Women in the Renaissance 

Christine de Pisan (c. 1363-1424) was the daughter of Tommaso di Benvenuto da

Pizzano, a Venetian who became court astrologer to King Charles V of France when

De Pisan was a young girl. In Paris, she received an excellent education, unusual for

a female at that time. She married at age fifteen, but her husband died ten years later,

and De Pisan then supported herself and her children through her writing. She com-

posed several works on commission, and is probably the first professional writer in the

West in modem times. Her The Book of the City of Ladies (1405) set out to destroy masculine myths and claim a place for women in society. Modesta dal Pozzo (1555-1592)lived in Venice and published three volumes of poetry in her lifetime. Her poem

"Women's Worth" was released by her daughter in 1600. Modesta dal Pozzo (modesty

of the well) was also known by the pseudonym Moderata Fonte (calm fountain).

A. De Pisan begins The Book of the City of Ladies by discussing the purpose of her

work. She recounts that "the treatises of all philosophers and poets" claim "that

the behavior of women is inclined to and full of every vice."
Thinking deeply about these matters, I began to examine my character

and conduct as a natural woman and, similarly, I considered other women

whose company I frequently kept, princesses, great ladies, women of the

middle and lower classes, who had graciously told me of their most private

and intimate thoughts, hoping that I could judge impartially and in good

conscience whether the testimony of so many notable men could be true.

To the best of my knowledge, no matter how long I confronted or dissected

the problem, I could not see or realize how their claims could be true

when compared to the natural behavior and character of women. Yet I

still argued vehemently against women, saying that it would be impossible

that so many famous men -such solemn scholars, possessed of such

deep and great understanding, so clear-sighted in all things, as it seemed -

could have spoken falsely on so many occasions that I could hardly find a

book on morals where, even before I had read it in its entirety, I did not

find several chapters or certain sections attacking women, no matter who the

author was. This reason alone, in short, made me conclude that, although

 intellect did not perceive my own great faults and, likewise, those of

other women because of its simpleness and ignorance, it was however truly

fitting that such was the case. And so I relied more on the judgment of

others than on what I myself felt and knew. I was so transfixed in this

line of thinking for such a long time that it seemed as if I were in a stupor.

Like a gushing fountain, a series of authorities, whom I recalled one after

another, came to mind, along with their opinions on this topic. And I

finally decided that God formed a vile creature when He made woman,

and I wondered how such a worthy artisan could have deigned to make

such an abominable work which, from what they say, is the vessel as well

as the refuge and abode of every evil and vice. As I was thinking this, a

great unhappiness and sadness welled up in my heart, for I detested myself

and the entire feminine sex, as though we were monstrosities in nature.

B. De Pisan asks an imaginary lady about the role of education for women.
"My lady, I realize that women have accomplished many good things and

that even if evil women have done evil, it seems to me, nevertheless, that the

benefits accrued and still accruing because of good women -particularly the

wise and literary ones and those educated in the natural sciences whom

I mentioned above -outweigh the evil. Therefore, I am amazed by the opinion of some men who claim that they do not want their daughters, wives, or

kinswomen to be educated because their mores would be ruined as a result."

She responded, "Here you can clearly see that not all opinions of men

are based on reason and that these men are wrong. For it must not be presumed that mores necessarily grow worse from knowing the moral sciences, which teach the virtues, indeed, there is not the slightest doubt

that moral education amends and ennobles them. How could anyone think

or believe that whoever follows good teaching or doctrine is the worse for

it? Such an opinion cannot be expressed or maintained. I do not mean

that it would be good for a man or a woman to study the art of divination

or those fields of learning which are forbidden -for the holy Church did

not remove them from common use without good reason -but it should

not be believed that women are the worse for knowing what is good.

"Quintus Hortensius, a great rhetorician and consummately skilled

orator in Rome, did not share this opinion. He had a daughter, named

Hortensia, whom he greatly loved for the subtlety of her wit. He had her

learn letters and study the science of rhetoric, which she mastered so

thoroughly that she resembled her father Hortensius not only in wit and

lively memory but also in her excellent delivery and order of speech -

in fact, he surpassed her in nothing. As for the subject discussed above,

concerning the good which comes about through women, the benefits

realized by this woman and her learning were, among others, exceptionally

remarkable. That is, during the time when Rome was governed by three

men, this Hortensia began to support the cause of women and to under-

take what no man dared to undertake. There was a question whether certain

taxes should be levied on women and on their jewelry during a needy period

in Rome. This woman's eloquence was so compelling that she was listened

to, no less readily than her father would have been, and she won her case.

"Similarly, to speak of more recent times, without searching for exam-

ples in ancient history, Giovanni Andrea, a solemn law professor in Bologna
not quite sixty years ago, was not of the opinion that it was bad for women

to be educated. He had a fair and good daughter, named Novella, who

was educated in the law to such an advanced degree that when he was

occupied by some task and not at leisure to present his lectures to his

students, he would send Novella, his daughter, in his place to lecture to

the students from his chair. And to prevent her beauty from distracting

the concentration of her audience, she had a little curtain drawn in front

of her. In this manner she could on occasion supplement and lighten her

father's occupation. He loved her so much that, to commemorate her name,

he wrote a book of remarkable lectures on the law which he entitled Novella

super Decretalium, after his daughter's name.

"Thus, not all men (and especially the wisest) share the opinion that

it is bad for women to be educated. But it is very true that many foolish

men have claimed this because it displeased them that women knew more

than they did. Your father, who was a great scientist and philosopher, did

not believe that women were worth less by knowing science; rather, as you

know, he took great pleasure from seeing your inclination to learning.

The feminine opinion of your mother, however, who wished to keep you

busy with spinning and silly girlishness, following the common custom of

women, was the major obstacle to your being more involved in the sciences.

But just as the proverb already mentioned above says, 'No one can take

away what Nature has given,' your mother could not hinder in you the

feeling for the sciences which you, through natural inclination, had nev-

ertheless gathered together in little droplets. I am sure that, on account of

these things, you do not think you are worth less but rather that you con-

sider it a great treasure for yourself; and you doubtless have reason to."

And I, Christine, replied to all of this, "Indeed, my lady, what you say

is as true as the Lord's Prayer."
C. In her poem entitled "Women's Worth," Modesta dal Pozzo reflects on similar

issues to those raised raised by Christine de Pisan. 

Women in every age were by Nature

Gifted with good judgment and pure souls,

No less fit to demonstrate with study and care
The wisdom and merit of those who are human.

And why, if they are similar,

If their substance not be different,

If they are alike in food and speech,

Should they be different in daring and wisdom?

There has always been and continues to be, whenever

A woman wishes to put her mind to it,

More than one successful woman warrior,

Each wresting valour and fame from many men;

Also in the arts and in every
Undertaking practiced and spoken of by man,

It is a fact that women have been so fruitful

That they have no reason to envy men.

And, though worthy in itself,

Their number of illustrious ones is not large,

Because to acts heroic and filled with virtue

Their hearts have not been turned.

Gold which remains in the mine

Is no less gold for being buried,

And when it is extracted and well treated,

It is just as beautiful as other gold.

If, when a daughter is born to a father,

She were to be given equal tasks with his son,

In lofty deeds or light she would not be

Inferior or unequal to her brother;

Or if she were put in armed squads

With him, or permitted to learn some liberal art;

But because she is raised to know other matters,

Her education begets little esteem.

