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Abstract

Over half of the miracles attributed to the anchoress Yvette of Huy (1158-1228) deal with regulating the

sexual thoughts of her lay and clerical community. Of these, the majority focus on priests specifically as

the seducers of women. This emphasis on concupiscent priest seems exceptional when framed solely

within a hagiographical context, however, this stock-character is quite common in fabliaux. Using

fabliaux to ground my exploration of lustful priests in Yvette’s vita in literary and historical scholarship, I

will argue that while the emphasis on clerical seduction in the Life of Yvette expresses the same societal

tensions about the misuse of clerical authority as in fabliaux. However, the vita through its richer

depiction and sympathy for the female victims of priests allows us to not only identify social tensions but

to explore the historical context that allowed for priests to target their female victims in the first place as

well as the social networks women created to combat this.

2



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV

Table of Contents

Abstract 2

I. Introduction 4

II. Combining Fabliaux and the Life of Yvette 7

III. The Lustful Priest and Expressions of Unease in Fabliaux and the Life of Yvette 12

IV. Vulnerable Women and their Female Protectors: Contextualizing Clerical Seduction in the Life of

Yvette 20

V. Conclusion 27

Bibliography 28

3



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV

I. Introduction

On the surface, the Life of Yvette of Huy is largely unremarkable for a thirteenth-century

hagiography.1 The vita, written by a monk named Hugh, documents her path from a young wife and

mother of two to her emergence as an anchoress (someone who withdrew from society to live a life

focused only on religion). Only accessible to us today though her vita, the historical figure of Yvette, who

lived roughly from 1158–1228, grew up as part of the lay urban elite in the town of Huy in the Low

Countries. Against her wishes, she was married off young and by the age of eighteen she found herself the

mother of two sons, and a widow. It was in widowhood that she began to pursue her religious life, first as

a caregiver for ten years at a leprosarium outside of Huy, and ultimately as an anchoress, a position she

would occupy for the rest of her life. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, becoming an anchoress

was an increasingly popular form of female devotion, most common in urban settings. Following the

ascetic movement, these women locked themselves in cells most commonly in parish churches. Due to

this location, they often became central spiritual guides for the community, who came to their cells for

comfort and advice.2 Yvette fulfilled all of these obligations and more; as word of her piety spread people

flocked to visit her, live near her, or, for a select few women, live with her, forming what some scholars

have argued was one of the earliest beguine communities.3

While Yvette’s general background and religious role as an anchoress fit into established

hagiographical conventions, the content of the text is anything but conventional. Hugh attributes sixteen

miracles to Yvette during her life. Over half deal with regulating the sexual thoughts and acts of the lay

and clerical communities. Of these, the majority involve the lustful thoughts of clerics, and in some cases

the more serious act of abducting and seducing women into sex.4 While sexuality and seduction have long

been elements in the vitae of religious women, especially the virgin martyrs, the emphasis on clerics, not

laymen, as perpetrators is quite uncommon in the hagiography of thirteenth-century religious women in

the Low Countries and in the genre as a whole. Yvette’s miracles range from short chapters in which she

identifies a young monk or clerk’s secret lust to several longer narratives, one about a young priest who

tricks and abducts one of Yvette’s own female followers and two others documenting priests who seduce

laywomen.

4 Hugh includes three-four miracles which occurred after or on the day of Yvette’s death; these are more common
hagiographical topoi without references to sexuality or lust. I have omitted these miracles from my study since they all
occurred after her death they reveal less about Yvette and her personal motivations as an anchoress than about how
Hugh and her community wanted to remember her.

3 Ibid. 52.

2 Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker. Lives of the Anchoresses : The Rise of the Urban Recluse in Medieval Europe. The Middle Ages Series.
Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Press, 2005.1-2.

1 The Latin version is accessible in the January edition of the Acta Sanctorum. All English translations are taken from
Hugh, of  Floreffe.The Life of  Yvette of  Huy. tr. Jo Ann McNamara. Toronto: Peregrina Pub., 2000.
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Despite these interesting peculiarities, the Life of Yvette has been passed over by scholars for

decades with only a handful of studies about her role as an anchoress and spiritual-mother. While the

works of Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, Jo Ann McNamara, and Jennifer Carpenter are foundational to my

research they make no attempt to discuss or place Yvette’s acute concern with clerical sex within a

historical or literary context. This is likely due to wariness about the issues of combining various genres

as well as lingering hesitation about reading hagiographies as historical documents. From a modern

perspective the miraculous episodes of saints’ lives might seem utterly devoid of historical substance, but

hagiography was an important form of medieval historiography, a record of the past from a sacred

perspective.5 Typically historical facts might be made to fit the subject into standard topoi, thus securing

them within established traditions of sanctity.6 Thus, the Life of Yvette tells the story her devotees wished

to tell even if the truth may have been altered to accommodate this. As Samantha Herrick writes, “even

when hagiographers challenged accepted ideals of sanctity or pushed additional agendas, they did so in

ways that the audience could recognize as pertaining to a discourse of sainthood.”7 Despite this emphasis

on creating an image of sanctity over precise historicity, hagiography does create an image of the past,

which can still reveal what actions were expected or exceptional in the larger societal and religious

context.8 The most difficult part of reading vitae as historical is parsing what is historical and what is

embellished. In the Life of Yvette this is more easily discerned than in others since the unique emphasis on

lecherous clerics lacks any parallels in contemporary hagiographies. Therefore, their presence in the vita

likely reflects a historical concern of Yvette and her community so integral to her sanctity that, though

Hugh may have tempered some of these instances, he neither removed them nor decreased their narrative

emphasis.

As with any vita, the textual character of Yvette is in part a saintly construction of her biographer;

her image is deliberately created to elevate her holy image and fit her into established moulds of sanctity.

However, that does not mean that her life cannot, after careful analysis, give insights into some of Yvette

and her community’s particular concerns and interests. Hugh, as Anneke Mulder-Baker concedes, allowed

Yvette to vary considerably from preestablished hagiographical motifs, most notably in her miracles about

lecherous priests.9 Hugh felt these sexual miracles were a central element to her authority and therefore to

her sanctity. While the Middle Ages was certainly not the prudish era of chastity and abstinence it is

traditionally portrayed as, the emphasis on clerical seduction is still quite unusual for hagiography.

9 Mulder-Bakker. Lives of  the Anchoresses. 56.

8 Catherine Sanok. “Hagiography.” In Medieval Historical Writing: Britain and Ireland, 500–1500, edited by Jennifer Jahner,
Emily Steiner, and Elizabeth M. Tyler, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019. 430.

7 Ibid. 2.

6 Samantha Kahn Herrick. Hagiography and the History of Latin Christendom, 500-1500. Reading Medieval Sources, Volume 4.
Leiden ; Boston, 2019. 2.

5 Catherine Sanok. “Hagiography.” In Medieval Historical Writing: Britain and Ireland, 500–1500, edited by Jennifer
Jahner, Emily Steiner, and Elizabeth M. Tyler, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,) 2019. 421.
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However, the question persists as to why Yvette, Hugh, and their community were so interested in clerical

seduction. Few of Yvette’s contemporary religious women have similar accounts, and the instances of

clerical seduction in those vitae that do, are isolated and brief with little narrative emphasis.

While the concupiscent priest seems exceptional when framed solely within a hagiographical

context, this stock-character is quite common in fabliaux and other literary forms of the same milieu. In

this literary context, scholars have long debated the comedic effects of this character and what it reveals

historically about changing notions of clerical sexuality and relationships between lay and clerical

authority.10 I will use fabliaux as a tool to highlight the literary and historical context for the use of this

stock-character in the Life of Yvette. My integration of fabliaux into the discussion of the life of Yvette is

not to imply any direct causality between these two depictions of lustful priests. Through an examination

of the characteristics and tensions surrounding priests in fabliaux, we can begin to lay the groundwork for

our understanding of the Life of Yvette. Hugh’s adherence or divergence from stock fabliau depictions will

speak to the unique purpose that clerical seduction had in Yvette’s vita.

Recent scholarship in the interdisciplinary fields of women’s studies, gender studies, and the

history of sex have contributed significantly to understanding the medieval world. This dissertation is an

extension of that work, drawing on multiple disciplines, genres, and approaches to tackle and begin to

explore the unusual emphasis on clerical seduction in the Life of Yvette. Because of scant examples and

lack of research on lustful priests in thirteenth-century hagiography, my work has drawn primarily on

fabliaux scholarship. The resulting manuscript is an initial attempt to contextualize the remarkable Life of

Yvette. The first chapter will consider the assumption that because fabliaux and hagiography differ so

extremely in content and tone, they are inherently incomparable. Drawing on recent scholarship on

notions of medieval genre, authorship, and audience, I will demonstrate ways in which fabliaux and the

Life of Yvette can be combined. The second chapter will transition to comparing the stock-character of the

lecherous priest in both fabliaux and the Life of Yvette. Through an examination of three characteristics of

priests in both, I will argue that the depictions of priests express an underlying tension and anxiety about

the misuse of clerical authority. The final chapter, considering the Life of Yvette alone, will explore the

historical context that allowed for priests to target their female victims in the first place as well as the

social networks women created to combat this.

10 See Daron Lee Burrows. The Stereotype of the Priest in the Old French Fabliaux : Anticlerical Satire and Lay Identity, 2005;
Philippe Ménard. Les Fabliaux : Contes à Rire Du Moyen Age. Paris: Presses Universitaires De France, 1983; Joseph Bédier.
Les Fabliau: études de littératur Populaire et d’historie littéraire du Moyen Age, Paris: Chapion, 1893.
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II. Combining Fabliaux and the Life of Yvette

Fabliaux and the Life of Yvette seem to be antithetical in almost every way. While hagiography

displays sanctity and seeks to edify its audience, fabliau allows people to playfully revel in depictions of

vices usually too taboo to depict. Discussions of medieval conceptions of genre have begun to blur the

lines between related genres such as fabliaux and romance, yet due to their divergent tones and purposes,

scholars have tended to consider them separately.11 However, the simultaneous emergence of fabliaux and

thirteenth-century vitae of lay religious women during the same period of seismic social and religious

change in France and the Low Counties warrants a closer investigation. This chapter will demonstrate that

based on their shared clerical origins and diverse authors and audiences they can and should be

considered together in order to better contextualize the Life of Yvette and its unusual use of the

stock-figure of the concupiscent priest.

The primary purpose of any hagiography is to convince the audience of the protagonist’s saintly

nature, but in doing so these texts often reflect the societal expectations and the religious norms of the

community that created them. For the lives of religious women, this can provide a unique window into

changing ideals of female sanctity. For centuries, the saintly women of hagiography were usually limited

to virgin martyrs or pious nuns. However, the late-twelfth century saw the rise of a new lay spirituality. In

this movement, women specifically found new outlets through which they could demonstrate their

sanctity, as anchoresses and beguines. This required hagiographers to develop alternate ways to express

this new form of holiness.12 Perhaps the most influential of these early twelfth-century authors was

Jacques de Vitry (c. 1160/70–1240). His masterwork, the Life of Marie de Oignies (1177-1213), was

pivotal in constructing this new lay female sanctity. Jacques’ goal was to fashion the anchoritic Marie into

a modern living saint and a model for secular sainthood.13 He, like other hagiographers, reshaped aspects

of her historical life to fit within a mould of sainthood.14

Often seen associated primarily with the clergy and clerical Latin readers, hagiography of this

period also appealed to lay audiences.15 While the majority of hagiographies from the Low Countries

written during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were composed in Latin, many were later translated

into the local vernaculars. The most popular, the aforementioned Life of Marie de Oignies, survives in

twenty-six extant Latin manuscripts and several other vernacular translations including English,

15 Catherine Sanok. “Hagiography.” 428.

14 Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker. “Ivetta of Huy: mater et magistra,” in Sanctity and motherhood : essays on holy mothers in the
Middle Ages. ed. Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker. New York: Garland Pub., 1995. 230.

13 Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker. “General Introduction” in Mary of  Oignies: Mother of  Salvation. 4.
12 Ibid. 430.

11 For current scholarship on audience and authorship for fabliau see Holly A. Crocker. Comic Provocations : Exposing the
Corpus of Old French Fabliaux. New York ; Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006, and Norris J. Lacy. Reading Fabliaux; Vol.
1805. New York: Garland Publishing, 1993. For hagiography see Catherine Sanok. “Hagiography.”
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Norwegian, and French.16 Other vitae with similar origins were translated into French, Dutch, German,

and English attesting to a readership even outside of the Low Countries.17 Additionally, the adaptation of

some hagiographies, such as the Life of Saint Marcel de Lymoges by Wauchier de Denain, into Old French

verse shows that authors moulded hagiographical material to appeal to the readers of other genres such as

fabliaux and romances.18 The use of the vernacular and the emergence of verse vitae imply that in addition

to clerics there was an interested lay audience steeped in the tradition of hagiography but also familiar

with other popular genres. The high level of general literacy in Low Country society meant that these

translations were accessible to elite and lower lay classes. As well as to illiterate audiences through

informal oral transmission and formal recitation by clerics during the liturgy and on feast-days.19

Though part of this boom in lay female vitae, the Life of Yvette survives in only one extant

manuscript, Stadtbibliothek Trier MS 1179, a seventeenth-century codex containing the vitae of Yvette of

Huy, Lutgard of Aywieres, Elisabeth of Spalbeek, and Christina the Astonishing.20 Another codex was

used to publish two Latin editions of the text by Chrysostomus Henriquez in 1633 and by the Bollandist

society in the 1642 January volume of the Acta Sanctorum. While this manuscript has since been lost, in

his surviving notes the owner, a Belgian intellectual Aubertus Muraeus, stated that in addition to the Life

of Yvette it also contained vitae of two other contemporary religious women. The final known manuscript

which contained Yvette’s vita, also lost, belonged to the library of the Benedictine abbey of St. Trond in

1638. The catalogue lists her Life in the same entry as several other thirteenth-century vitae from the Low

Countries.21 This limited manuscript tradition points to a small circulation and a local cult centred near

Huy. However, locally venerated religious figures, as “sources of much local pride, were often the objects

of more active and long-lasting cults than their well-known confrères.”22 Surviving manuscript tradition is

not necessarily correlated with the strength of a saint’s cult, especially one with such local significance.

While the thirteenth-century manuscripts have been lost, her vita was considered worthy of continued

preservation and its survival in seventeenth-century editions attests to enduring interest and devotion.

The incorporation of Yvette’s vita with those of other contemporary religious women establishes

the close relationship, at least in transmission, between the Life of Yvette and other hagiographies of

22 Michael Goodich “A Profile of Thirteenth-Century Sainthood” Comparative Studies in Society and History 18, no. 4, 1976,
430.

21 Carpenter. A New Heaven and a New Earth. 305-6.
20 See the table in A New Heaven and a New Earth. 5-6

19 Tjamke Snijders. “Genre Consciousness and the Use of Hagiography” 346-349; Walter Simons. Cities of Ladies : Beguine
Communities in the Medieval Low Countries, 1200-1565. Philadelphia Pa.: University of  Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 6.

18 Takeshi Matsumura. "Wauchier De Denain, La Vie Seint Marcel De Lymoges, Édition Critique Par Molly
Lynde-Recchia." Zeitschrift Für Romanische Philologie (ZrP) 123, no. 4, 2007, 787-88.

17 Ibid. 30.

16 Jennifer Carpenter. A New Heaven and a New Earth: The Vitae of the Mulieres Religiosae of Liege, 1997, ProQuest
Dissertations and Theses. 27.
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mulieres religiosae.23 While there is no indication that it was ever translated into the vernacular, the

circulation of Yvette’s vita with other Latin vitae, that were quite popular and translated multiple times,

indicates that her Life was seen as part of a larger corpus of lay religious women’s vitae. The

amalgamation of the lives of thirteenth-century religious women from the Low Countries was based on

the many overarching similarities these women had, such as their largely non-noble origins, their

childhoods in towns and cities, and their connections with leprosaria and beguine communities.24 Some

vitae were more popular and translated more frequently than others, but all were part of a shared tradition

with lay and clerical reception and interest. While the circulation of Yvette’s vita may have been more

limited, it emerged out of the same historical and spiritual context. This along with the emphasis within

the text on her lay origins and her concern with the seduction of laywomen indicates that her Life

circulated in these contemporary circles and thus was accessed by clerics and laypeople alike.

If hagiography depicts people at their holiest, the humorous and bawdy genre of fabliau depicts

humans at their most conniving, lustful, and avaricious. These ribald tales, written in vernacular Old

French verse, grew popular in the late twelfth century, blossoming particularly between 1200 and 1350;

parallel to this emerged similar genres such as the German mären. By deliberately inverting societal and

literary norms, its author allowed readers to revel in transgressive physical humour and courtly parody.25

Fabliau’s predominant theme is that the ingenious triumph and those who trust in their power, money or

wife are sure to experience humiliation, loss, and cuckolding. 26 While different regions had their own

takes on the fabliau, they all follow this theme and contain similar narratives, stylistic patterns, and

stock-characters. The broad and recognizable cast of actors—priests, peasants, nobles, urban elites,

merchants, husbands, wives, and virgins—are all quite versatile in their roles; sometimes the lustful priest

is the trickster and successfully seduces the object of his desire, yet in other stories, the layman or woman

uses the priest’s lust to outwit and humiliate him.27 Depending on the story, any of these characters can

take on the role of “duper” or “dupe” regardless of gender, religious, or social status.

While past scholars, most notably Philippe Menard, have used fabliaux’s predominantly lay

authorship and readership to erroneously claim that clerics had no engagement with these texts and

therefore fabliaux openly promoted anticlerical sentiments, this argument is undercut by fabliau’s

historical roots in clerical literature as far back as the tenth century. Peter Dronke and Mary Jane Stearns

Schenk examined the links fabliaux has with the eleventh-century “Cambridge Songs” and Latin exempla.

27 Lacy. Reading Fabliaux. 16.

26 France, Peter. The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995. 296; Peter Dronke. "The
Rise of  the Medieval Fabliau: Latin and VernacularEvidence." Romanische Forschungen 85, no. 3 (1973): 276.

25 Lacy. Reading Fabliaux. 2.
24 Ibid. 13-17.
23 Carpenter. A New Heaven and a New Earth. 306.
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They have successfully demonstrated that despite the different languages and registers of

composition—Latin and vernacular—clerical writings and fabliaux often contain many similar

stock-characters and sometimes even identical tales such as one about a layman trapping a wolf and a

lustful priest in a hole as punishment, which has a direct analogue in fabliaux.28 Exempla, which were

used in sermons and circulated independently, were not only mined by fabliau authors for character types

and plots, but their short and moral tales were also incorporated into Latin and vernacular hagiographies.29

These examples reveal that clerics readily included negative depictions of the clergy in their work. These

depictions which proliferated in many genres, would have been familiar to lay and clerical audiences. The

supposed anticlericalism present in fabliaux was therefore not an expression of a lower register or the

anticlerical sentiments of the lay audience and authors, but part of an older tradition steeped in religious

writing, from sermons, to verse, and even hagiography.30 Just as hagiographers wrote vitae which

integrated increasingly popular vernacular verse, so too did fabliau authors draw plots and

stock-characters from clerical writing. The fabliau’s ties to genres of exempla, sermons, and Latin ribald

songs beg the question of whether clerics also engaged with these texts as authors and readers.31

Not only did medieval writers draw on elements from various literary traditions but they often

composed in multiple genres themselves. In addition to fabliaux, the French trouvère Rutebeuf (fl.

1245-1285) also wrote religious hymns and history. He was not alone, as many of his contemporaries also

dabbled in courtly romances and sermon literature.32 This is true too of clerics who also engaged with

fabliaux. Menard argued that due to the anticlericalism of some texts and motifs it is unlikely that the

author or the target audience included clerics; Joseph Bédier suggested that negative portrayals of clerics

indicated a real hatred of the clergy in the lay audience.33 However, in addition to lay authors, there were

wandering clerks who partly earned a living from writing and reciting fabliaux.34 These clerici vagantes

led peripatetic lives, either due either to a lack of a benefice or desertion from their attached church.35

Likewise, clerical poets such as the famous Enguerrant le Clerc d'Oisi were just as likely to include

35 Charles Homer Haskins. The Rise of  Universities. Ithaca, New York, 1965. 11.

34 Sarah Melhado White. "Sexual Language and Human Conflict in Old French Fabliaux." 189; Joseph Bédier. Les
Fabliau. 389-98.

33 Philippe Ménard. Les Fabliaux.; For more on anticlericalism see Peter A. Dykema, and Heiko Augustinus. Oberman.
Anticlericalism in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe. Studies in Medieval and Reformation Thought, v. 51. Leiden: Brill, 1993,
x; Bédier. Les Fabliau, 127.

32 Horton, Engendering Vice. 9.

31 Horton, Engendering Vice. 9-10.; Albrecht Classen, “Introduction to the Genre: The Maere” in Erotic Tales of Medieval
Germany. Vol. 3. Tempe, Ariz.: ACMRS Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2007. viii.

30 Frances Kneupper. German Identity and Spiritual Reform at the End of Time: Eschatological Prophecy in Late Medieval Germany,
2011, 48.

29 Sebastian Sobecki. "Exemplary Intentions: Two English Dominican Hagiographers in the Thirteenth Century and the
Preaching through Exempla." New Blackfriars 89, no. 1022, 2008, 480.

28 Dronke. "The Rise of the Medieval Fabliau,” 283. This article remains one of the most important linking fabliau and
exemplum. It has since been expanded slightly by Mary Jane Stearns Schenk in her article “Narrative Structure in the
Exemplum, Fabliau, and the Nouvelle” from 1981.
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portrayals of lecherous and greedy priests as lay writers.36 Though lay authors may have comprised the

majority of fabliau writers, to ignore the clerical writers or argue that the authorship intentionally

undercut clerical authority is to ignore a vital part of both the thirteenth-century construction of fabliau

and its earlier literary roots.

The effort to identify the medieval audience for fabliaux has been contentious. Bédier defined

them as a small group of lower class and bourgeois individuals, while Per Nykrog refuted this and based

on literary connections with courtly romance, defined the readers as primarily noble in status.37 However,

the appeal of these tales is now considered to have been much broader than initially assumed. Rather than

being defined by one social class or religious office, fabliaux’ readership comprised a diverse group

united by familiarity with the genres of exemplum, romance, and fabliau, and a common taste for brief

humorous tales.38 Authors were not the only ones to draw on multiple genres; medieval audiences were

equally familiar with an array of texts and approved of authors who drew on elements from multiple

genres. The aforementioned verse vitae of Wauchier de Denain brought the poetry of old French

vernacular into the traditional genre of hagiography, exemplifying both the authorial and audience

trans-genre engagement present in the medieval period. The authors of fabliau and hagiography tailored

their tales to the diverse tastes of their readers who often had exposure to other genres and familiarity with

tropes, characters, and plots from these other texts. This interest in cross-genre exploration allowed both

medieval authors to blur the lines between texts, as fabliaux borrowed plot elements from exempla and

verse vitae borrowed stylistically from old French vernacular tales. Crossover in readership indicates that

despite their clear differences in purpose and tone, fabliaux and hagiography both reflect the same societal

context and tensions and may be reacting to the same historical developments, though in different ways.

This will be explored further in the next chapter, which will turn to the character of the lustful priest, a

common figure in fabliaux and an integral part of Yvette’s emphasis on clerical seduction.

38 Horton, Engendering Vice. 4; White. "Sexual Language and Human Conflict." 200.
37 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.16-17.

36 White. "Sexual Language and Human Conflict." 189; Cordelia Heß. "A Common Enemy." Zeitschrift Für
Religionswissenschaft 21, no. 1 (2013): 78.
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III. The Lustful Priest and Expressions of Unease in Fabliaux and the Life of Yvette

The many similarities linking the literary depictions of lecherous priests in fabliaux and the Life

of Yvette as well as the robust scholarship on this stock-character in fabliaux, will allow us to root the

Yvette’s vita in a firmer literary and historical context. While I will not argue that the depictions of priests

in these two genres are directly correlated, fabliaux do provide an opportunity to contextualize the use of

lustful priests in the Life of Yvette. I will begin this chapter by giving a brief summary of the scholarship

on the lecherous priest in fabliaux and the ways in which this stock-character reflected its historical

context and changing clerical identities. I will then examine how clerical seduction in the Life of Yvette of

Huy corresponds to the use of three common characteristics of lecherous priests found in fabliaux: their

power over language, their spiritual and monetary capital, and the judgement and punishment that they

receive at the end of tales. Similarities in all three areas indicate that the depiction of deviant priests in

both the Life of Yvette and fabliaux expressed the same underlying societal tensions about the misuse of

clerical authority.

Though there are similarities in the characteristics of priests in fabliaux and hagiography, it is

important to acknowledge that the differences in genre impacted the ways that these stock-characters

would have been understood by the audience. The actions of lustful priests generated laughter in fabliaux,

but their presence in the Life of Yvette would have been dramatic and sombre, as evidenced by the harsh

condemnation they receive from Hugh. The priests of fabliau and hagiography both occupy a place in

constructed reality slightly removed from the ‘real’ world. However, the priests in hagiography live in a

world in which the social and moral norms were explicitly upheld, and therefore behaviour that deviated

from this needed to be harshly condemned.

Unlike hagiography, which constructed a reality which mirrored the real world, the world of

fabliaux is an anti-world recognizable but divorced from the social norms central to medieval society.

This is perfectly characterized by the character of the lustful priest whose presence is pervasive in these

tales. Within the bounds of the text, the transgressive desire of the priest initiates the plot and much of the

characteristic humour of the tale emerges as a consequence of his actions. Either a cunning trickster,

successful in his goals, or a gullible dupe, ultimately punished for his actions, this figure —like all those

in fabliaux— is versatile. This image of the priest is opposite in every way from the pious, chaste, and

charitable ideal that the Church eagerly cultivated beginning in the eleventh century. This stark difference

has generated a fierce scholarly discussion about the merits of viewing this stock-character purely as a

literary device within the bounds of the text versus a reflection of socio-historical changes to the
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priesthood.39 This dialogue between the literary and historical approaches has been recently nuanced by

studies on fabliaux by Daron Burrows and mären by Birgit Becker and Sebastian Coxon, all of whom

unite literary and historical approaches.40 Coxon suggests that, similar to hagiography, while the events of

mären and fabliaux are not a direct reflection of external reality, the collective and social practices of

literary reception in the Middle Ages cannot be divorced from their socio-historical context.41 As an

intentional construction against the ‘real’ world, these genres allowed authors and readers to temporarily

suspend the social, religious, and ethical norms that governed their everyday lives to explore behaviours

usually taboo in regular society. The more firmly established and secure a norm within ‘real’ society, the

more license authors had to subvert them. Fabliau functions on many levels; on the surface the genre

allows readers to enjoy tales of bawdiness, trickery, and the unlikely character of the lecherous priest. On

another level, it reinforces the ideals of society: loyalty, fidelity, and, importantly, clerical power. And

finally, while fabliau elevate clerical authority, there are still tensions and questions about whether this

authority was always used for good. Likewise, the presence of priests in the Life of Yvette is in no way an

indication of anticlericalism, as it was written by a monk and in many ways upheld the importance of

moral clerical advisors. Yet, lustful priests provided an opportunity to examine how lay people engaged

with socio-historical realities. While literary lecherous priests in themselves did not undermine the

authority of the Church and its clergy, their behaviour still indicates underlying tension about the

consequences of unchecked clerical authority.

The character of the lustful priest in fabliau and hagiography subverts almost every expectation

for historical medieval priests. Beginning in the eleventh century, the Church began promoting clerics as

morally and religiously superior by establishing new expectations for their dress, religious

responsibilities, and sexual behaviour. The new priest was distinguished from the laity in speech,

appearance, moral conduct, and religious powers.42 Exclusive access to Latin learning gave him the sole

authority to interpret the Bible and speak for God on earth. Likewise, an emphasis on the sacraments

solidified their religious superiority and ensured that the laity depended on them for their salvation.43

Central to the presentation of lustful clerics in fabliau was the establishment of universal clerical celibacy.

While the initiation of celibacy reflected some practical concerns about Church property and

issues of inheritance, those who fought for and eventually achieved universal clerical celibacy defined it

43 Ibid. 59.
42 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.49.
41 Coxon. Laughter and Narrative in the Later Middle Ages. 2.

40 Daron Lee Burrows. The Stereotype of the Priest in the Old French Fabliaux. 18.; Birgit Beine. Der Wolf in Der Kutte : Geistliche
in den Mären des deutschen Mittelalters, 1999. 19; Sebastian Coxon. Laughter and Narrative in the Later Middle Ages : German
Comic Tales 1350-1525. London: Legenda, 2008.

39 For an overview on this scholarship see Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.16-17.
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in moral and religious terms and against the supposed deficiencies of the laity.44 Reformers saw secular

clerics in particular as susceptible to corruption and debauchery.45 There was no doubt in their minds that

the parish churches’ proximity to the laity had the danger of polluting priests, who needed to be moral and

spiritual leaders; otherwise, the souls of their parishioners were in jeopardy.46 Chastity and celibacy

became a new way to demonstrate the superiority of the clergy. In many ways, the idealized priest was

defined by explicit opposition to the laity both in internal and external conduct.47 The new priestly ideal

was one of discipline, integrity and celibacy.

The priest in the fabliau is far from the idealized form established by the reform movement. He is

the embodiment of sin and immorality, even worse than his lay counterparts. Fabliau’s humour and

satirical effect comes from this disparity between the fictional priest’s sinful activity and the ideal of

superior moral conduct that the extratextual subject was meant to embody and teach to the laity.48 This

same juxtaposition exists in the Life of Yvette, but instead of causing humour, it is used to sow dramatic

tension. The most obvious way that the lecherous priest differed from the historical reality of the ideal

priest was his lust and sexual prowess; in both genres, the primary tools he uses to seduce women are his

words and monetary and spiritual wealth. By misusing these privileges, he becomes an anti-priest whose

ultimate purpose, ensuring the salvation of his flock, regresses to ensuring their mutual damnation. The

unquestioned authority which clerics and the Church held in medieval society was what ultimately made

it possible for the authors of fabliaux to depict priests in such a negative light. However, this authority is

not without its tensions even within the constructed world of the text.

Turning to the literary depictions of priests, in both the Life of Yvette and fabliaux, language is one

of the primary tools of seduction. Traditionally in hagiography, language has the power to reveal spiritual

truths, to cure, or to invoke God. In the vita, Yvette often uses her words to reveal hidden sins to her

community. However, instead of using their words for holy purposes, the deviant priests in the Life of

Yvette act similarly to those in fabliaux, as they use their words as a means of exercising power and

imposing their desires on others.49 The fabliau, La pucele qui voloit voler depicts the trickster priest using

fanciful euphemisms to trick, seduce, and impregnate a naïve virgin. In this tale, the titular girl has

49 Lacy. Reading Fabliaux. 91.
48 Ibid. 77.
47 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.61.

46 Burrows. The Stereotype of the Priest. 53.; Crocker. “Disfiguring Gender” 354.; Jennifer D. Thibodeaux. “Man of the
Church, or Man of the Village? Gender and the Parish Clergy in Medieval Normandy’ Gender & History”, Vol.18 No.2,
2006. 382-383.

45 Jennifer D. Thibodeaux. The Manly Priest : Clerical Celibacy, Masculinity, and Reform in England and Normandy, 1066-1300.
Middle Ages Series. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 2015. 23.

44 Charles A. Frazee. "The Origins of Clerical Celibacy in the Western Church." Church History: Studies in Christianity
and Culture 57, no. S1, 1988. 118
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rejected her suitors to pursue her dream of flight. A priest promises to turn her into a bird, by moulding

her lips into a beak, through kissing, and affixing her with a tail, through intercourse. The girl becomes

pregnant and confronts the priest, who rebukes her for her outlandish dreams. Within the fabliau, his

manipulation of her is treated as a humorous punishment for her misplaced desire to fly.50 While his lust

initiates the plot, he uses his sexual prowess not just for his own amusement but for an edifying purpose –

to show the girl the error of her ways. In disciplining her and using his established power as a cleric to

judge and dole out punishment, he is not actually bringing her closer to salvation but is rather fulfilling his

own lustful desires and pulling her further into sin. He mirrors normal order and priestly authority by

punishing her naivety, yet the way he goes about this punishment upends both the priestly ideal of chastity

as well as the priest’s central role as a moral figure who rebukes sin and ultimately uplifts his

community.51 While ‘real’ priests would have been expected to be gifted orators due to their Church

education, in fabliaux this gift of language is laughably misused not to further the salvation and morality

of the lay community, but to fulfil the priests’ own lustful desires.52

This mastery over language is also reflected in the instances of clerical seduction in the Life of

Yvette. While the words themselves are not revealed, in Chapter XXIV Hugh indicates that the priest “had

thoughts within about the girl that were palliated by his smooth words without…he came… polluting the

virgin under pretext of the word of God which he spoke outwardly while the fire of illicit love burned

within.”53 The priest carefully manipulates and fashions his words in a way he knows will win over his

target. Once he has gotten the subject of his desire - one of Yvette’s own spiritual daughters - alone the

priest lets his façade drop. While he convinces her to run away with him, he does not succeed in having

sex with her. Still, he uses the innate trust she has in him as a religious figure to promise her what she

wants, in this case not teaching her how to fly but how to become a better holy woman. As in the fabliaux,

he uses his position and his mastery over words, perhaps developed during his religious education to try

and get what he wants at the expense of one of his followers.

When words are not enough, clerics in both fabliaux and the Life of Yvette resort to forms of

monetary and spiritual bribery. In Le Prestre et Alison, a chaplain covets Marion, a thirteen-year-old girl,

and promises her mother riches if he can have sex with her. The mother hires a sex-worker, Alison, to

stand in her daughter’s place, and through trickery cheats the chaplain out of his money while preserving

her daughter’s virginity.54 The money used to bribe the mother in Le Prestre et Alison presumably came

54 Nathaniel Dubin. The Fabliaux : A New Verse Translation. First ed. New York ; London, 2013. 25-31.

53 Hugh of Floreffe. The Life of Yvette of Huy. tr. Jo Ann McNamara. Toronto: Peregrina Pub., 2000. 91; Chapter XXIV
Section 73 “frequentiusque ei colloquens de iis quæ ad animarum spectare viderentur salutem, cum talis ipse haberetur
intus a puella, qualē palliabāt verba honesta foris... frequenter veniebat...ad virginem pollutus, et sub prætextu sermonum
Dei, quos miser loquebatur foris, ignem iniqui amoris nutriebat intus et celabat.”

52 Ibid. 72.
51 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.165.
50 Holly A. Crocker. “Disfiguring Gender: Masculine Desire in the Old French Fabliau,” Exemplaria, 23:4, 2011, 348.
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from donations and tithes to the Church made by the lay community.55 In the German tradition, exchanges

for sex are also common, as in the fourteenth-century märe Die dri münche von Kolmaere. Here three

monks, having heard a married woman’s confession, suggest that she might be absolved of her sins in

exchange for sex. Here the spiritual authority used to pressure the laywoman into sex in Die dri münche

comes from the power vested in the monks by the Church. This use of Church funds, both monetary and

spiritual, to finance their vices contrasted with the historical ideal of priestly asceticism, and alms.

In the Life of Yvette, the bribery of victims by priests is purely spiritual. In Chapter XXXII, the

priest leads the object of his desire to believe that she would have spiritual immunity if they were to have

sex. This leads her to consent to an affair due to the “torpor of improvident security” he instilled in her.56

Again this priest, like those in the fabliau and märe, actively misuses resources meant for the salvation of

the laity and instead leads parishoners into sin. The similar use of spiritual and monetary exchange to

seduce women in both these bawdy tales and in the vita reflect the real historical authority that priests

had. While the primary motivation of the fabliaux was to entertain and that of the vita to highlight

Yvette’s sanctity, this corruption of priests’ instructive, charitable, and spiritual obligations is not a

coincidence but was a way to explore underlying tensions about the misuse of this authority and allow for

a collective, if literary, judgement for these actions.

In fabliaux, a lustful priest sometimes gets away with his actions, as in La pucele qui voloit voler,

but in other tales, the cunning of the lay community is greater and he is brought to justice and punished.

While Le Prestre et Alison and Die dri münche depict the misuse of Church funds and sacraments to buy

sex, so too do they depict his punishment and humiliation that follows these actions. These punishments

exhibit a similar comical reversal of expectations, in which the moral superiority and authority to judge

and punish are granted, not to the clerics, but to the lay community. In Le Prestre et Alison this justice is

twofold: the husband and wife take the priest’s money and another group of laymen who witness the

priest with the sex worker strip him naked and beat him. Deprived of his clothes, a marker of his

priesthood, he is forced to flee.57 Both the individuals threatened by the cleric’s lust and the community he

betrayed with his lecherous behaviour have their revenge. Vengeance is taken even further in Die dri

münche where the husband of the propositioned woman plans the murder of the three monks by boiling

them to death in a tub. Once again, the fictional world of fabliau allows for the suspension of social norms

and for these seemingly grotesque texts to play with what would have been farfetched for medieval

readers, the prospect of laypeople exacting punishment from clerics.58 The ability of fabliau, ultimately a

socially conservative genre, to so comfortably depict this violence reflects how entrenched the authority

58 Irena Kurzová. "Priests in Dyer's Vat: Grotesque or Satire?" Neophilologus 97, no. 1 (2013): 61.
57 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.69.
56 The Life of Yvette. 102. Chapter XXXII Section 91. “…improuida securitas torporem inducere cœpit.”
55 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.14.
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and image of the Church and clerics were— these gruesome images were not only unproblematic but

were so ridiculous that they generate humour.59

A similar pattern of justice and punishment occurs in the Life of Yvette. In Chapter XXVI, after a

vision from a furious Virgin Mary, Yvette demands that the priest, who seduced and had sex with a devout

woman in the parish church, comes to her cell to repent or suffer divine judgement. He refuses and Hugh

states that just as Yvette warned, he was struck down by illness and died miserably. Yvette is depicted as

one step removed from the actual punishment as a herald of divine justice rather than one to take

vengeance into her own hands. This punishment is far less violent or gruesome than the fabliau

depictions, and its use of the supernatural is far more typical of hagiography than fabliaux, which tends to

exclude the divine from tales. While the priests punishment here is divinely ordained and not a result of

communal violence or murder, it is still doled out by an unexpected judge, Yvette, a lay non-noble

religious woman. While there is no supernatural or divine element in fabliaux, the Life of Yvette has the

same inversion of authority and the same cathartic release when the priests recieve their comeuppance.

Though not always present in fabliaux or in the Life of Yvette, vengeance for these transgressive

acts brings relief and re-establishes order.60 Punishments, even the murders and severe bodily harm in

fabliaux, are justified within the text because the priests have not only lapsed in their duties to elevate

their flock, but have tried to entice their own communities into sin with them. Far from the ideal of the

ecclesiastical reform movement, these exposed priests are surpassed in wit, strength of will, and respect of

the sacraments by their lay congregation and in the vita by Yvette specifically. In a reversal, it is the laity

who imparts judgements and punishment on these wayward clerics. At the end of Die dri münche, a moral

delivered by the narrator claims that “[the monks] deserved their punishment because they misused

confession.”61 This ultimately encourages the readers not to feel sympathy for the three dead clerics

whose own corrupt actions have brought about their deaths. Though the violence performed by the laymen

is extreme, it is accepted as an appropriate reaction. Similarly, the deaths of two priests in the vita are

depicted as righteous divine justice with the sentence carried out nobly by Yvette. The fact that in the vita,

the Virgin Mary and Christ too seethe at the injustice and corruption of these clerics further justifies this

anger. In the eyes of the authors and audiences of both fabliaux and the Life of Yvette, the priests’ own

actions justify their deaths. While the laymen and women sin as well, the crime of a priest is a far greater

transgression, given his supposed embodiment of Christian virtue.62

62 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.91.

61 “Des sol man in den schaden lân,/ Sît si verkêrten di bîht” Die dri münche von Kolmaere, II. 398-403 in Alison Williams.
Tricksters and Pranksters : Roguery in French and German Literature of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Amsterdam ; Atlanta,
GA: Rodopi, 2000. 57.

60 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.161.
59 Horton. Engendering Vice. 68.
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Through these negative portrayals of the clergy and their deserved punishment, there emerges a

powerful lay identity that addresses a concern with the misuse of clerical authority.63 For the average

layman, such a path to justice was only conceivable within the realm of fiction. Twelfth and

thirteenth-century law codes attest that clerics who seduced women or were guilty of their rape or

abduction were only liable to be deprived of clerical preferment. In practice, clerical seduction even in its

most extreme forms was rarely punished with the severity that either the secular or ecclesiastical law

prescribed.64 Furthermore in the ‘real’ world a layman or woman taking justice into their own hands was

never tolerated. Given the special legal status of clerics, there were specific ecclesiastical courts, removed

from the power of lay authorities, for trying them.65 By usurping the right to judge and punish, the laymen

in fabliaux assumed a position of superiority, even if it was only fictional.

While elevation of lay identity within the tales was not a direct challenge to deeply entrenched

clerical authority, this promotion points to underlying historical concerns about how clergy could misuse

their God-given power.66 The stock-character of the lecherous priest in both fabliaux and Yvette’s vita

depict a flawed alternative to the new ideal priest, one who had all the earthly and societal authority with

none of the moral superiority. Instead of using their education to write and deliver stirring sermons,

priests use it to woo and corrupt women. Instead of using Church funds to help the poor, they use them to

buy sex. Depictions of lay and divine vengeance also highlight anxieties about the extent of these flaws

and the ways that clerical concupiscence could impact the salvation of the lay community. These tales

recognized that any priest had the power to enact either great good or evil. This tension was not isolated

to the pages of fiction. Contemporary theological debates and treatises discuss the validity of sacraments

performed by corrupt priests, and if invalid, the impact it would have on parishioners.67 There was

particular emphasis in these discussions on whether a corrupt priest could perform the act of

transubstantiation of the eucharist.68 The reality of lay unease and resistance to ecclesiastical power was

not groundless. In the late-thirteenth century it led to lay-uprisings in the towns of Noyon and Beauvais

in northern France, and in Flanders in the early-fourteenth century.69 Though any such connection must be

approached carefully, the parallels between the tension expressed through the stock-character of the

priests and these historical events are worth considering. These depictions of priests were not created in a

vacuum, rather they reflect the historical tensions that naturally filtered through.

69 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.214.
68 Cordelia Heß. "A Common Enemy." 89.
67 Frazee. "The Origins of  Clerical Celibacy." 118.
66 Ibid. 205.
65 Burrows. The Stereotype of  the Priest.165.
64 James A. Brundage. Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 1990. 427
63 Ibid. 215.
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In many ways, the depictions of lustful priests in the Life of Yvette mirrored literary expectations

for this stock-character in fabliaux. Despite differences in genre and tone, these similarities suggest that,

as in fabliaux, in the Life of Yvette this stock-character expresses concerns about misuses of clerical

authority and elevates the place of the laity to rectify these abuses. The nature of fabliau, as a fictional

genre rooted in an anti-world with no claims to historicity, does not allow for a discussion of these

tensions in more concrete historical terms. However, the Life of Yvette, as a hagiography, allows us to go

further, exploring the context of these depictions and what historical circumstances may have inspired

Yvette and her community to focus on denouncing sexual clerical abuses of power. To answer these

lingering questions, I will turn to the primary way that these episodes of clerical seduction differ from

those in fabliaux, the attention given to the female victims of lustful priests.
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IV. Vulnerable Women and their Female Protectors: Contextualizing Clerical Seduction in the Life of

Yvette

While the priests of fabliaux and the Life of Yvette share several characteristics, one element that

distinguishes the vita is its well-rounded and sympathetic portrayals of women, specifically the victims of

clerical abuses. In fabliaux, the female victims of clerical seduction are often undeveloped pawns in the

various plots. In Le Prestre et Alison, Marian the thirteen-year-old girl who has struck the chaplain’s fancy

is described purely by her physical features, including an erotic description of how her wet linen dress

sticks to her thighs.70 Likewise, the girl in La pucele qui voloit voler is characterized exclusively by her

beauty and naivety. While some women in these tales do have agency, women who are seduced by clerics

are overwhelmingly characterized as naïve and responsible for their own fall from grace. This followed

popular trends in medieval thought which saw women as naturally more libidinous than men.71 In

contrast, the women that succumb to seduction in the Life of Yvette are considered with sympathy and

without judgement or condemnation.

The unique attention given to women as victims, survivors, and preventers of seduction allows us

to explore the historical dangers of lay urban womanhood in the thirteenth-century and the kinds of

female networks that were developed to mitigate these perils. Though the instances of clerical seduction

in the Life of Huy are certainly meant to denounce abuse of authority, they also engage with the social

issues of urbanization, female isolation, and poverty, that allowed priests to target these women in the first

place. However, it ultimately puts forward a solution, in the form of Yvette. Becoming a Marian

matriarch, her education, support, and protection of vulnerable women within her immediate circle and

the larger community of Huy mitigated much of the social stigma that would otherwise have accompanied

an affair or abduction. The text thus provides insight not only into the dangers of urban life, but also the

important role social networks played for women in the growing towns of the thirteenth-century Low

Countries.

In this chapter, I will first discuss the unique attention given to the female victims of clerical

seduction and how this emphasis was used literarily to denounce clerical abuses of power. I will then

transition into how these depictions of women allow us to uncover the historical context which enabled

this abuse of power to take place. The two case-studies, about a matrona and a foundling girl, have many

interesting parallels which speak to both the financial and social hardships that made them vulnerable to

priests. However, divergences in how their stories end highlight the tangible benefits that female social

networks granted women.

71 Dyan Elliott. Fallen Bodies : Pollution, Sexuality, and Demonology in the Middle Ages, 1999. 37.
70 Guillaume le Normand. “Le Prestre et Alison” in The Fabliaux. tr. Nathaniel Dubin. 24. ln. 18-19.
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Concern about wayward male sexuality is expressed even before Yvette becomes an anchoress.

Her vita recounts how her near-rape by a spurned suitor is prevented by the appearance of the Virgin

Mary, who frightens the young man away.72 The passage stresses Yvette’s desperation as she debates what

to do and expresses her fears at the impact such a scandal would have on her social status.73 Medieval law

on rape was often unclear and put the onus of proof on the victim. While the penalty for a man convicted

of rape was death, out of 145 cases surveyed from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the alleged

victim was arrested for false accusations in forty-nine per cent of these cases.74 These societal biases and

serious legal obstacles for a female victim of rape often left her bereft of justice and a social pariah. While

any action on Yvette’s part would have left her physically or socially vulnerable, the intercession of the

motherly Mary allows Yvette to escape unharmed with her reputation intact. Medieval widows are often

characterized as more financially and socially independent than unmarried girls and wives under the

control of their husbands and fathers, but this episode reveals that in the face of sexual violence there

were few options, even for wealthy widows.75 It is perhaps because of this early personal experience with

the vulnerable state of women in the growing urban centre of Huy that Yvette takes on the Marian mantel

of motherhood, fashioning herself into a protector for other women.

Like Yvette, the women who are approached, seduced, and abducted by priests are portrayed in

her vita as unwaveringly sympathetic, pious, and virtuous. I will focus on two of these women, Yvette’s

spiritual daughter who is seduced and abducted in Chapter XXIV and the solitary matrona who is seduced

into an affair while in church in Chapter XXXII. The former, a favourite of Yvette’s, is convinced to run

away by a priest under the assumption that they will go together to a new religious community. However,

his true intentions are to assault her once they leave the city and marry her. The second, the matrona, is

approached by a priest while in church praying; using her trust in him as a religious figure he ingratiates

himself with her and lures her into an affair. In both cases, the women’s initial consent would have been

enough to legally implicate them as willing participants in the adultery or abduction.76 While they would

have been able to pursue legal restitution in the case of forced abduction or rape, as accomplices they

would have been left without any legal restitution and saddled with stigma and scandal. However, Hugh

goes out of his way to demonstrate that they are not responsible for their predicament, and that rather the

blame resides with the priests whose actions are actively destructive. By elevating these women, Hugh is

76 James A. Brundage. Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 1990. 427

75 Anekke B. Mulder-Bakker, ‘the Metamorphosis of Woman: Transmission of Knowledge and the Problems of Gender’,
Gender and History 12, 3 (November 2000), 659.

74 Stephen P. Pistono. “Rape in Medieval Europe” Atlantis vol. 14 No. 2. (1989). 40.

73 See the vita of Lutgard of Aywières for a depiction of how even near rape or abduction can damage a woman’s image in
Thomas of Cantimpré: The Collected Saints' Lives : Abbot John of Cantimpré, Christina the Astonishing, Margaret of Ypres, and Lutgard
of  Aywières. Ed. Barbara Newman. Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2008. 209-296.

72 Chapter VIII, Section 24.
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highlighting that the issue is not women’s lapsed morality, but clergy’s abuses of authority and trust. Yet

in addition to promoting a message against clerical corruption, the increased attention given to women

can reveal the socio-historical circumstances that gave these clerics the opportunity to abuse their power.

While scholarly discussions of the lecherous priest and his historical context are rife in fabliau

literature, the Life of Yvette through its descriptions of female victims allows us to examine the historical

context specific to women which allowed for this misuse of authority to exist. In both the case of Yvette’s

spiritual daughter and the matrona, the priests target women that are in some way perceived to be isolated

and alone. This isolation is quite literal in the case of the matrona who is first introduced when “the priest

seeing her often lingering alone in the church, addressed her repeatedly in concupiscence and iniquity.”77

Such quiet and isolated prayer might seem conventional by modern standards, but medieval parish

churches were often bustling social spaces, used not only for religious services but as centres of secular

activity and events.78 In this context, the priest’s easy and repeated access to time alone with the matrona,

to win her trust and manipulate her into sex, becomes more unusual. Additionally, her identifier, matrona,

implies she is married or has children, yet neither her husband nor her children are depicted in the parish

Church with her. The presence of companions of any kind or other onlookers would likely have made her

seduction impossible.

There is no indication of the social or financial status of this woman, but her isolation and her

location in the parish church suggests a lack of social networks or resources. While we cannot readily

extrapolate her social class, it is clear from historical records that the women who were most vulnerable

and most likely to have limited networks in cities were lower-class female labourers, especially those who

migrated from rural areas to cities for work.79 At this time, Huy was a growing urban centre at the heart of

textile and metal production. While wealthy women could sometimes achieve some financial

independence, poorer migrant women were often marginalized to low-paid jobs either in the cloth

industry or in domestic service.80 Life in cities was especially perilous for rural women who came to

towns for work as they were often forced to abandon their rural familial and social circles.81 Though some

of these migrants married or had family already in the city, a significant number remained single and

81 Wim Blockmans, Bert De Munck and Peter Stabel. “Economic Vitality: Urbanisation, Regional Complementary and
European Interaction” in City and Society in the Low Countries. 32.

80 Bruno Blondé, et al. “Living Together in the City.” “Living Together in the City: Social Relationships Between Norm
and Practice” in City and Society in the Low Countries, 1100-1600. eds. Boome B. Blondé and Anne-Laure Van Bruaene.
Cambridge, 2018. 77-78.

79 Simons. Cities of  Ladies. 9.

78 Trio, Paul., and Marjan De. Smet. The Use and Abuse of Sacred Places in Late Medieval Towns. Leuven: Leuven University
Press, 2006. vii.

77 The Life of Yvette. 102. Chapter XXXII Section 91. “Prædictus vero Sacerdos videns eam sæpius solam remanere in
ecclesia, ex crebra illius allocutione in cōcupiscentiam eius exarsit, iniquitatemq.”

22



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Hilary Term 2021 Issue XIV

alone. For some, the lack of familial ties and support networks and low-paying positions made the descent

into poverty and prostitution unfortunately easy.82 The elite and middle classes in towns made certain

efforts to provide for the poor, for example with the construction of alms-houses. However, these were

frequently exclusive, reserved for those specific groups such as artisans’ guilds, and denied access to

those who did not have the proper connections. As a result, those without the requisite economic, social,

or cultural capital were often excluded from secular charity.83 Due to these restrictions, this often left the

local parish church as the primary source of comfort and charity.84 The isolation of the matrona in the

church perhaps then points to the desperation of this woman and her lack of alternatives. In this case, the

predatory actions of the priest become even more despicable as he is not only turning a pious woman to

sin, but is also using the church - a place of charity and protection - to hunt for vulnerable women with

whom he can satisfy his carnal desires before tossing them away without consequences. The isolation of

the matrona in the church is indicative of the perils that women historically faced due to growing

urbanization in the Low Countries.

While the matrona’s limited description makes it difficult to parse her social position, the status

of Yvette’s spiritual daughter as a foundling supports the idea that priests targeted women perceived to be

vulnerable and without social ties. There are two references to foundlings in the Life of Yvette, the first of

whom is identified as one of three female followers mentioned in Chapter XXI. She, like Yvette, is a

native of Huy and was brought to Yvette as a baby. The second is Yvette’s aforementioned spiritual

daughter from Chapter XXIV.85 The status of a foundling, an abandoned child, is far clearer than that of

the matrona. Behind each of these foundlings was a mother who, after exhausting the limits of their social

networks, was forced to give up her child either because she was unwanted or because the mother was

unable to provide for her.86 Without clear familial ties, foundlings are often hard to follow in the historical

record since many did not want to be remembered or recorded because of shame or poverty.87

The thirteenth century saw a new concern for foundlings and their mothers. In her investigation of

medieval foundlings in Northern France, Anne E. Lester argues that the social context of urban centres

allowed for and even precipitated child abandonment.88 This century saw an increase in the number of

hospitals and the reform of existing institutions which could provide for and support these women. Lester

cites the importance of social networks for these women and claims that it is possible that in addition to

88 Ibid. 9.

87 Anne E. Lester. “Lost but not yet Found: Medieval Foundlings and their Care in Northern France, 1200-1500.” Journal
of  the Western Society for French History. vol. 35, 2007. 1.

86 Ibid. 13-15.
85 It is not clear whether this girl is the same woman from Chapter XXI since neither are mentioned by name.
84 Ibid. 17.
83 Blondé, et al. “Living Together in the City” 15-18.

82 Bruno Blondé, et al. “City and Society in the Low Countries: Urbanization and Urban Historiography” in City and
Society in the Low Countries. 19.
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these formal institutions, informally women helped each other with the problems and challenges of

unwanted children or children for whom they were unable to care for.89 We can get a glimpse into these

female networks through Yvette’s adoption of perhaps two foundling girls; it speaks to her charity and

desire to gather women and girls who were in need of her protection and resources.

The advantages these networks had for women is clear from examining the differing fates for the

matrona and the foundling. Though both are represented as isolated in various ways, the matrona

physically alone and the foundling without familial ties, access to Yvette and her community is depicted

as literally lifesaving. The matrona’s story does not end happily; her affair with the priest continues until

she develops a deadly fever. At this point, the priest, hearing that she is on her deathbed and fearful that

he will be defamed by her last confession, tells her not to make her final confession since her illness is not

mortal. Believing his lie, the matrona dies without confession. Only at this point does Yvette enter the

story; the Virgin Mary, enraged at the fate of her devout matrona sends Yvette a vision to inform her of

the priest’s actions. Yvette summons him and though she initially compels him to confess, the moment he

leaves her sight he relapses and is struck down by the divine. Yvette’s appearance at the end does little to

mitigate the tragedy of this story. While the offender is punished, nothing can save the matrona, who

through no fault of her own is damned. Due to the unfavourable outcome and Yvette’s late appearance,

this tale reads more as a warning or as an educational tool rather than a typical miracle story.

In contrast, the story of the abducted foundling depicts the power of effective female education

and social networks. Women seem to have been Yvette’s most fervent followers and among her closest

companions. Beyond managing her community, it seems that much of her time was dedicated to the

religious, moral, and social edification of these female followers. This edification was so vital to her that

she often prioritized it above her own internal contemplation.90 The abduction of Yvette’s spiritual

daughter had all the elements of a scandal which could have ruined this mission and all of Yvette’s

religious ambitions and authority. In medieval law codes, the difference between abduction and rape is

often uncertain since abductions were often assumed to end either in consensual or non-consensual sex;

depending on local laws some abductors were allowed to marry their victims, and thus rape was often a

tool they used to ensure a marriage took place.91 This seems to have been the priest’s plan, to abandon the

priesthood and elope with the foundling girl, and what Yvette’s community feared would occur. Even a

successful legal prosecution would not have spared the girl or Yvette, as her spiritual mother and

guardian, from social stigma and challenges to their piety and morality.

91 James A. Brundage. Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 1990. 48.
90 Chapter XLV, Section 114-115.
89 Ibid. 14.
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While the abduction takes place, the intended rape never occurs. Instead of succumbing to his

advances, the girl resists him with a heightened strength that does not come from any greater piety than

the matrona but from the power of Yvette’s frantic and fearful prayers, Yvette’s special favour with God,

and the spiritual teachings that Yvette had instilled in the girl from a young age. Hugh reveals that the

Holy Spirit had warned Yvette in advance that the foundling-girl was destined for scandal. This foresight

allows Yvette to prepare and strengthen her for years before her abduction. Even removing the divine

elements typical of the hagiographical genre, we see a woman who knew the dangers of the world for

young women and prepared them for these threats. In addition to educating and counselling the girl in

private about “the enemy’s temptations,” she “took the precaution of making this known to her

familiars.”92 Unlike the isolated matrona, the foundling-girl is part of a large community of support

centred around Yvette. This internal strength built up by Yvette and her religious community combined

with their prayers to the divine are presented as integral to the girl’s ability to resist the young priest

despite his physical and psychological efforts and, most importantly, to her return to Huy unhurt and still

a virgin. This moment is praised by Hugh in the following chapter and compared to a similar episode in

the life of Abraham the desert father. Abraham’s niece, Mary, also abducted, was forced into becoming a

sex-worker until he approached her, disguised as a customer, and convinced her to return with him. Hugh

argues this means God loves Yvette more than he did Abraham since he brought Yvette’s spiritual

daughter back as still a virgin and led her home without Yvette having to leave her anchorhold.93

This miraculous return is celebrated by the religious community and Yvette, who take the girl

back seemingly without facing scandal. Hugh’s silence on this matter does not come from a general

reluctance to discuss the slander Yvette and her community faced. In Chapter XXII, Hugh readily

explores the social suspicion Yvette faced personally when she was wrongly suspected of having an affair

with one of the priests she employed at the leprosarium. However, in the case of abduction, it seems

Yvette’s elevated position in the community shielded the girl from shame or punishment since in cases of

elopements and abductions, legal codes often punished both the man and woman, even when the woman

was removed against her will.94 Protected from the law and public scandal, Hugh remarks that her

daughter is not even required to do simple penance. Thus, Yvette continues the sequence of female

protectors, both divine and human, while preserving the chastity and purity of her flock.95 Though not a

95 Angela Jane Weisl and Cindy L. Carlson, eds. Constructions of  Widowhood and Virginity in the Middle Ages. 5.
94 Stephen P. Pistono. “Rape in Medieval Europe” Atlantis vol. 14 No. 2. (1989). 41.
93 Chapter XXV Section 80.

92 The Life of Yvette. 90. Chapter XXIV Section 72. “quibusdam familiaribus suis hoc ipsum indicare curauit: Sæpe tamen
clam puellam aduocans admonebat, vt caute et diligenter se obseruans omnem sibi adhiberet sollicitudinem in
custodiendo se contra inimici tentationes et insidias, de quibus plurimum timeret, ne ipsi præualerent ad tempus, sicut a
forte per Spiritum intellexerat.”
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virgin herself, Yvette felt profound responsibility for preserving the morality and chastity of her own

followers from the threat of the predatory action of men, specifically priests.

The contrasting fates of Yvette’s spiritual daughter and the matrona show the significant power

that social networks and communities had in changing the outcome of these dangerous encounters.

Connections and female social networks were life-saving for poor and migrant women.96 Just as the male

abuses of power ranged from priests to laymen, they could also affect women of every status and stage of

their life-cycle, from the educated virgin, to the isolated matrona, and even the wealthy widow. While the

matrona dies in sin without confession, the foundling is readily accepted back into Huy and her

community. Yvette, a non-noble lay widow, emerges as the moral and spiritual authority of her

community. She channels divine anger and punishes clerics who abuse their authority to target vulnerable

women whom they are obliged to protect and bring to salvation. Depictions of lustful priests have been

used within the context of literature, specifically fabliaux, to speak to existing tensions about clerical

abuse. However, the Life of Yvette allows us to go beyond a depiction of clerical masculinity and abstract

tensions to examine the historical ways this affected women, and how they combated it by developing

new forms of social, religious, and educational support.

96 Bruno Blondé, et al. “Living Together in the City.” 77-78.
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V. Conclusion

The historical Yvette was undoubtedly a formidable figure. Through the tantalizing depiction of

her provided by Hugh, we can see a woman who struggled with her own fears and challenges, but

ultimately became a protector and Marian figure of salvation for many. In this study, I have followed one

of the peculiarities of Yvette’s vita, the emphasis on clerical seduction. Using fabliaux, I have

contextualized the stock-character of the lustful priest and his relationship to historical changes in clerical

identity and tensions about misuse of priestly authority. However, the life of Yvette lets us go beyond just

an identification of literary tension, to an understanding of the historical vulnerability and exploitation of

women that permitted abuse by clerics to exist. Through Yvette’s vita we can shift the focus from lustful

priests to the female victims and survivors as well as to the networks that certain women, such as Yvette,

created to prevent their exploitation. This narrative is often lost in medieval literature, which, as in

fabliaux, tends to gloss over the motivations and desires of women. Therefore the emphasis on feminine

perspectives in the Life of Yvette ultimately gives us unique insight into the medieval reality of clerical

abuse for women, not just elite and wealthy women, but vulnerable, poor, and migrant women, a

demographic usually ignored by medieval writers and thus elusive for modern scholars. The Life of Yvette

supports that, in addition to the widespread-misogyny that characterized medieval life, there was

sympathy and support for the female victims of clerical abuse and sexual exploitation. Likewise, this

mission was not promoted solely by Yvette but was reinforced, approved of, and championed by Hugh,

her religious circle, and presumably the larger community of Huy as well.

Just as the Life of Yvette benefits from the scholarship done on fabliaux and mären, so too can

masculine-oriented studies of lecherous priests be nuanced by the female emphasis I have identified in

Yvette’s vita. There are so many more aspects of this vita that warrant further investigation such as the

nature of female religious support networks, anti-clericalism in the Low Countries, urban female

identities, and medieval understandings of sexual violence and the long-term consequences of sexual

trauma. This project has taken the first steps to introduce the Life of Yvette as an important resource to

nuance both genre distinctions as well as historical issues of gender, consent, and female urban social

networks, opening up exciting possibilities for future projects and future paths of study.
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