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How are Women Represented in the Gesta Stephani?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gesta Stephani, trans. and ed. by K. R. Potter (London: Nelson, 1955)] 


The Gesta Stephani is a chronicle which follows the events from King Henry I’s death through the reign of King Stephen, ending with Henry II being crowned. It is an important document due to the details about King Stephen’s tumultuous reign, where no other chronicler of the time could produce such a detailed account. The author is unknown despite many historians attempting to name them, however it was most likely a man, as all chronicles from the Middle Ages that we know of have been written by men. Women were mostly written out of history and were rarely taught to read or write.[footnoteRef:2] Historian Marjorie Chibnall has researched into Empress Matilda, who features heavily in the Gesta Stephani, arguing that the chronicle is exceptionally ‘hostile’ towards her, however none have researched the role all women play in the chronicle.[footnoteRef:3] This essay will examine the ways in which women are represented in the Gesta Stephani, at a time when women were believed to be derived from Eve; they were sinful and should not be trusted.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing Of History In Medieval England (London: Hambledon and London, 2004), p. 61.]  [3:  Marjorie Chibnall, Empress Matilda: Queen Consort, Queen Mother And Lady Of The English (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1991), p. 197.]  [4:  Donna Spivey Ellington, ‘Eve’, in Women And Gender In Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia, ed. By Margaret Schaus (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), pp. 266-267 (p. 267).] 

The reign of King Stephen is interesting in part due to one woman in particular, Empress Matilda, the daughter and only surviving heir to King Henry I. Matilda was the second legitimate child to Henry, but his son died in the infamous White Ship Disaster of 25 November 1120.[footnoteRef:5] Henry made the tough decision of choosing a successor should he die, naming his daughter Matilda as heir.[footnoteRef:6] Before this, no woman had ruled solely as equal to a king, and queens were only ever wives of kings, never rulers in their own right.[footnoteRef:7] When King Henry died, Matilda’s cousin Stephen of Blois moved quickly to take the throne, claiming King Henry had named him heir on his deathbed. The nobles of England approved of him more than they did Matilda, and he became king shortly after Henry’s death.[footnoteRef:8] King Stephen’s reign was marred by Matilda fighting for the throne, and she proved a worthy opponent as will be shown. Matilda named herself empress, continuing to use the title from her first husband who died, even after her father remarried her to Geoffrey Plantagenet. Donald Matthew suggests this was to elevate her position and bring with her the status of a German empress, which at the time held greater power and responsibility than a queen of England.[footnoteRef:9] To avoid confusion, she will be referred to as Empress Matilda throughout this essay, however in the Gesta Stephani she is named the Countess of Anjou. It is interesting that the author chose not to call Matilda an empress, but simply the Countess of Anjou, which was her official title from her second husband. Despite the author being politically correct with her title, as technically she was not an empress anymore, other contemporary records, such as The Chronicle of Henry of Huntingdon, call her Empress Maud, Maud being an alternative name for Matilda.[footnoteRef:10] It appears that the author of the Gesta Stephani made a conscious decision to show that Matilda was less than a king, where she may be seen as equal to or even more powerful than a king if her title was empress. [5:  Matthew Lewis, Rebellion In The Middle Ages: Fight Against The Crown (Yorkshire: Pen and Sword History, 2021), p. 21.]  [6:  Keith R. Dockray, ‘Matilda (1102-67)’, in A Historical Dictionary Of British Women (London: Taylor & Francis, 2005), pp. 312-313 (p. 312-313).]  [7:  Chibnall, Empress Matilda, p. 1.]  [8:  David Crouch, The Reign Of King Stephen, 1135-1154 (New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 31.]  [9:  Donald Matthew, King Stephen (London: Hambledon and London, 2002), p. 118.]  [10:  The Chronicle Of Henry Of Huntingdon, trans. and ed. by Thomas Forester (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853), p. 272.] 

Empress Matilda plays a villainous role in the Gesta Stephani, as the main opponent to King Stephen’s rule. When she becomes ruler for a brief time, she is described as having:
Extremely arrogant demeanour, instead of the modest gait and bearing proper to a gentle woman, began to walk and speak and do all things more stiffly and more haughtily than she had been wont, to such a point that soon, in the capital of the land subject to her, she actually made herself queen of all England and gloried in being so called.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Gesta Stephani, p. 78.] 

This contrast to the author’s description of how a woman should be appears to mock the fact she is becoming a queen. Where a king is usually described with greatness, a woman becoming queen, but in the same role as a king rather than a queen subservient to a king, is described negatively, showing misogyny, which is unsurprising seeing as the Gesta Stephani was most likely written by a man. Another factor within this quote suggesting misogyny was ripe at the time of writing, or that the author was following the stereotype of women, is in the description of a perfect woman being ‘gentle’ and ‘modest’. The fact these terms are used shows exactly how a man believed a woman should act. It is interesting that the author chose to include this when the sentence would have still been clearly negative towards the empress without the comparison to how a woman should act and walk, suggesting he wanted to ensure everyone knew the ideology of the time.
Matilda continues to receive negative depictions as a ruler in the Gesta Stephani when the men who were loyal to King Stephen change loyalties to Empress Matilda. When they offer their allegiance, she ‘received ungraciously and at times with unconcealed annoyance,’ while ‘others she drove from her presence in fury after insulting and threatening them.’[footnoteRef:12] Empress Matilda is represented extremely negatively, as a ruler who is insulting and does not reward loyalty in any form. Worst of all, however, is the empress’s treatment of her closest allies, including her brother, the Earl of Gloucester, who is not treated with respect or listened to: [12:  Gesta Stephani, p. 79.] 

She did not rise respectfully, as she should have, when they bowed before her, or agree to what they asked, but repeatedly sent them away with contumely, rebuffing them by an arrogant answer and refusing to hearken to their words; and by this time she no longer relied on their advice, as she should have, and had promised them, but arranged everything as she herself thought fit and according to her own arbitrary will.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Gesta Stephani, p. 79-80.] 

Other contemporary chronicles such as The Chronicles of Henry of Huntingdon, include similar observations, stating that ‘she alienated from her the hearts of most men.’[footnoteRef:14] Even Matilda’s own men were looked down on and not listened to when giving sound advice. It seems her elevated role made her believe she did not need anyone to advise her and that she was above reproach. [14:  The Chronicle Of Henry Of Huntingdon, p. 280.] 

One of the main reasons Matilda in the role as king would have had negative connotations, as Matthew Lewis has explained, was due to the fact ‘men would be forced to make themselves subservient to a woman.’[footnoteRef:15] This is evident throughout the Gesta Stephani, in the positive ways King Stephen is portrayed. King Stephen, when facing adversity, seems to be excused for any errors on his part by calling it fortune and ill-fortune. The women were not so lucky, especially as was evidenced with Empress Matilda, although it is interesting that in the Gesta Stephani there are two references to ‘Fortune’ being a woman. The first being: [15:  Lewis, Rebellion In The Middle Ages, p. 31.] 

Fortune, as she makes our world revolve, now raises a man to the heights and soon dashes him down to the depths, after a success of such joyous passage a sudden and unexpected disaster followed for the king.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Gesta Stephani, p. 62.] 

According to Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, reference to ‘Fortune’ being a woman predates medieval times. The notion is that ‘Fortune’ is both positive and negative, but ‘often seen as a stepmother, as angry and terrifying’.[footnoteRef:17] Despite this, it seems Fortune is not to be messed with or changed, and so this comparison to a woman can be seen as positive. Men know not to meddle or try to change a woman. This can also be construed as negative, that women are all the same and there is nothing a man can do to teach a woman to be better than this. The second reference supports this misogyny: ‘as Fortune showed herself fickle and changeful to both sides’.[footnoteRef:18] These terms are derogatory to a modern reader, however it represents the way in which women were still perceived as sinful, ‘fickle’ and ‘changeful’ like Eve in the Garden of Eden. It can also be interpreted that Fortune being referred to as a woman actually represents Empress Matilda being behind all King Stephen’s misfortunes, even if indirectly, that women cause all woes of men, with men being entirely innocent of any wrongdoing. [17:  Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, Fortune Is A Woman: Gender And Politics In The Thoughts Of Niccolo Machiavelli (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), p. 140.]  [18:  Gesta Stephani, p. 148.] 

When looking at the way in which women are represented in the Gesta Stephani, it may seem that it is very misogynistic, however there is an exception with Queen Matilda, the wife of King Stephen. Compared to the negative depiction of Empress Matilda above, Queen Matilda is referred to as ‘a woman of subtlety and a man’s resolution’.[footnoteRef:19] Where Empress Matilda is accused of being unwomanly, Queen Matilda is described positively when she is not following her gender’s expectations. This is of note as it makes the Gesta Stephani less misogynistic altogether and the author appears to side with the queen rather than the empress. The queen even goes as far to be a war leader, just like a king would be, while the king is imprisoned, and is described positively in this too. The contrast between queen and empress suggests as the queen is the rightful consort rather than the imposter empress, even though the empress was the heir before King Stephen took the throne, God is on the side of Queen Matilda, the consort rightfully fighting for her king. Charles Breem suggests ‘that a woman could get away with unwomanly behavior as long as she did it for her lord and master’, which explains why the author of the Gesta Stephani saw Queen Matilda’s actions as befitting her rank.[footnoteRef:20] Furthermore, the queen, when fighting to retake London from the empress, is described as: ‘forgetting the weakness of her sex and a woman’s softness she bore herself with the valour of a man’, commanding great respect from those who supported the king.[footnoteRef:21] Being referred to as a man in a positive way, she is acting on behalf of the king, and as the king when he is unable to. Unfortunately, despite the author’s clear bias towards Queen Matilda, when she requests the Bishop of Winchester to intercede and assist her in rescuing the king, he is ‘moved by the woman’s tearful supplications, which she pressed on him with great earnestness.'[footnoteRef:22] This shows the bias against women is still evidenced even with Queen Matilda, that she is still prone, even if in a small way, to ‘the weakness of her sex’.[footnoteRef:23] The author wants to show that she is still a woman, to be looked down upon and less capable than a man, no matter her brave actions and attempts to restore King Stephen to the throne. [19:  Gesta Stephani, p. 81.]  [20:  Charles Breem, ‘Greater By Marriage’, in Queens And Power In Medieval And Early modern England, ed. by Carole Levin and Robert Bucholz (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), pp. 1-15 (p. 12).]  [21:  Gesta Stephani, p. 83.]  [22:  Gesta Stephani, p. 83.]  [23:  Gesta Stephani, p. 83.] 

	There are a few redeemable threads of hope for the character of Empress Matilda in the Gesta Stephani. She is named ‘their lady and their queen’ when Henry, Bishop of Winchester, brother to King Stephen, must choose a side, and follows the empress.[footnoteRef:24] This suggests she was looked up to with some positive regard and by calling her a lady and queen, he is showing respect to her as the queen of the country, even though she was never officially crowned. However, Henry may have only named the empress as lady and queen because it was the winning side at the time, and he had little choice if he did not want to stand up to her. She is named ‘Lady of the English’ and Marjorie Chibnall implies that this could have been an ‘appropriate title for an acknowledged heir to the throne before coronation’.[footnoteRef:25] However, it appears more likely that the author avoided calling her queen because he did not acknowledge her as capable of ruling by herself, due to being a woman, and so this title is more fitting, suggesting she is a superior but still a woman and not a solely ruling queen. An alternative view may be the obvious bias of the author towards King Stephen, so that an opponent would be ridiculed in the chronicle to further support the king and prove he was the rightful ruler. [24:  Gesta Stephani, p. 79.]  [25:  Chibnall, Empress Matilda, p. 114.] 

	When the author explains Miles of Gloucester, and his backing of Empress Matilda as being the rightful ruler of England, it is mentioned that he ‘received the Countess of Anjou herself with her men and always behaved to her like a father in deed and counsel,’ and ‘he made her queen of England’.[footnoteRef:26] This appears at first to be a positive depiction of the empress, suggesting Miles acted as a father after King Henry’s death, and that many men did follow her and helped her in her fight for the crown. The point about Miles making her queen suggests she was incapable of this herself and that she would not have got to that position if it were not for Miles’s support and assistance. Despite most of the Gesta Stephani focussing on the empress being the one to cause the uprising and taking the throne herself, this section focuses solely on a man being the person behind it all, weaving her fate and putting her on the throne himself. A woman is unjustified in taking what she wants, and history is rewritten from a man’s point of view instead. [26:  Gesta Stephani, p. 96-97.] 

	A major scene in the Gesta Stephani which places Empress Matilda in a positive light is her escape from her enemies. When they besiege her castle: ‘Very hard pressed as she was and altogether hopeless that help would come she left the castle by night […] through the snow and ice.’[footnoteRef:27] It seems that instead of wallowing or begging for mercy, which a woman was expected to do and there are many examples in the chronicle, the empress took matters into her own hands and saved herself. It is a bold statement to put into the text considering how the author is mostly negative and derogatory towards women, and especially of Empress Matilda’s actions when she takes the throne. It is a stand-out moment in the text which may mean the author was in such awe of her actions that he could not avoid praising her for her miraculous escape. He goes on to describe it as a miracle: ‘What was the evident sign of a miracle, she crossed dry-footed, without wetting her clothes at all’.[footnoteRef:28] Calling it a ‘miracle’ makes it clear that there must have been other forces at work, so the empress must have received help, and could not possibly be solely responsible for succeeding in her own escape. The text continues that there was noise everywhere when it should have been silent enough for the enemies to hear the escape.[footnoteRef:29] The author appears dumbstruck by Empress Matilda’s escape, even going as far to make a personal note that ‘never have I read of another woman so luckily rescued from so many mortal foes’.[footnoteRef:30] The term ‘luckily rescued’ justifies that it was luck and not by sheer perseverance on her end that she escaped. It downplays her character to an extent by suggesting she did not and could not, as a woman, do so without help, and almost by accident succeeded in her attempt. [27:  Gesta Stephani, p. 94.]  [28:  Gesta Stephani, p. 94.]  [29:  Gesta Stephani, p. 94.]  [30:  Gesta Stephani, p. 95.] 

The final positive mention of Empress Matilda is unexpected, in that it seems similar to references to Queen Matilda. Empress Matilda is described as ‘always superior to feminine softness and had a mind steeled and unbroken in adversity’.[footnoteRef:31] This is the biggest compliment to the empress anywhere in the Gesta Stephani, and the term ‘superior’ makes her sound almost saintly, above the stereotype of women being weak and born of sin. It appears to be a comparison to a man, but without stating it obviously. The fact she remains ‘unbroken in adversity’ suggests the author understands the difficulties she faced were not all her fault and appreciates she never allowed herself to be defeated, always remaining steadfast even when everything and everyone was against her. It seems strange that this one phrase is the opposite of every other description of Empress Matilda and this makes it stand out, as though he had written about the wrong Matilda, as Queen Matilda could be described in a similar way except that she did eventually succumb to her stereotype. Perhaps, this is the one exception the author made, showing his awe of Empress Matilda, that she was always above the stereotype to the very end, never wavering in being unwomanly. [31:  Gesta Stephani, p. 89.] 

	Women are only referred to in certain passages within the Gesta Stephani, the only exception being Empress Matilda, of whom there are pages and pages of details about her fight for the throne. However, a theme whereupon two passages make connections of cities being gendered as female, is present. The first phrase this features in is: ‘London, the capital, the queen of the whole kingdom’.[footnoteRef:32] It is interesting that London is being referred to as ‘queen of the whole kingdom’ and there is no mention of a masculine king of the kingdom, unless you count King Stephen as the king and London as the queen. It may have been meant figuratively, that London represented the heart of England, and many saw a queen as the heart, the gentler side to the king, where the king was the strength and intellect. This appears to be the best assumption, as in medieval times queens, like other women, were subservient to their master or lord, but able to wield some power such as acting in the king’s place when he was unable to.[footnoteRef:33] The second phrase in the Gesta Stephani that refers to a place as a woman is ‘Bristol, the stepmother of all England’.[footnoteRef:34] This suggests Bristol was an important branch from the queen, London, as it was where rebellion against the king was at its strongest.[footnoteRef:35] These are both positive terms referring to a location as a woman, however it is interesting to note that nowhere makes a reference to locations being men, and perhaps they are named female titles due to them not being as powerful as the king. The king is thus the man ruling over England and its cities, that the cities should be subservient to men just as women were. [32:  Gesta Stephani, p. 3.]  [33:  Elizabeth Norton, She Wolves: The Notorious Queens Of England (Stroud: The History Press, 2014), p. 7.]  [34:  Gesta Stephani, p. 42.]  [35:  W. Hunt, Historic Towns: Bristol, 3rd edn (London: Longmans, Green and CO., 1889), p. 20.] 

	There are few other references to women in the Gesta Stephani which are of note. When discussing some of the horrific things that happened when there was disquiet in England, the author explains that ‘women of any age they shamelessly abandoned to public violation’.[footnoteRef:36] Despite this seemingly negative depiction of women, it does suggest that committing a crime against a woman was understood to be an offence and this reaffirms the theme throughout the chronicle of women being the weaker sex, as previously discussed. It shows that men cared very little for what they did to women and violating them was common during conflict. The statement is matter of fact and it does not show any sympathy towards the women that this happened to. The one line hardly seems notable at all, as though it was put in just to state the crimes committed and not suggest any kind of punishment for the perpetrators or empathy towards the victims. [36:  Gesta Stephani, p. 11.] 

	Another section of text which backs up this viewpoint and further conforms to a stereotype of women that remains even today, refers to the Earl of Chester’s sister as a damsel in distress character. It states that when her castle was besieged:
She was vexed and tormented by all manner of anxieties because through the loss of a husband’s consolation she was a prey to womanly despair, was very closely invested, without supplies, by the enemy in great force, was worn out with grief and sorrow at the absence of hope that any succour would arrive.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Gesta Stephani, p. 11-12.] 

The terminology used, such as ‘tormented’, ‘sorrow’ and ‘womanly despair’, make a woman appear weak and reliant on men, that without a male influence she is reduced to nothing, and cannot help herself. This is made even worse by the text that follows this, with a man named Miles being her rescuer, furthering the idea of women as damsels in distress: Miles ‘hazarded himself and his men to rescue her, both on account of the compassionate pity he felt for a noble woman and in obedience to the king’.[footnoteRef:38] The pity suggests a woman is to be sympathised with and needs someone to save her. This is the most misogynistic interpretation of a woman from the Gesta Stephani, truly encompassing and encouraging the ideology of women as useless and completely reliant on men. It is a massive contrast to the strength of character seen in both Empress Matilda and Queen Matilda, showing that both were strong and powerful women, but even they could not break the stereotype. This point of view is further shown by the fact Miles ‘returned triumphant and with glory’.[footnoteRef:39] The stark contrast between man and woman, and the man receiving praise for his saving of a pitiful woman, suggests the misogyny was present on every level of society, where manliness was a thing to be celebrated, and men fought to save a woman in need to prove himself worthy, rather than simply to innocently help someone; a woman acted as a trophy for a man to win more praise with. [38:  Gesta Stephani, p. 12.]  [39:  Gesta Stephani, p. 12.] 

	The author discusses an unnamed wife’s actions after her husband was excommunicated, that she was ‘driven to frenzy,’ and became ‘a frightful and terrible demon’.[footnoteRef:40] This is the only sentence relating to the woman in question and it seems odd to include such a specific, small statement about a woman who is put into an unfortunate situation, becoming almost possessed as if the devil is within her. It is as though the author cannot comprehend how someone, a woman in particular, can turn so suddenly when the odds are against them. This is interesting as there has been a connection with the medieval ‘male-led church designating women as demonic’.[footnoteRef:41] Sara Katajala-Peltomaa explains in her work on Demonic Possession and Lived Religion in Later Medieval Europe that it was common for women to be linked to demons and were prone to sin, with the ability to corrupt men.[footnoteRef:42] This supports the argument of women being linked to Eve, the original sinner, and that the medieval misogyny was caused by this, with the church taking a firm lead on creating and upholding the stereotype that is still present today. The author of the Gesta Stephani was simply following the ideals and prejudice of the time. [40:  Gesta Stephani, p. 68.]  [41:  Francis Young, A History Of Exorcism In Catholic Christianity (Cambridge: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p. 24.]  [42:  Sara Katajala-Peltomaa, Demonic Possession And Lived Religion In Later Medieval Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 4.] 

	The harshest and most sobering imagery of a woman in need comes from a section relating to Baldwin’s wife, the fact she is not referred to by name but by her husband is misogynistic in itself. She went to the king to present her companions’ case regarding a siege ‘barefooted, with her hair loose on her shoulders, and shedding floods of tears.’[footnoteRef:43] This shows complete vulnerability on her side. It may be that she intended to appear pitiful so that she could use it to her advantage, making the king feel like the hero if he helped her and her companions. In contrast, the king ‘received her kindly’ because ‘of the pity he felt for one of her sex in such wretched affliction and because of the high-born woman’s relations and friends’.[footnoteRef:44] This furthers the misogyny against women present throughout the Gesta Stephani, with the language suggesting women as the weaker sex should be pitied. It also makes clear that ‘high-born’ women were not as inferior as women of lower classes, but this was only due to their upbringing, husband or ‘relations and friends’ rather than because these women were stronger or held power themselves. The author then goes on to say ‘after listening to her mournful and piteous supplications […] he hardened his heart inexorably yet again, and at last sent her back to her companions with nothing accomplished.’[footnoteRef:45] This shows the king was almost moved by the woman’s vulnerability and nearly agreed to back down, but by hardening his heart, he suggests the woman nearly coaxed him as Eve persuaded Adam to eat the forbidden fruit, once again referring to women as sinful and misleading. Despite Baldwin’s wife claiming innocence and trying to use her stereotype to her advantage, the king refuses to help. This is similar to the way, according to the author, Empress Matilda treated her own people, refusing to help even if they begged or offered to give her anything. In this regard, it shows the characters of the king and empress to be alike, however the author does not write anything negative of the king in this section, suggesting his decision was justified, whereas Empress Matilda doing the same thing is suggestive of her being harsh and arrogant.  [43:  Gesta Stephani, p. 27.]  [44:  Gesta Stephani, p. 27.]  [45:  Gesta Stephani, p. 27.] 

	In conclusion, every woman mentioned in the Gesta Stephani is represented in negative, misogynistic ways. From the widows and Baldwin’s wife being stereotypical of women being the weaker sex in their actions and emotions, to the Empress Matilda acting too much like a man, and becoming arrogant and unwomanly when taking the throne, where a man was praised or feared for this behaviour. All women, even those who take on a manly presence, are named and shamed for doing so, rather than applauded for their confidence and control over matters. The only exception to this is Queen Matilda, who is encouraged and praised when she acts in the king’s stead after he is captured, however this too turns negative as it is suggested the queen was only acting as regent and would be expected to return to her normal duties and take a step back again when he was released. She is then ridiculed as being tearful at another time, proving that even women who had positive things written about them were still subjected to the misogyny of the time. The contrast with the king’s behaviour and consequences being caused by Fortune rather than as a direct result of his actions supports the argument, particularly that Fortune is referred to as female, calling every negative action a female to make it clear women are the cause of all strife and that a king cannot be at fault himself. The author cannot be solely blamed for this, as they were following the church’s ideals of the time. Women were only written about when it suited men, such as to boost their prestige when rescuing a woman, or being written in as an enemy to the crown when they start to take control. Women in the Gesta Stephani are merely literary devices to help the author further King Stephen’s popularity, and therefore it cannot be read with complete believability that women played such a small part in history.
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