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Compelling Questions: What work did women participate in during the Middle Ages? Why 
was certain work only performed by women? 
Students will read and analyze each of the following sources and respond to the guiding questions to draw 
an informed conclusion to the compelling question. Many of the following texts are visual sources, rather 
than written texts. Warning! One of the documents involves discussion of suicide.  
 
Document A: The Birth of St Edmund, artist unknown (1434)  
This is a 15th century painting that depicts the birth of King Edmund of England (d.869), also called 
Edmund the Martyr. In this pristine birthing room, Edmund’s mother is being cared for by midwives and 
maids.  
 

 
1. What tasks are the women 
participating in? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Why do you believe there are not 
any men in the image? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Miniature of the birth of St Edmund, from Lydgate's Lives of Saints Edmund and Fremund, England, 
1434–1439: Harley MS 2278, f. 13v. 
 

According to this source, what work did women participate in during the Middle Ages? Why was certain 
work only performed by women? 
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Document B: Book of Husbandry, “What Works a Wife Should Do in General” 1534 
This selection comes from a reprint of the 1534 edition of The Book of Husbandry, written by one “Master 
Fitzherbert.” The book (likely) first appeared in the 1520’s, and the identity of the author is debated. In this 
text, “husbandry” refers to farming and other agricultural activities at this time, but the book also 
considers religion and social etiquette. The extract below considers some of the roles women played in the 
life of a Tudor farm, as well as demonstrates the male author’s opinion on what a woman should be doing. 
Please note that the English language here has been modernized. 
 

It is convenient for a husband to have sheep of his own, for many causes, and then may his wife 
have part of the wool, to make her husband and her-selfe some clothes. And at the least way, she may 
have the locks of the sheep, either to make clothes or blankets or coverlets, or both. And if she have not 
wool of her own, she may take wool to spin of clothmakers, and by that means she may have a convenient 
living, and many times to do other works. It is a wife’s occupation, to winnow all manner of corn, to make 
malt, to wash and wringe, to make hay, shear corn, and in time of need to help her husband to fill the 
muck wagon or dung cart, drive the plough, to load hay, corn, and such other. And to go or ride to the 
market, to sell butter, cheese, milk, eggs, chickens, capons [a type of poultry], hens, pigs, geese, and all 
manner of corn. And also to buy all manner of necessary things belonging to household… 

 
The Project Gutenberg EBook of The Book of Husbandry by Master Fitzherbert (1534)  
 
Document C: The Queen Mary Psalter, artist unknown (1310-1320) 
The artist for this biblical manuscript is unknown, but it was created between 1310 and 1320. The book 
takes its name from its most famous owner, Queen Mary I of England, who was gifted the text in 1553 by 
one of her subjects. It contains over one thousand images to embellish and illuminate the Book of Psalms, 
making it one of the most extensively illustrated texts created. This image below portrays two women 
hunting rabbits (who were considered pests) in the garden with a ferret. Other manuscripts from this time 
also depict women hunting rabbits with clubs and a bow and arrow.  

 
The Queen Mary Psalter. British Library Royal MS 2 B VII, f. 155v.  
 

According to these sources what work did women participate in during the Middle Ages? What tasks are 
only done by women? 
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Documents D: Christine de Pizan (1405) 
Christine de Pizan was an Italian writer and poet  during the Medieval Ages. Her most notable works 
include “The City of Ladies” and “Three Virtues,” in which she describes and defends the role of women in 
society.  
 

One day I was surrounded by books of all kinds... my mind dwelt at length on the 
opinions of various authors whom I had studied... It made me wonder how it happened that so 
many different men - and learned men among them - have been and are so inclined to express... 
so many wicked insults about women and their behavior... it seems that they all speak from one 
and the same mouth... Thinking deeply about these matters, I began to examine my character 
and conduct as a woman and, similarly, I considered other women whose company I frequently 
kept, princesses, great ladies, women of the middle and lower classes, who had told me of their 
most private and intimate thoughts... No matter how long I studied the problem, I could not see 
or realize how their (male writers) claims could be true when compared to the natural behavior 
and character of women. 

I know a woman today, named Anastasia who is so learned and skilled in painting 
manuscript borders and miniature backgrounds that one cannot find an artisan in all the city of 
Paris... who can surpass her... People cannot stop talking about her. And I know this from 
experience, for she has executed several things for me which stand out among the paintings of 
the great masters. 

I am amazed by the opinion of some men who claim that they do not want their 
daughters or wives to be educated because they would be ruined as a result... 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 upset them that women knew more than 
they did. 
 
“The Book of the City of Ladies.” Christine de Pisan. 1405.  
 
She (the lady of the manor) should be a good manager, knowledgeable about farming, knowing 
in what weather and in what season the fields should be worked... She should often take her 
recreation in the fields in order to see how the work is progressing, for there are many who 
would willingly stop raking the ground beyond the surface if they thought nobody would 
notice. 
 
“Three Virtues.” Christine de Pisan. 1406. 
 
Guiding Questions:  

1. Why did Christine believe women weren’t educated in 1405 in Italy? 
 
 

2. What talents has she witnessed in other women? 
 
 

3. What role did women play in business at this time? 
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Document E: Women in Medieval Society [Modified]  
Poor women performed many domestic responsibilities, including caring for children, 

preparing food, and tending livestock. During the busiest times of the year, such as harvest, 
women often joined their husbands in the fields to bring in crops. Women often participated in 
vital cottage industries such as brewing, baking and manufacturing textiles.  

Women living in towns also held responsibilities in family businesses. Just as rural 
women helped with their husbands' work, urban women assisted their fathers and husbands in a 
wide variety of trade and crafts, including the production of textiles, leather goods, and metal 
work, as well as running shops and inns. 
 
Women and power	

There were some women who exercised power, providing a challenge to the stereotype 
of medieval women as oppressed and subservient. In the church, women held positions of great 
responsibility as abbesses of convents. In some instances, such as monasteries that housed 
communities of men and women, the abbess held seniority over monks. 

Outside monastic walls, women could wield political power, especially as regents who 
exercised authority on behalf of absent husbands or underage sons. Women could also run a 
country in their own right, such as the English Queens Mary I and Elizabeth I. Another powerful 
monarch of note is Isabella, Queen of Castile (1295-1358), who created a united Spain when she 
married (and co-ruled with) Ferdinand of Castile. 
 
Wives and nuns 

Most women, even those in privileged circumstances, had little control over the direction 
of their lives.Two important  alternatives for a medieval woman were to marry, or to 'take the 
veil' and become a nun. Most women, however, were married, usually as teenagers. Afterward, 
they became responsible for managing a household, whether this luxurious manor or a small 
holding. 

Wealthy women employed servants, who cooked, cleaned and raised the 
childrenTherefore, wealthy women diverted themselves with activities such as religious 
pursuits, hunting, dancing and playing games. 

Laboring women were attended by midwives, whose understanding of childbirth was 
mostly obtained through practical experience rather than formal training. Midwives were 
responsible for performing emergency baptisms in instances where the infant's life was in 
danger, as well as caring for the mother. 
 

Heavily modified by Dr. Katherine Koh, professor of history at La Sierra University, from “Women in 
Medieval Society.” British Library. https://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/women-in-medieval-society.  

 
According to these documents, how did European women’s work vary by class in the middle ages? Was 
their  work unique to women? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


