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V

PREFACE

Like many colleagues of her generation, Professor Thérèse de Hemptinne had an
‘academic life cycle’ that took place at one institution. Although today such a ‘one-
institution’ career has become uncommon and is sometimes considered to be
unhealthy for research, the Ghent historical school has been able to maintain a very
good and internationally appreciated reputation thanks to professors such as Thérèse.
During all the years we had our offices within a short walking distance of each other
and because we even had for a while seminars together under the leadership of ‘our’
brilliant ‘masters’, the late Adriaan Verhulst and the still very active Walter Prevenier,
I got to know her and appreciate her as an excellent, but prudent and critical scholar
of medieval history. The fact that she retired from the department in 2012 could not
pass without a well-deserved homage.

This book edited by some of her best pupils, Els De Paermentier and Filip Van
Tricht, is built around a very interesting concept. It brings together some of the most
intriguing articles Thérèse wrote within the different fields she was interested in: dip-
lomatics, medieval political history, gender studies and the history of literacy. The
three chapters are introduced by friend-specialists in the material. It also contains a
very readable introduction about her career as well as her complete bibliography.
That way, the book is a successful combination of a number of the best essays,
selected for republication, and a liber amicorum by friends and pupils.

A book like this is something that gives every academic scholar, who was for many
years devoted and sometimes even addicted to research, a proud and happy feeling,
although most of us, like Thérèse herself, have previously said that honours like this
are absolutely unnecessary and even not wanted.

Anyway, I am very happy that Thérèse’s most brilliant pupils and young PhDs have
produced this book for her and for all those who want to know more about her schol-
arly activity. And I am sure that it will make her very happy and that she will be very
proud of it!

Erik Thoen,
Chair of the History Department

Ghent University
January 15th, 2013
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VII

FOREWORD

On wisdom and commitment. 
A portrait of Thérèse de Hemptinne

Dear Thérèse,

It is our pleasure and honour to cooperate on this volume presented to you on the
occasion of your retirement. We would like to take this opportunity to reflect a
moment upon your academic career at Ghent University; on the things you have
accomplished and devoted yourself to; on the knowledge and expertise you have
acquired, extended, and transmitted to your students and colleagues; on Thérèse as
a professor, a colleague, a mentor and a friend.

After a classical Greek-Latin Secondary Education, your academic journey began in
1965, when you enrolled at the State University of Ghent (Rijksuniversiteit Gent) in
the four-year programme in History. You successfully finished your education in
1969 with a Master’s thesis, written under the supervision of Walter Prevenier, on
the oldest charters of the Rich Clares in Gentbrugge during the period 1254-1350.
As the first laureate in an interuniversity competition, you were immediately awarded
a scholarship in order to study for one year at the Centre d’études supérieures de civili-
sation médiévale in Poitiers. By the end of that same year you also obtained your
Teacher’s Degree, currently known as Specifieke Lerarenopleiding. As soon as you
returned from Poitiers, you started your postgraduate career as an assistant of Walter
Prevenier at the department of Medieval History in Ghent, a clear sign that your
command of the historical métier for the study of the Middle Ages had not passed
unnoticed. During the years that followed, you worked with great devotion on your
doctoral thesis on the charters issued by and the chancery in the service of the Counts
of Flanders, Thierry and Philip of Alsace (1128-1191), a diplomatic and palaeo-
graphical study which brought you to the smallest archives at home and abroad, and
which was afterwards rewarded with the Provincial Prize for History. Nowadays,
diplomatists still gratefully make use of the critical edition which resulted from your
PhD, and which with the cooperation of late Adriaan Verhulst and Lieve De Mey
was published by the Belgian Royal Commission of History in the series Verzameling
van de Akten der Belgische Vorsten.

However, your commitment to the Department of Medieval History encompassed
more than just historical research. During your assistantship, you were regularly
involved in the courses taught by your mentor Walter Prevenier, and you actively
participated in inventorying and making available of a vast collection of photographs
of original charters dated before 1226. Logically, these area of ‘teaching’ and ‘aca-
demic service’ were extended in the eighties, a period during which you became also
responsible for the academic fields of ‘auxiliary sciences’ (palaeography, diplomatics,
chronology) and ‘the political and social history of the Middle Ages’ (11th-15th cen-
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VIII FOREWORD

turies), first as supervisor, and from 1992 on as professor. In 1981, as the first woman
appointed in the department, you became chairwoman of the Commission on Edu-
cational Affairs, a three-year responsibility that somehow found its sequel in 1992-
1993, when you played the role of Secretary of the Examination board.

From the nineties onward, you gradually became more interested in a whole new
approach to the sources whose dictamen, scriptio and actio juridica you previously
had mostly been studying, namely the way in which they revealed both directly and
indirectly aspects about the position and roles of women in medieval society. You
decided to settle into the new theories of medieval feminism, at that time distinctly
influenced by second-wave feminism and poststructuralism, and into the transition
process from traditional women’s studies to the more widely orientated discipline of
gender studies. As a result, you published several studies on ‘women and politics’,
‘women and literacy’ and ‘women and mobility’ in the Middle Ages. Moreover, your
growing concern about the lack of gender studies in the teaching programmes of Bel-
gian universities in the field of Arts and Philosophy was one of your main motiva-
tions to develop and promote the organisation of an interuniversity Master called
‘Women’s Studies’ (GAS: Gediplomeerde Aanvullende Studie) at the University of
Antwerp, where you taught the module ‘Women’s history: Middle Ages and Early
Modern Period’ for more than ten years. This new and ‘useful category of historical
analysis’, as Joan Scott had put it forward, also quickly found its way into the History
teaching programme at Ghent University, where you successfully integrated gender
as a methodological tool of analysis in your Master’s course ‘Historical Criticism’.
Between 1998 and 2008, a large number of Licentiate’s and Master’s theses that were
produced under your supervision could be categorised either as ‘women’ or ‘gender
studies’. In 2007, the moment of the implementation of the Bologna educational
reform of 1999 in the Flemish universities, together with other colleagues you con-
tinued to work hard for the maintenance of gender studies as a full academic disci-
pline. Consequently, the research seminar ‘Gender Studies’, in which the Middle
Ages are still taught as a separate section, was included in the Master’s curriculum
and still attracts the attention of students from different areas within the Faculty of
Arts and Philosophy. Last year, you also took the initiative to bring to Ghent the
mobile exhibition of the Archive Center for Women’s History (Archiefcentrum voor
Vrouwengeschiedenis) entitled “Boys and girls... an (un)known destination? Belgium,
1830-2000?”, which gave an overview of the evolution of the concepts of ‘masculin-
ity’ and ‘femininity’ in Belgium during the past two centuries.

Your interest in and commitment to the field of medieval studies is not only reflected
in your personal research and teaching duties, but can also be illustrated by your
active participation in dozens of scholarly meetings (congresses, colloquia, work-
shops, …) at home and abroad in the form of lectures, as a member of organising or
scientific committees, or as a member of several editorial boards of scientific journals,
historical societies and partnerships. Among them we count as probably the most
important the distinguished Commission Internationale de Diplomatique, which you
still serve as La Secrétaire Générale. But also in 2003, you founded in your own faculty
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FOREWORD IX

the ‘Einhard Institute for Medieval Studies’, an interdisciplinary research platform
for medievalists within the faculty of Arts and Philosophy under whose auspices
several academic meetings were organised, such as the 2005 exhibition Van roman-
tiek naar Wetenschap: een hobbelig parcours. Een eeuw mediëvisten aan de Gentse uni-
versiteit (1817-1914). As a consequence of your expertise and international reputa-
tion, you were also regularly asked to act as a jury member for PhDs in the fields of
methodology, the social and political history of the Middle Ages, and gender studies.
Moreover, four PhD’s were obtained under your supervision (Van Tricht 2003,
Mazeure 2008, Van Camp 2009, De Paermentier 2010).

One of your many virtues as a professor – and as a person – is that you have always
been very accessible. For your colleagues and students – especially for students pre-
paring a Master’s or doctoral thesis – you were remarkably available. Never was it a
problem to drop by with a question, to ask advice regarding some difficulty, to dis-
cuss research options and provisional hypotheses, or even to talk about more personal
matters. You have a natural talent for making people feel welcome and appreciated.
This was a refreshing quality in an academic environment all too often still charac-
terized by a standoffish and elitist ivory-tower mentality. Everyone found in you a
listening ear and an understanding heart. Also you invariably showed a genuine inter-
est in people beyond the mere professional dimension. On a regular basis you sin-
cerely inquired after one’s partner, children, parents, new job, etc. Whenever any
youngsters came along visiting the offices, you took the time to have a little chat and
make them feel at home. In short, your caring and affectionate nature brought
warmth to the department – up to the point that you became something of a mother
figure to both your students and colleagues – and this no doubt will be much missed.

Your enthusiasm as a teacher is also to be remembered and praised. During palaeog-
raphy classes you went to great lengths, year after year, to help students trying their
best to transcribe passages in for example the dreaded bastarda script, or in many var-
iants of the gothic minuscule or the humanistica. You never stopped looking for new
ways and techniques to explain and clarify each script’s characteristics and singulari-
ties, or to provide opportunities for students to exercise and perfect their newly
acquired skills. You always remained patient with struggling – sometimes nervous –
students, provided that you were under the impression that they themselves also took
pains to learn these ancient – or more recent – scripts. You indeed expected students
to work and to work hard. Infinite idleness and lazing about were not to be tolerated
and you did not refrain from telling people so if need be. In spite of all your warm-
heartedness you could be firm too, not to be toyed with. In the more intimate setting
of inter alia the diplomatics course your qualities as a teacher really shone through.
You managed to present the subject with flair and humor. Your personal passion for
diplomatics and specifically your desire to interest others in it truly brought the fas-
cinating world of diplomatics – sometimes under threat of becoming somewhat dull
and boring when treated by the wrong hands – to life with numerous anecdotes and
by making us touch and feel the historical documents themselves.
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X FOREWORD

For students preparing a Master’s or doctoral thesis under your supervision you were
an inspiring mentor and a generous one too. You did not expect them to follow in
your footsteps, but allowed them great freedom in carving out a research domain for
themselves, in formulating their own research questions and in working out their
own methodological apparatus. You acted as the perfect sounding board at the dif-
ferent stages along the way, with a fundamentally supportive attitude, investing
much more than the necessary time in consulting with one another, in discussing
hypotheses and options, in proofreading, in practical matters, etc. You were really
there for us and had no problem with defending your students – and their choices –
vis-à-vis critical remarks of other involved parties. Your own critical remarks, always
brought up in the most constructive fashion, served to make our work better. You
strove to get the best out of everyone and knew how to achieve this. When morale
was low you did not try to pressure people into fulfilling their duties, giving them a
hard time or preaching them. Rather in a more subtle – and certainly effective – way
you gently kept reminding people of the work that still needed to be finished, by for
example forwarding with your best regards interesting book reviews, invitations to
colloquia, etc. You showed understanding when confronted with any personal or
motivational troubles, but at the same time persuasively worked towards redirecting
focus and attention to the task at hand.

‘L’art pour l’art’ was an adagium you at one time used to describe and define our
work as historians: the study of history for its own sake; the knowledge of human his-
tory in its many aspects as most valuable, rich and beautiful in itself. This rather dar-
ing admission, softly spoken as a casual confession, was an eye-opener at a time when
many others were mainly striving to stress or prove the usefulness and serviceability
of history to other scientific or social domains (politics, economics, sociology,
anthropology, etc.). Against this instrumental, even servile view of history you pos-
ited the autonomy of our discipline. In the wake of this you discouraged students
from trying to look for far-fetched and superficial links between medieval research
subjects and for example current international politics. It was as if you felt that this
kind of approach rather strained than helped the progress of historical research. This
of course is not to say that you felt that contemporary society and other social sci-
ences had nothing to contribute to history and vice versa. On the contrary, your own
work clearly testifies to this with its attention to multidisciplinarity (e.g. your interest
in linguistics) and to newish research fields (e.g. your gender approach). Beyond this
you have always been a socially concerned person. Without proclaiming any big the-
ories or delivering ideological manifestos you endeavored to make our world a little
better by personal action (e.g. your commitment to good causes such as Amnesty
International), with mutual respect and care for one another serving as your basic
premise.

This volume gathers together a selection of your most important academic articles,
book chapters and other contributions that were published during your career. They
all found international response, and testify to a gradual expanding focus from the
traditional and rather ‘technical’ auxiliary sciences of diplomatics and palaeography,
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FOREWORD XI

of which the edition of the charters of the counts of Alsace without any doubt can be
considered your ‘pièce de résistance’, to a more gender-based approach to the dis-
course of medieval sources related to political, social and cultural history. With
regard to the last research domain, you became particularly interested in aspects of
medieval literacy. Because of the intrinsic consistency of these publications, a three-
fold focus on ‘Diplomatics’, ‘Politics’ and ‘Literacy’, with special attention to the
meaning and role of women within a medieval man’s world, soon became obvious.
In the chapters that follow, each of these three themes is introduced by an interna-
tional expert who was, however, not randomly selected. With each you have built up
and maintained a close relationship, based either on professional and intellectual
contact, on personal and friendly contact, or on both. Professor Olivier Guyotjean-
nin is an internationally renowned expert in medieval diplomatics. Currently he lec-
tures at the École nationale des chartes in Paris and since 2010 holds the position of
‘Président de la Commission Internationale de Diplomatique’. Martha Howell, who
is the Marion Champion Professor of History at Columbia University in New York,
is an internationally well-known specialist in social, economic, legal, and women’s
history in northern Europe during the late medieval and early modern centuries, with
a focus on the Burgundian Netherlands, northern France, and Germany. In 2007,
she was awarded a doctorate of humane letters, honoris causa, from Ghent University.
Professor María Góngora Díaz, who is Dean of the Faculty of Philosophy and
Humanities at the University of Chili in Santiago, enjoys an international reputation
as a philologist specialising in medieval and modern French and Spanish literature.

This volume could not have been realised without the support and cooperation of
many people to whom we are most grateful. The staff of Academia Press, who imme-
diately expressed their willingness to take care of the publication of this volume; all
co-authors of the essays that were written jointly with you; all journals and publishers
who granted copyright for the reprints of your original essays; Susie Sutch and Shen-
nan Hutton, for their help and critical remarks on the English texts; our head of the
department of History Erik Thoen, who gladly agreed to write the foreword; Jeroen
Deploige, who supplied us with many tips and ideas for the set-up and production;
Olivier Guyotjeannin, Martha Howell and María Góngora Díaz, for the enthusiasm
and professionalism with which they have edited their respective introductions; your
former master and mentor Walter Prevenier, who as a secret advisor and ‘diplomatist’
behind the scenes discreetly but actively has contributed to this compilation; your
husband Marc Boone, who from the start voluntarily declared himself an accessory
to this project, and who has masterfully played his role as a secret intercedens and
‘conseiller général’; to all your colleagues and friends who hold you in high regard,
and with whom you maintained during your career pleasant, friendly and inspiring
contact.

Els De Paermentier, Nicolas Mazeure, Valeria Van Camp, Filip Van Tricht
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