10) Renaiasance Feminist Forum: Problema in
Practice and Theory ;
Karen Robertason, Engliah Dept., Vaasar
College, Poughkeepaie, N.Y. 12601
11) Renaiasance Feminiat Forum: Readinga of one
Female Renaissance Author’s Texta (atill to
be choaen)
Pamela Benaon, English Dept., Rhode Island
College, Providence, RI

ITEMS OF INTEREST:

There will be an all-day aymposium on Gender and Medieval
Studiea at King’a College, Cambridge, Saturday, December 17,
1988. For information contact Sarah Kay (Girton College) or Simon
Gaunt.

New Viking Perapectives Conference will be held in Glasgow in
early September 1988. One or two sessiona will be devoted to
gender relationa. For information contact Roas Samaon and Pamela
Graves, Archaeology Department, The Univeraity, Glaasgow, G128QQ,
GB.

Archaeoclogical Review from Cambridge will dedicate ita next
iasue to "Women in Archaeology,'" addreasaing the isauea of gender
biaisea in the interpretation of the archaeological record, the
portrayal of women in the past and how a "feminiat archaeology"
might be defined. Isaue acheduled to appear May 1988.

Gallerie is a new women’sa publication devoted to women’s art
and women artista. The firat issue, the 1988 Annual, to appear in
June 1988, ia a book-length publication featureing the work of
over 40 women artiasta in various media. Three magazine-acale
iasueas will follow next year. For further information including
editorial guidelinea for authorsa, write to: Gallerie
Publicationa, Box 2901 Panorama Dr, North Vancouver, B.C. Canada
V7G 24A4. ’ :

Valerie Shubik, St. Anthony’a College, Oxford, England, 0X2
6JF seeka letteras of support for a new journal on "Women in
Literature." Solidly academic, thia international journal would
give a voice to modern feminiats addreasing Canadian and
Auatralian writers as well as American and British authors.

COMMENTARY

Two Commentaries ago (MEFN No. 3, June 1987) we asked how
medievaliata might undertake the kind of "archaeological® work
which haa allowed acholara working in later periods to find more
of the writing done by women. That aearch haa reaulted in a
reconsideration of non-traditional forma, among them, lettera.
Profeaaor Joan Ferrante, Columbia Univeraity, ia looking into one
poaaible approach to the atudy of medieval women’sa letters.

Converaation with Joan Ferrante

Prof. Ferrante waas among the earlieat acholars of medieval
literature to turn their attention to the atudy of women. Her
book, Woman aas Image in Medieval Literature, From the Twelfth
Century to Dante (New York: reprint paper, Labyrinth, 1985) was
one of the firat atudieas written from the perapective of modern
feminiam. Whereaa Woman aa Image charted the depiction of (the)
female charactera in literature written by men, Prof. Ferrante ia




now directing her attention to writing by women. In a recent
converaation ahe outlined her new project, in which ahe hopea to
atudy in part "the nature of women’s correspondence."”

In the Middle Agea letter-writing was an acknowledged
literary form. The ara dictaminia, or art of letter-writing, wasa
a rhetorical ayatem ariasing from adminiatrative needa which
eventually foatered a more aubtle awareneaa of written language.
Though women aa well aa men engaged in letter-writing, lettera by
women, particularly in the early Middle Agea, are exceedingly
difficult to locate. In a given correspondence between a man and
a woman, frequently it ia only the man’as letters that have
aurvived, though asome from gqueena or abbeaaea can be found among
the lettera of their male correaspondenta. Heloise’a exchange with
Abelard waa preserved as a collection, but only one other letter
of hera survivea (ahouldn’t we add here that the atatua of her
aignature in the correapondence with Abelard ias in debate?).
Hildegard of Bingen ias an exception, for about three hundred
letters that ashe wrote to asecular and religioua figures are
extant; they are primarily in response to questiona and problems
posed to her, rather than in the atyle of "Dear Abbesas."

Faced, therefore, with a sizable gap in the record of
women’s writing, Prof. Ferrante ia also looking at the letters
written by men to women to f£find out what aubjectsa they
corresponded about and in what form, and wherever poassible to
glean something about the woman and her lettera. Even where they
are extant, of course, we cannot be certain that the woman‘’sa
letters were not written by male secretariea (as many men’s
letters were), but something can nonetheleasa be learned about the
voice and attitude by which women allowed themselvea to be
repreasented. And there are certainly casea where the woman
clearly seemsa to be the author.

In the firast phase of the project, Prof. Ferrante is
examining Latin lettera in collectione such as the Patrologia
Latina, the MGH (Monumenta Germaniae Historica) and Historiensas
dea Gaulea et de la France with a view toward (eatablishing?) a
preliminary clasaification. Initial atages of research show that
a wide range of asubjecta is diacuassed in the letters between men
and women: political, religiouas, and personal.

LA B

In thia connection, readers may want to look back at Prof.
Ferrante’as essay, '"The Education of Women in the Middle Ages in
Theory, Fact, and Fantaay," in Beyond Their Sex, Learned Women of
the European Past, ed. Patricia H. Labalme (New York: New York
Univ. Preass, 1984), pp. 9-42.

Contributions to future Commentary columns are solicited and
ahould be send to Thelma Fenater, Medieval Studies Center, K107,
Fordham Univeraity, Bronx, New York 10458.
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