyl shoon, & clovyn in tweyne.”’

This matches perfectly the courtly literary ideal of feminine beauty described
above. It seems apparent from Bokenham’s allusions to both Geoffrey of Vinsauf
and Matthew of Vendéme elsewhere within the life that his appeal to secular
courtly ideals is quite consciously made, and that the reader was meant to
imagine Margaret on the same terms as the sexually desirable secular ideal.’
The conventional beauty of the virgin martyrs is significant as it clearly indicates
that these saints were not meant to be conceived of in sexually neutral terms, nor
that through their virginity they had ‘become men’. Not only were they
represented in uncompromisingly female form, they fit the image of the desirable
ideal.”

The unbound hair of the virgin martyrs in visual representations takes on the
$ame meanings as it does for the Pearl Maiden, of the woman who is both desired
and untouched. The symbolism of the crowns which they often wear is a little
more complex. As with the Pearl Maiden, they symbolize virginity and
dedication to .Christ, as shown by the example of Cecilia and her chaste husband
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Valerian, to whom angels offer crowns of roses as signs of their chastity.8? But

they are also crowns of martyrdom — a significant aspect of the early Christian * I

iconographic meanings of the crown.8! Peter Abelard in the twelfth century had
written of the double crown of the virgin martyrs: of lilies for virginity, and of
roses for martyrdom.8? In the case of St Katherine, a royal princess, the crown .
also points to regal status. Yet the significance of the crown or wreath as a symbol”
of virginity which is youthful and potentially fertile remains, and is appropriate to
the virgin martyrs’ life-cycle stage. '
Representations of the Virgin Mary in English visual sources of our period also
hint at the identification of women’s youth with their perfect age. In contrast to
her son, tradition had it that she lived on well into old age, and thus well past the
perfect age of the body according to the theology of the resurrection.?? Voragine’s
account of the Assumption of the Virgin says that she was fourteen when she .
conceived Christ and fifteen when she gave birth to him (that is, at the perfect
age of woman) then after his death at thirty-three she survived him by twenty-
four years, thus dying at the age of seventy-two. He says another account gives
her age at death as sixty.8* In either case, at the assumption she is, in human:

years, an elderly woman. ,

Turning to visual representation of the Virgin’s assumption and coronation, .
one might expect to find her represented as an old woman, if the artists
concerned took a naturalistic course. Alternatively, given the theology of perfect
age and the resurrection of the body, one might expect to find her in a 33-year- *
old body. How would a married woman of that age be represented in this late-
medieval English context? She would almost certainly be wimpled, with her hair
bound up, and perhaps would have a slightly matronly figure; in short, perhaps
she would look like traditional representations of St Anne.85 Representations of

Mary during the assumption and the coronation do not depict any such a

matronly figure. Rather, like the Pearl Maiden and virgin martyrs, she is a
maiden, who as queen of heaven has the unbound hair and crown of a maiden
on her wedding day.86 Scenes of the death, assumption and coronation of the
Virgin in the late thirteenth-century Ramsey Psalter depict just such a youthful -
figure (Fig. 1). Depictions of the coronation are particularly illustrative of my
theme, as they depict a mother who looks considerably younger than her son.
The bearded, stately and sombre figure of Christ from the early fourteenth-
century De Lisle Psalter is representative of the perfect age of man, and the
demure, pretty, youthful and maidenly figure of Mary at his side is representative
of the perfect age of woman (Fig. 2, p. 14).

Mary’s representation is slightly more complex than those of the Pearl Maiden
or virgin martyrs. Thus, for example, while she too is a conventional beauty with
flowing golden hair,8” she is often depicted with a light veil over her hair. This
may be meant to signify her state as both virgin and wife, with the unbound hair
of the former and the seemly, concealing veil of the latter. She is not, however,
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Figure 1: The death, assumption and coronation of the Virgin, late thirteenth
century. From The Ramsey Psalter, The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. -
M. 302, f. 4. Reproduced by permission of the Pierpont Morgan LiBrary.
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Figure 2: The coronation of the Virgin, early fourteenth century. From
The De Lisle Psalter, The British Library. MS Arundel 83 PT 2 F134v.
Reproduced by permission of The British Library.
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shown wimpled, as one would expect an older married woman to be. Also, her
crown and the theme of her coronation hold slightly different meanings than
those of the others. While the theme of ‘Maria Regiﬁa’, or the Virgin as queen,
dates to the sixth century, the theme of the act of the coronation of the virgin
dates only from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.®8 It is argued that through
this iconography the Virgin is represented in her primary late-medieval role as
royal intercessor, who shared in Christ’s power over heaven and earth and could
be called upon by believers to intercede in earthly affairs.89

Yet, as with the virgin martyrs, the multi-layered meanings of the
representations of the Virgin do not detract from the observation that she is, in
English art of the later Middle, Ages, regularly depicted in the body of a
conventionally desirable yourig maiden at the moments of her bodily ascension
and her crowning. At these moments, it seems reasonable to assume, it would
have been thought appropriate to represent her in the ideal feminine form. That
this ideal contrasts so strongly with the ideal of masculinity represented by her
son suggests a clear distinction in notions of the perfect age of man and of
womar. '

CONCLUSION

In taking up the question opened up by Dove’s analysis of the perfect age of man,
this article has sought representations of feminine figures which might suggest an
answer to that question. The female figures chosen to provide that answer were
not selected at random, but rather because they provide images. of the perfected
female body in death. Representations of women in funerary monuments and
tomb brasses sometimes also depict similarly rhaidenly figures, the example of the
tomb and crosses of Eleanor of Castile perhaps providing the most obvious
example.?0 A broad study of such monuments, their representations of women,
and their variation (over time, for example), might also hold clues to this puzzle.
It might be objected that it is not valid to seek too hard for a single definitive
answer to thé question posed. If late-medieval English culture had held a firm,
fixed and single notion of a perfect age of woman, surely it would have expressed
this in clearer ways. For example, a complete alternative tradition to the ages of
man scheme — and a notion of the prime age within that — could have been
established for women. This would be a fair objection, and I do not suggest that
there existed any comparably conscious and thought-through notion of the
perfect age of woman as of man. Moreover, it may be said that there was more
than one perfect age of woman, and that the age was determined differently by
the interests of those who directed particular discourses. In the ‘real world’ of
medieval society, at all social levels, it was not at all desirable that a young
woman die in her mid- to late teens. Rather, she should become a wife and a
mother, thus fulfilling her obligations to her family and culture and becoming, in
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another sense, ‘perfected’. In terms of economic or legal capacity, one might
argue that a woman was only ‘perfected’, or made whole and completg, in

widowhood, when she could own and control property, businesses and chattels in !

a way which was greatly limited for women at other stages.

Yet the power of the images discussed cannot be overlooked. As paragons of
femininity, the Virgin Mary and the virgin martyrs-were present in media which
permeated late-medieval English culture. They were visible not only in the books
of hours, hagiographic collections and art treasures of the elite, but in the
sermons addressed to the laity all the way down the social scale, and in the panel

paintings, carvings and stained glass which adorned the simplest parish church. .
No such broad audience can be envisaged for Pearl, but it may be that the Pearl

Poet was responding to and borrowing from this well-established and popular
image of femininity in constructing the image of the Pearl Maiden. And in death,
in their heavenly bodies, these familiar female figures do not resemble wives,
matrons or dowagers.

Given the breadth of the image’s popularity, it becomes difficult to answer
precisely the question, ‘For whom was the maiden “perfect”?” Questions of who
produced these images, and for whom, are too lengthy and complex to be
explored here. But, leaving aside the minutiae of production and reception, it
seems reasonable to assert that these ideals of femininity were, ultimately, the
product of clerical culture, in which the social values of wifehood, motherhood,
or economic and legal capacity, were pushed aside in favour of the spiritual value

of chastity. The physical maturity of the maiden makes her chastity all the more -

valuable, and desirable, to the male clerical elite for whom women were (or were
supposed to be) untouchable. It was.the power of this group within medieval
culture which ensured that representations of the virgin martyrs and Virgin Mary
as maidens became ubiquitous, and dominant. In the end, although the perfect

L0

age of woman was never as clearly or uniformly expressed as that of man,_the -

most powerful image of ideal femininity available was that of the maiden.
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