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PREFACE

Karma Lochrie

I am an unlikely prefacer of a volume on the lesbian premodern. In my 

own work I have endeavored to recast queer historical projects in terms 

of the role that normativity plays in establishing modern sexualities—and 

that it does not play in premodern ones. The term “lesbian” in the titles of 

this volume and many of the essays, like the terms homosexual, gay, and 

even queer, is attached at the hip, so to speak, with the concept of 

 heteronormativity, both in its historical development and its fundamental 

meaning. “Lesbian” cites a departure from heteronormativity; queer cites 

a disruption of heteronormativity; and so on. I approach medieval female 

sexuality by revising the premodern landscape of sexuality from its pre-

sumed configuration around a transhistorical heteronormativity. Because 

so much of queer history takes heteronormativity as a given, I have argued, 

we have tended to structure queerness in opposition to the sexually nor-

mative—a configuration that, while it makes arguable sense for modernity 

and postmodernity, does not describe premodern sexual representations, 

behaviors, or beliefs. This assertion might strike one as outlandish, but that 

is because we have become so heavily invested in heteronormative longev-

ity as the key to queer and lesbian histories alike. The jettisoning of nor-

mativity as it inf lects our understanding of disparate premodern sexualities 

complicates the projects of queering our histories and examining “condi-

tions of intelligibility” for historically specific sexual acts and affections.1 I 

am not opposed to the use of modern categories to describe gender and 

sexual conditions in premodernity, as The Lesbian Premodern does, but I am 

opposed to “heteronormativity” as a concept, not because it is anachronis-

tic, but because of its  self-mythologizing effects. I have maintained that I 

think the postmodern age has much to gain from a new understanding of 

sexualities before norms in developing strategies for contending with a 

norm-saturated present.
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So, I come to this “lesbian premodern” with some hesitation and dis-

comfort. Whether the category of lesbian is used as a noun, suggesting a 

recuperative project, or as an adjective, suggesting a strategic one, we need 

to be wary of the effects of using this term, namely, the replication of het-

eronormativity in the wings of the lesbian premodern stage. Lesbian-in-

scare-quotes or -italics might indeed remind us, through its “typological 

strangeness,” of the “epistemological inadequacy, psychological coarse-

ness, and historical contingency” of the term, as Valerie Traub contends, 

but I worry that it ultimately succumbs to the desires of modern scholars 

to recuperate lesbians in the past. And let’s face it, the term “lesbian” has 

often carried a more identitarian and resolutely literal meaning than most 

of the other terms for homosexuals, making it the least portable of them. 

This is precisely why its deployment in The Lesbian Premodern is poten-

tially so unsettling and useful for understanding past sexualities along with 

a self-critical view of the  present—precisely because it resists abstraction 

and generalization. In addition, there is the problem of the invisibility of 

women in some queer studies that this title attempts to redress. Why is it 

that I remain unsettled by the title of this volume when it clearly has the 

kind of transgressive potential that I admire in some queer studies?

The use of “lesbian” in the titles of this volume and the various essays 

contained in it is a “deliberately provocative” strategy aimed at harass-

ing historicism’s most potent critique, the charge of anachronism. Strategic 
anachronism refuses the discrete categories of past and present in traditional 

historicism in order to “induce the untimely,” in the words of Elizabeth 

Grosz, and to “query the pervasive logic of orderly temporal difference 

and distance that informs mainstream historicism,” according to Jonathan 

Gil Harris.2 If “lesbian” functions strategically, the question is, what is the 

work of its strategy? Bennett provides one analysis of her strategic use of 

“lesbian-like” both to “expand the evidentiary possibilities of the field,” 

but also to destabilize the term “lesbian” itself, “introducing a productive 

uncertainty born of likeness and resemblance, not identity.” With regard to 

the conception of this volume, the editors deliberately raise the specter of 

anachronism in order to invite the reader to “think across boundaries and 

classifications, to think across time, geographies, disciplines, and meth-

odologies.” This particular strategy for thinking across boundaries always 

risks a certain restabilizing of the term “lesbian,” rather than opening it up 

to historical, theoretical, and contemporary investigations. As long as we 

are still committed to such goals as “visibility,” “celebration,” and lesbian 

“experience,” I am not sure that our strategy succeeds in changing old 

conversations about how to do histories of sexuality. Such assertions as the 

following, in the editors’ introduction, seem to me to be especially fraught 

with problems for reading lesbian presents as much as pasts: “Lesbianism 
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aligns sexuality with power (not desire): thus, for women, homosexuality 

is a choice to become powerful, and consequently, feared.”

As I have already suggested, the project of stripping “heteronorma-

tivity” of its trans-historical portability is crucial to the kindred project 

of this volume of seeking out affinities and salience of sexual behaviors 

and eroticisms across historical periods. Lesbian historiography is never 

only concerned with the search for a lesbian past, or even a “lesbian-like” 

past, but with the relationship between that past and other sexualites, 

genders, and social discourses. In the case of premodernity, we have to 

ask ourselves how visibility is configured without the prevailing umbra 

of heterosexuality or the technology of normativity. I am suggesting that 

the pursuit of a “lesbian-like” past must be coordinated with a serious 

dismantling of the heterosexuality-like-it-or-not past that underlies some 

queer and historical scholarship. We might want to call this coordinated 

component of lesbian historiography the “unliking” of modern hetero-

sexuality from its premodern past. “Heterosexual-not!” could serve as 

the twin mantra of “lesbian-like,” or of other efforts to interrogate the 

resemblances of sexual practices, categories, and affections across histori-

cal periods. Or “heterosexual-like” could be invoked to opposite ends 

of “lesbian-like”: instead of opening up possibilities for a lesbian past, as 

“lesbian-like” does, “heterosexual-like” would emphasize the historicity 

of heterosexuality itself, and it would also provide another kind of tem-

poral “drag” (to borrow Freeman’s term) on the presumed universality 

and uniformity of heterosexual history. Heterosexuality needs a history, 

and it is up to the queer, gender, and lesbian scholars to insist on some 

of the same kinds of historically specific patterning for heterosexuality 

across periods that we have become attuned to finding among alterna-

tive sexualities, identities, and eroticisms. At the same time, our own 

taxonomies of sexual practices and relations in the past will surely benefit 

from the nuancing of past heterosexualities, permitting the kinds of alli-

ances across genders and sexualities that the concept of “heteronorma-

tivity” currently obscures. In his essay, “Heterosexuality as a Threat to 

Medieval Studies,” James A. Schultz demonstrates some of the absurdities 

that ensue from “reading heterosexuality backward” onto the Middle 

Ages, but more importantly, he elucidates some of the crucial distinctions 

between medieval understandings of sexuality and modern heteronor-

mativity, such as the elevation of abstinence and virginity as the ideal 

sexuality and the relegation of homosexuality to a scale of increasingly 

sinful venereal acts. Invoking a modern understanding of heterosexual-

ity to understand medieval sexualities obscures the principles underlying 

medieval taxonomies of luxuria (lust), but it confers a kind of legitimacy 

on some “heterosexual acts” (such as oral sex) that these acts did not have 
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in the Middle Ages. To read Aquinas or the penitentials on the gradations 

of fornication is to induct the modern reader into a heterosexuality that is 

as utterly confused as it is alien to modern understandings.3 The promise 

of abandoning heteronormativity as a concept is the emergence of queer 

possibilities that emerge, including the queerness of virgins (as Jankowski 

and others have argued), prevailing homosocial imaginaries (according 

to Rebecca Ann Bach), and even the queer possibilities of courtly love 

( James Schultz). Such studies of premodern sexualities without hetero-

sexuality as a presumed historical standard powerfully suggest a past that 

is more heterosexually-unlike, if you will, than it is now, and a future 

that could be, too.

The unsetting and reconfiguration of lesbianism in the present and for 

the future is one of the goals that studying sexualities of the past should 

afford us. At the same time, as Valerie Traub argues here and elsewhere, 

the search for typologies of same-sex behaviors, intimacies, and practices 

in scholarship on lesbian history has sought “to render female-female 

desires intelligible—both in their own historical terms, and in ours.”4 

Typologies of historical sexualities, however, can present their own dan-

ger of too narrow a devotion to alterity in the name of discontinuist his-

tory. Traub rightly poses the challenge of a new lesbian historiography: 

“To do the history of sexuality is not to turn a blind eye to perennial 

features of the erotic system in the name of historical alterity. But neither 

is it to too quickly assume homology when not every facet repeats.”5

The Lesbian Premodern’s search for a lesbian historiography takes place 

within an ongoing queer critique of traditional historicism, chronology, 

and periodization. Lee Edelman, Carla Freccero, Elizabeth Freeman, 

Jonathan Goldberg, and Madhavi Menon have all critiqued such aspects 

of historiography as its presumed teleology, successionism, periodization, 

and “reproductive futurism.” As ways of intervening in heterohistorical 

projects, these queer scholars have variously and productively advocated 

homohistory, “dechronolization,” strategic anachronism,  “temporal 

drag,” “fantasmatic historiography,” and, in this volume, “cycles of 

salience.”6 The older debate over acts and identities or continuist and dis-

continuist histories has been either superceded or transformed into more 

fruitful queer histories that engage in the historically particular, as well as 

recurrent, sexual configurations across history. To this ongoing conver-

sation, what does this volume on the “lesbian premodern” have to offer?

The essays that follow inhabit a wide range of positions in the debate 

about lesbian historiography, from the theoretical attempts to recon-

figure it in the work of Traub, Freccero, Freeman, Bauer, Faderman, 

Garber, and Bennett, to ref lections on connections between Victorian 

writer Vernon Lee and the lesbian premodern, to a range of discus-

sions on the pleasures of reading and writing, the virgin as gendered and 
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sexual category, cultures of friendship between women, queer “femme” 

representations of ascetic ideals, philological evidence for the historical 

“salience” of the premodern lesbian, Bengali narratives of female-female 

sex and even reproduction, and the unique joint memorial brasses of 

Elizabeth Etchingham and Agnes Oxenbridge from the fifteenth cen-

tury. The theoretical investments in the essays also range from creating a 

usable lesbian past, to making visible affinities across historical periods, to 

insisting on the “affectional” component of the term when doing history, 

to unsettling the contemporary term, to disrupting the transhistorical 

category of heterosexuality. One cannot read the entire volume of essays 

without appreciating some of the vibrancy and disagreement about both 

what it means to do lesbian history and what the stakes in doing it are.

As a premodernist myself, I am sympathetic with the desire to engage, 

in a more urgent way, our premodern histories and theories of sexuality 

with modern sexuality studies, as well as the studies of other “later” past 

sexualities. I am less sanguine, however, about collapsing history and 

theory as a methodology, or in the words of the editors, to consider the 

work of premodern scholars “not simply as informed by theory, but as 
theory in and of itself.” Although medievalism has contributed signifi-

cantly to modern theory, as Bruce Holsinger has shown, I am not at all 

convinced that this fact supports the idea that “premodern scholarship not 

only permeates theory but is theory.” There is little doubt that premod-

ern scholarship on sexualities generates and even revises sexuality theo-

ries: witness the revision of Foucault’s acts-to-identities model of doing 

sexual history over the past decade. I worry that something becomes lost, 

however, when premodern studies of sexuality are regarded as theory 

itself—something, that is, of the diversity of archives, literary analyses, 

and cultural mappings, all of which have so much to offer modern theory 

and sexual historiography. Yet, out of an explicit desire for a lesbian past, 

the editors and contributors have been careful to “reimagine spaces and 

categories,” a project with which I am deeply sympathetic.

To conclude, let me raise a last point about this preface and its “place” 

in the volume by confessing to my own “postscript envy.” Just as lesbian 

assumes the “aura of the premodern,” (244) as Freeman remarks, so too, I 

suspect, does the preface seem more suited to the premodernist, while the 

postmodern scholar of gender and sexuality finds her disciplinary affinity 

with the postscript. It is as if premodernity invented “the before” of histories 

and prefaces, and postmodernity, the “after,” which is, ironically, also the 

present. The etymology of prefaces and postscripts would seem to bolster this 

impression. The use of the “preface” to mean a preliminary statement to a 

work began with William Caxton’s 1484 printed translation of Aesop’s Fables 
at the end of the Middle Ages, while the “postscript,” meaning something 

appended to the end of a written work, dates from the sixteenth century (if 
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the OED is to be believed). I desperately wished, when I first consulted the 

OED, that it had been the reverse, but I am not sure it would have made any 

difference in our deeply ingrained habit of associating the past with all that 

is before, including prefaces, and the present and future with all that is after 

and postscripted. But we do not have to do the same with premodernists and 

postmodernists by consigning them to prefaces and postscripts, respectively. 

In fact, the occasion of the preface and postscript might provide just another 

opportunity for a kind of strategic anachronism that defines this volume: by 

giving the place of “the before,” i.e., the preface, to the postmodernist, and 

the “post” to the premodernist, we “induce the untimely,” so to speak, in 

the implicitly chronological logics of the academic essay collection. In effect, 

we reserve the last word for the out-of-place. In concert with our strategies 

of anachronism, therefore, I propose that, in the future, we defy book pro-

duction sequencing, with its own logic of befores and afters derived from 

historical time, and give the last word to the lesbian premodern. If nothing 

else, it will lend an aura of the perverse to the lesbian pre- and postmodern, 

as well as the scholars who desire them.
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INTRODUCTION

THE LESBIAN PREMODERN1

Noreen Giffney, Michelle M. Sauer, and Diane Watt

Over the next four years every journal whose concern is sexuality [should] ask a pod of writers 
who do not usually read over one another’s shoulders to do precisely that. Let five or six read 
the same text—new, old, in between—and write about it. Do that every year for half a decade 
and see where we are. I doubt that any of us will convert any of us. But I do suspect that such 
conversations in print will spur conversations elsewhere.2

The Lesbian Premodern is a collection of essays that responds to, and 

adapts, Michèle Aina Barale’s suggestion by inviting some key schol-

ars in the fields of lesbian studies and queer theory to take part in an 

innovative conversation in print. This textual discussion transgresses tra-

ditional period boundaries and offers a radical new methodology for 

writing lesbian history, geography, literary criticism, and theory. The 
Lesbian Premodern aims to engage those interested primarily in contempo-

rary lesbian theory, history, and literature with the important and often 

overlooked theoretical, empirical, and textual work being done on female 

same-sex desire and identity in relation to premodern cultures. Our title, 

The Lesbian Premodern, is deliberately provocative: both anachronistic and 

tautological. The term “lesbian” is widely regarded as essentialist, his-

torically redundant, and limiting. One response to this would be to argue, 

following Karma Lochrie and James Schultz, that the concept of hetero-

sexuality is equally anachronistic when applied to the premodern and 

that heteronormativity itself must be subject to scrutiny.3 However, one 

of the central questions this book addresses is, when has using the term 

“lesbian” not been considered an anachronistic gesture? It is a question 

that is of particular interest to those of us trained in medieval and early 

modern studies with a research interest in tracing love, sex, and desire 
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between women and their reception in historical contexts prior to the 

Enlightenment—scholars who also work in the fields of lesbian and queer 

studies more generally. This question is of importance to us because we 

are all too familiar with the charge of anachronism leveled by others who 

insist that “lesbians” did not exist then. “The charge of anachronism 

recurs endlessly,” Valerie Rohy insists, “because no one is ever innocent 

of it.” This is, she explains, due to the fact “that there is no truly histori-

cal historicism. As its canniest practitioners acknowledge, historicism is 

always to some degree ahistorical—or rather, anachronistic.”4

Our title also deliberately reworks that of Laura Doan’s inf luential 

edited collection, The Lesbian Postmodern.5 The chapters in The Lesbian 
Premodern engage with a number of similar theoretical questions relating 

to sexuality, class, ethnicity, difference, and marginality. At the same 

time, they are concerned with historicizing premodern sexualities, with 

thinking through the consequences of this research—and the implica-

tions of the problems raised by it—for those working in later periods 

and, crucially, with thinking through and responding to the theoretical 

and methodological innovations that arise out of it. In staging an inter-

disciplinary and cross-temporal conversation between premodernists and 

scholars working on later periods, The Lesbian Premodern’s central aim is 

to intervene in what currently amounts to one-way traffic of knowledge 

(from modern theory to medieval practice) and invite respondents and 

readers of this book to consider the work of premodernists, not simply 

as informed by theory, but as theory in and of itself. We see premodern-

ist scholarship as theoretically informed, rich, and useful as research by 

scholars who work in later periods, and therefore believe it demands the 

same sort of careful attention. This has potentially far-reaching implica-

tions for the way we practice the history of sexuality and work in gender 

and sexuality studies more generally, as it compels scholars who might 

not usually take into account the work of premodernists to seriously 

consider our input when undertaking their own research.6 The Lesbian 
Premodern is divided into three main parts. The first two parts, “Theories 

and Historiographies” and “Histories and Texts” serve, at least some-

what, an anthologizing function, insofar as they include contributions 

by some of the most inf luential scholars on premodern lesbian and queer 

studies. These scholars have been invited to revisit, often in relation to 

new material, their theories and methodologies. The first two parts also 

introduce our readers to important but less well-known recent research 

and analysis within the field. In the third part, “Encounters with the 

Lesbian Premodern,” scholars of later periods are brought into conversa-

tion with and invited to respond to this work on the medieval and early 

modern scholarship.
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Theories and Historiographies

The Lesbian Premodern concerns, among other things, an erasure from 

history and theory, and, to some extent, the “anthologizing function” 

that is the revisiting of themes, positions, and theories by scholars serves 

the function of redressing this problem so we do not forget what has 

happened in the past and can look forward to what will happen in the 

future. While the part on texts and histories is primarily concerned with 

recovery work, the essays gathered together in this part explore new 

ways of reading in an attempt to clarify the premodern lesbian experi-

ence and to find what has been obscured through misguided, misdi-

rected, or misunderstood readings. Some of these readings are based on 

previous work done by the scholar, but that does not preclude new ways 

of theorizing.

The erasure of the lesbian from history begins with the difficulty 

scholars face not only in uncovering premodern lesbians and their 

experiences, but also in identifying the lesbian experience and the les-

bian herself. Scholars continue to struggle with naming the woman-

identified-woman of the past. Jacqueline Murray uses it as a term of 

convenience to “distinguish those women whose primary relation-

ships, emotional or sexual, appear to be woman-identified.”7 Building 

on this, Judith Bennett, in her famous essay, “ ‘Lesbian-like’ and the 

Social History of Lesbianism,” first suggested the term “lesbian-like” to 

describe women previously not considered lesbians, such as cross-dressers 

and prostitutes,8 and has expanded the discussion in History Matters.9 Both 

of these came out of a search for a lesbian past, more specifically even, the 

medieval lesbian—neither of which is easy to find, nor yet easy to define. 

In order to discover and recover the past, we need to determine a new 

way of thinking about, writing about, and talking about “lesbians.”

Seeking the premodern lesbian is challenging. Using a modern term—

“lesbian”—limits both vision and history, but not using the modern term 

also limits understanding and recovery. Complicating matters even further 

is the presumptive heterosexuality of phallocentric, patriarchal societies. 

Historically, individuals have been, essentially, assumed to be heterosex-

ual unless proved otherwise, and sex has been defined as penetrative in 

nature. Moreover, in historical examinations, when women are catego-

rized as lesbians it is often because they exclude men from their sexual self, 

whereas men are labeled “homosexual,” or at least discussed in terms of 

homosexuality, when they include other men. The Lesbian History Group 

notes: “what our critics want is incontrovertible evidence of sexual activ-

ity between women.”10 The very few studies of female homosexuality 

struggle with this issue, often overlooking women in nonheteronormative 
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positions and instead seeking women who exclusively prefer women. Why 

is it that we feel exclusivity is a necessary component of premodern lesbi-

anism, but not of male homosexuality? Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick suggests 

that scholars should acknowledge “the rationalized coexistence of differ-

ent models during the times they do coexist,” meaning that context must 

be considered and modern standards must be set aside, or at least will-

ingly extended.11 Premodern societies virtually demanded childbearing 

and allowed little room for the single woman, leaving women little choice 

about engaging in heterosexual relationships, at least to some degree. 

Modern labels may not fit because they cannot match categories that were 

not named. Reimagining spaces and  categories—and reclaiming under-

explored texts and artifacts—are both necessary if the premodern lesbian 

is to be demarginalized and celebrated.

Theodora Jankowski, for instance, challenges readers to consider clois-

tered nuns as occupying a space both literally and literarily. Women who 

stand outside the traditional patriarchal system for any sexual reason—

even virginity—pose a threat to male order and run the risk of being 

labeled “perverse.” Male voyeurs simultaneously enjoy the secret sexual 

titillation while publicly denouncing any sexual expression that func-

tions without a man, fearing not only uselessness, but also replacement. 

Her exploration of vowed virginity aptly considers the shift during the 

Reformation from natural to unnatural: virginity, once so prized, is now 

to be feared and loathed. While the central argument is related to her 

work in Pure Resistance, this essay concentrates more directly on “look-

ing for the lesbian” in early modern literature.12 In particular, here she 

considers “lesbian potential” in an effort to suggest a new way of read-

ing both traditional and more obscure works, while also playing on the 

notion of exclusivity—women who are not phallically penetrated retain 

the possibility of woman-woman erotic activities.

Modern theories of the lesbian are deeply concerned with politics, 

a point Martha Vicinus makes in her essay later in this collection, and 

to a certain degree, so are theories regarding the premodern lesbian. 

Questions about cross-dressing queens and powerful abbesses lend them-

selves to politics of a different era. More importantly, however, whether 

defined as a political position, a sexual preference, a community of sis-

terhood, or an escape from patriarchal heterosexual desire, lesbianism 

aligns sexuality with power (not desire); thus, for women, homosexuality 

is a choice to become powerful and, consequently, feared. Ignoring and 

redefining evidence negates this power, which is a negation we hope to 

overcome in this collection. It is our intent to restore subjectivity and 

provide the rudiments of a language that allows for premodern lesbian 

desire and suggests a new mode of dialogue.
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Anne Laskaya’s essay takes up this challenge of terminology, fram-

ing the discussion in terms of reading strategies, and grounding it in a 

“search” for premodern lesbian existence. Laskaya does not shy away from 

the “queer” controversy, choosing instead to use queer theory as one of 

the lenses through which she explores connotations of the term “lesbian.” 

While acknowledging queer theory’s institutional power, Laskaya also 

draws on its strong connection to identity politics and poststructural-

ism in order to suggest productive ways of reading that work outside of 

reductive terminology, choosing to seek an “undocumented” premodern 

lesbian history, one that considers audience and is a different approach to 

reading between the lines.

Queer history in general often spends too much time trying to  define 

“homosexuality,” and lesbian history in particular has been plagued by 

the problem of defining “the lesbian.” It is this problem that underlies 

Laskaya’s essay and is also one of the central foci of Valerie Traub’s piece. 

Concerns regarding historical methodology resonate within the search for 

a “true” lesbian past, but Traub is primarily interested in pursuing how 

the scholarship on lesbian history has framed ways of reading woman-

woman experiences. While some authors, such as Lisa Moore, insist that 

certain texts create categories of female homosexuality,13 Traub insists, 

rather, that a focus on “typologies” does not aid in answering questions 

about the premodern lesbian past. Arguing against standard periodization, 

Traub instead seeks out social definitions that can be adapted depending 

upon the goals, audience, and era.

If anything emerges as an overall trend in this part on theories and 

historiographies it is an emphasis on reading, rereading, resistant reading, 

and variant reading strategies. Lara Farina suggests that “erotic reading” 

may be a fruitful way to explore a premodern lesbian history. Lesbian 

studies have often been uncomfortably situated between a balance of 

social constructionist and essentialist views: how much sex should be put 

back into lesbian history? Farina’s essay explores the role eroticization, 

if not actual sex, plays in rereading history to uncover the premodern 

lesbian. In fact, this type of reading can be resituated as a lesbian practice, 

the function of which is almost certainly to establish the existence and 

visibility of lesbian cultural unity.

Anna Kłosowska, in her book Queer Love in the Middle Ages, states a pref-

erence for using terms such as “lesbian-like,” “proto-feminist,” and “queer” 

because they allow for contextualizing such modern descriptions within a 

medieval framework.14 Debates about usage of the term queer plague, and at 

the same time invigorate, the fields of feminist and gender studies. Farina 

and Laskaya both deliberately use the term while holding it up to scru-

tiny. Carla Freccero conf lates queer time and the lesbian premodern in an 


