
1390: Mystical Sex and Anatomy! 

Dear students; 
 
I hope you had a great and relaxing reading week! 
 
First, I plan to hold a general zoom meeting this week for any student who would like to have a 
live chat with me and others about the essays/projects due next week, which you have been 
working on. 
 
There are a couple of important considerations we should keep in mind when thinking about and 
reading medieval literature. 
 
First, it is very important NOT to impose our modern 21st century ideologies onto this period. 
Whenever we are reading literature from a different historical or cultural period, it is imperative 
to take a step back from our modern concepts of right, wrong, justice, injustice, etc., and 
consider the period on its own terms. 
 
With that said, I should give something of a trigger warning for the material this week!  Medieval 
literature is often filled with what we might find distasteful or even rude today.  There is much in 
medieval literature that is crude, highly sexualised, and even very graphic.  Such is the work on 
one of the least know, and yet most fascinating poets of the Medieval period: Gwerful Mechain. 
 
Gwerful was a Welsh female poet of the 15th century.  Her poems deal with female genitalia, 
sex, and can be quite graphic. 
 
As Medievalists, we need to ask what her understanding and objective is, without trying to force 
her works or the works of other medieval poets into a modern narrative (which sadly a great 
many academics do!). 
 
In order to help us get to the heart of the matter, we are going to look at two--seemingly--very 
different works of literature emerging from the Middle Ages that, at first glance, might seem 
totally unrelated.  However, there is a DIRECT correlation between the two sources that we will 
examine: 
 
First, we will look at Thomas Aquinas’ famous “Proofs for the Existence of God.” 
 
Then, we will look at the poetry of Gwerful Mechain. 
 
The first source is theological, philosophical, and factual.  It is Aquinas’ attempt to demonstrate 
that God exists.  
 
While not strictly speaking “Literature” in the strict sense, Aquinas’ theology is representative 
both of the general thinking of the Medieval Period about the reality of God, and was hugely 
influential on medieval writing and thinking in general.  
 

 



 

So when we get to Gwerful Mechain, which is sexually explicit poetry, it is deeply intertwined 
with this religious sensibility of the medieval period. 
 
Gwerful’s poetry explores the mystical nature of female anatomy.  Medieval writers were not at 
all squeamish about writing sexually explicit stuff, and you will find references to both male and 
female genetalia and sex throughout the medieval period. 
 
Sex is nearly always treated as something mystical in the medieval period.  Even when we 
encounter bawdy sexual innuendo in the form of comedy (as in Chaucer’s Reeve’s and Miller’s 
Tale) it is done so in order to highlight the “uneducated” and draw a contrast of the mystical 
nature of the human person.  But in general, the medieval writer is not at all shy about talking 
openly about sex and human anatomy.  It fills medieval art, poetry, and philosophical thinking 
throughout the Middle Ages. 
 
The teratology we consider before reading week is an extension of this mystical or divine 
understanding of the human person.  Human reason was considered only complete when it 
moved from the physical realm to the metaphysical realm.  In fact, I would go so far as to 
characterize medieval literature in general in these terms. 
 
To warm up, I would like you to explore and briefly research these two key writers for this week: 
 

1. Thomas Aquinas (13th century) 
 

2. Gwerful Mechain (15th century) 
 
Then, read the following: 
 

1. Aquinas’ Proof for the Existence of God (there is also a video explanation of these 
proofs);  It is not important that you fully understand all of the intricacies of the 
philosophical arguments of Aquinas; this is not a philosophy class but a literature 
class, and so our attention will be to the style, tone, mood, and function of this work in 
medieval thinking. 
 

2. Gwerful Mechain’s “Female Genitals”.  Compare this work with Chapter One of “The 
Song of Solomon” in the Old Testament, written sometime after the 6th century BC. 
While not as explicit as Mechain’s poem, it is still very much influential in terms of the 
way in which it glorifies the human person and human coutly love. 

 
Go back and compare these two sources with the medieval mystical writing we looked at before; 
Hildergard of Bingen is much less explicit than Gwerful, but the imagery is still very much 
present there too. 
 
When you have considered the sources for this week, give some thought to the nature of 
the person in medieval thinking.  This will be our research question for this week in the forum. 



 

 
Hopefully, we will be able to start piecing together a picture of the medieval understanding of the 
human person, and the way in which this understanding percolates and permeates all medieval 
writing and literature. 
 
Keep an eye on the forum this week for ongoing discussion of this topic, and notification about 
the upcoming zoom meeting. 
 
 
 
Steve 


