
GENDER DIFFERENCES in the 1200-1400s

Although Romeo and Juliet are fictional characters, their lives reflect the customs and norms of Italy in the 1200-1400s.  The following is a comparison of how a female – we’ll call her Juliet – and a male – we’ll call him Romeo – differ in equality and treatment.  

	Juliet
	Romeo

	1. A typical woman in Juliet’s time would be likely to be married at age 15.  
2. Juliet would be escorted and watched at social events.  
3. It was expected that Juliet’s family would provide a dowry (money and material items) to her groom.
4. Juliet was expected to be chaste until her wedding night, and from then on to be completely faithful to her husband.  
5. It was not acceptable for Juliet to handle weapons, play tennis, wrestle, or do other things that involved physical exercise.  
6. Juliet may have had a tutor come to her home, but she would never be allowed into a university.  Instead, she would spend her day spinning, weaving, embroidering, and learning social graces, such as dancing.  
7. A servant would spend hours each day helping Juliet fix her hair, get dressed, and put on makeup. 

8. The only alternative to marriage would have been the convent.  Juliet was expected to marry and bear children, to run a household, and to graciously entertain guests.  
9. It would not be typical for a woman like Juliet to participate in city or political affairs.  
10. Juliet would be advised to obey and honor her husband. 

11. Juliet would have had very little to say in decisions concerning her children.  
	1. A typical man in Romeo’s time would marry no sooner than age 21.  
2. Romeo would be allowed freedom to drink and carouse as he pleased.  
3. Romeo would control all his wife’s possessions, money, and property.  

4. Romeo would have been allowed to visit prostitutes, even after he was married.  

5. Romeo was expected to learn how to fence, fight, play athletic games, and do other physical activities.  
6. Romeo would have attended school with other young men in a student’s home.  He could have gone to a university.  

7. Romeo dressed and groomed himself.  Servants would do the laundry, put clothes away, and make the bed.  

8. Romeo could have been a politician, merchant, soldier, sea captain, artist, doctor, banker, scholar, or religious man.  

9. It would have been advantageous for Romeo to hold public office.  

10. It was acceptable, and almost recommendable, for Romeo to beat his wife if she were not submissive.  
11. Romeo would have had complete control over his children.  
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The Role of Young NOBLE WOMEN

Abbess Hildegard was a 12-century writer and nun.  She was best known for her work entitled Know the Way, a collection of prose and poems.  Originally in Latin, the text has been translated into English in The Medieval Reader edited by Norman F. Cantor.  

Virgins who are waiting for the state of marriage ought to be in their countenances [appearances], conduct and speech moderate and chaste [pure], and, especially in church, quiet, looking at their books or with their eyes lowered.  In the street and in public they should be mild and sedate, and at home not idle but always busy with some housework.  Their clothing should be well made, tasteful, tidy and clean, with no indecency.  Their hair should be tidy and not dirty or straggling.  Their speech should be amiable [friendly] and courteous to all people; they should have a humble manner and not be too talkative.  If they are at celebrations, dances, or assemblies, they should be sure to have gracious manner and excellent conduct, because more people have their eyes on them there.  They should dance demurely [modestly] and sing softly and not stare vacantly here and there.  They should not join the men too much, but always seek the company of their mothers or other women.  These maidens ought to take care not to get into arguments or disputes with anyone, neither serving-man nor chambermaid.  It is a very ugly thing in a girl to be argumentative and to answer back, and she could lose her good name because of it, thanks to the false and lying reports that household servants often make.  A maiden must no be in any way forward, outspoken or loose, especially in the presence of men, whoever they may be, neither clerks in the household service, nor serving-men, nor other members of the household staff.  She must not allow a man to touch her on whatever pretext, nor to touch her with his hands in a playful manner, nor to joke with her too much, for that would be harmful to the respectability and good reputation that she ought to have.  
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…She ought to take good care that no one should ever see her affected by having drunk too much wine, for if she had such a fault, nothing good would be said of it.  So all young girls ought to be in the habit of putting generous amounts of water in their wine, and they should habitually drink very little.  Also besides the good qualities and manners appropriate to her, any young girl ought to be very humble and obedient to her mother and father.  She should serve them diligently as well as she can, and rely on them to arrange her marriage.  She should not make the match herself without their consent, nor should she say anything about it herself nor listen to anyone else talk about it.  Young girls taught and brought up in this way are much sought after by men looking for wives.  
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Dancing was an important part of a lady’s education.









