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versions of the Libellus in Latin. Both contain place it with other medical 
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8. Colirium pro oculis (A salve for the eyes)
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argues that synonyma were particularly important “[d]uring the Middle Ages, when there was no 

uniform system for identifying plants and herbs [meaning] there was a genuine risk of a doctor 

administering the wrong drug to a patient” (Gerrit 7), and synonyma helped reduce that risk 

significantly. What is puzzling in this case is that most synonyma are encyclopedic (Gerrit 6), that is, 

a vast number of entries arranged alphabetically and spanning many pages. The synonyma in 

Ms.Brown.It.1 is an excerpt of one entry (treating trees and flowers). 
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popularization and simplification of Latin medical learning” (Getz xv). Despite the accessibility, 

supported by presence of the vernacular, the scribe makes clear attempts to establish authority—

attributions to both Emperor Frederick II and John Chrysostom bring a level of intellectual weight 

that not needed for recipes belonging to more popular traditions. However, if fol.38 does include 

elements of popular medicine (such as charms), commonly associated with women, why include a 

poem denouncing all women? This is the topic of the second part of my study. 
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Woman is the Head of Sin, or, The ‘Whore Poem’

Introduction:

After the wave of bubonic plague in 1348, medical practitioners in Italy became targets of

ridicule—both guild and university-trained practitioners were slighted in favour of popular

remedies (Park 35). Park gives a notable example where Ser Lapo Maazei, a florentine notary

inn





tensions. The poet himself struggles between disgust and desire for women—antitheses which

are emphasized because of the pithy form of the poetry. Almost every line of the poem is two

words, most often a combination of a predicate noun (the main verb of the entire poem being

“est” or “to be”) and a possessive. Since each line is short and punchy, the irony behind phrases

such as “desired misery” is heightened as each phrase stands alone. The poet spends the entire

poem frantically establishing how undesirable and disgusting women are, yet each line is aflame

with desire. Women are “sweet death” and “delicious destruction” (l. 8-9). Antithesis galore.

Even the most damning lines such as “LQREHGLHQWLD SXEOLFD” or “disobedient whore” reveal the

poets own inability to stop himself from finding women desirable. The word “whore” needs a

qualifier in order to make it displeasing. It is her “disobedience” rather than her status of being a

sexual being, that makes her completely undesirable.

Another tension exists between the bodily and the spiritual. Within the first few lines of

the poem, women are referred to as the “matter of fault” (l. 3). The poet constantly reminds

himself and readers that women are a worldly desire and fleshly being. Their fleshliness

aggravates and contradicts his own desire for spiritual salvation, because, of course, at the same

time he lusts for their bodies. Many of the words in the poem can be understood in more than one

way, and their multifaceted meanings would not have been lost on a medieval reader. For

example, LQYLWDELOLV SHQD can mean both unavoidable and irresistible pain. The poet himself is

caught between a hatred for, and an unending lust for women. I suggested earlier that the readers

would have understood the deliberate word choice and subsequent internal tensions—I also

argue that the audience share that same discordance in their own souls, the same struggle

between desire and repulsion. As the poem goes on, the poet’s own argumentation cracks. In a

critical line about community and marriage, the poem ultimately asks whether women are evil



in-and-of themselves, or whether they become sinful because of the male gaze. In the aftermath

of such a question, the poet himself vacillates between continuing to disparage women, and

reluctantly accepting the part he himself plays in this never-ending contradiction. Yet the poem

never answers such questions, we are left with one last line calling women “LQWROHUDELOH

PDORUXP” meaning either an “intolerable,” ‘invincible,” or “irresistible” evil. The layers of

meaning and contradiction are left unresolved. However, despite a lack of resolution, the poem

“cures” readers on a surface level by discouraging them from sinning sexually, but also “cures”

on a much deeper level by encouraging readers to face their internal contradictions head on, and

confront the unwarranted slander they throw at others during their own quest for spiritual

salvation.

Stylistic Choices:

In the transcription, I have footnoted spelling when words come close to a well-known

and well-used word, but there is a significant letter that is mistaken/missing. Otherwise, I have

kept with standard transcription rules, recording exactly what is on the manuscript.

For the translation, I tried as best as possible to keep the original Latin pattern of

nominative and genitive. Any regards to meter and rhyme were not considered–sense was valued

above all else, though there is some room for interpretation as there is in any poetry. Any areas

where words have multifaceted meanings have been footnoted and their significance explained in

detail there. I have, admittedly, leaned towards reading the poem as merely misogynistic, hoping

to provide a level of depth and understanding that goes beyond reading the poem as simply a

‘whore poem’.



Transcription:

[f. 38vb: “Mulier est capud peccati”]

S(an)c(t)us Ioh(ann)es boccha doro2

mVlier3 e(st) capud peccati

Expulsio paradisi

Materia culpe

Trasgresio4 legis

Inobedientia publica

Inuentio mo(rti)s

Blandium demonium

Suauis mo(rti)s5

Sapida p(er)ditio

Diminutio vite

Temperatm



Confusio ho(min)is

Inuitabilis pena

Manifestu(m) malu(m)

Naturabilis te(m)ptatio

Desiderata miseria

Amicabile p(er)ichulu(m)

Arma diaboli

Insatiabilis bestia

Cotidiana sollicitudo

Contentio sup(er)bia

Expensar(um) inveectio6

Inexstiguibilis ig(n)is

Perseuerabile danum7

Domus litium

Inpedimetu(m)8 boni

Suffocatrix stultor(um)

Porta inferni

Via iniq(ui)tatis

Inpedimet(u)m9 castitatis

�,ELG�
8 ,PSHGLPHQWXP (/RJHLRQ, “impedimentum”; 9RFDEXOD�/DW, “impedimentum”)

7 'DQXP means “Dane” (/RJHLRQ, “danum”; 9RFDEXOD�/DW, “danum”), which seems like a rather unlikely word for
the poet to use here. Rather, I believe that the word here is GDPQXP, and the “m” which is often not pronounced
would have been removed (as letters that are often not pronounced are in medieval Latin). I translate this line as if
the word is GDPQXP.

6 Looking at the manuscript, there seems to be a visible line connecting the two e’s to the c in “inveectio.” This
could possibly be a badly placed minim or abbreviation. However, the Law of Parsimony causes me to conclude that
this is simply “invectio” with two e’s, and the scribe, writing in a semi-gothic script with distinct cursive features,
simply did not let his pen leave the paper while writing the letters.





Dulcis ietura13

Rosa fetida

Dileata14 i(n)formitas

Pestis arma amara

Turpitudo a(n)i(m)e

Destrutio corporis

Alienatrix cordis

Euacuatrix ma(r)sup[[pia]]15

Destructio pulcritud[[inis]]

Vas ad viterii16

Perditio salutis

(Christ)i offensio

Proximi destuctio17

Principui(m) mali

Radix o(mn)ium malor(um)

Secretor(um) Reuelatrix

Intolerabile malor(um)

17 'HVWUXFWLR (/RJHLRQ, “destructio”; 9RFDEXOD�/DW “destructio”)

16 The closest word I can find is YLWHUD (/RJHLRQ, “vitera”), which is a type of flower that has medicinal uses. The
double “i” makes me unsure as to whether “viterii” or “vas” is the prepositional object as neither would end with an
“i.” However, I believe the verse makes much more sense when “viterii” is taken as the object of “ad,” and have
translated it as such.

15 This estimation was done with the help of Vocabula.Lat.
14 'LOHFWD (/RJHLRQ, “dilecta”; 9RFDEXOD�/DW “dilecta”). Possible scribal error that mistakes a “c” for an “a”
13 ,DFWXUD (/RJHLRQ, “iactura”; 9RFDEXOD�/DW, “iactura”). Possible scribal error that mistakes a “c” for an “e.”



Translation:

[f. 38vb: “Mulier est capud peccati”]

Saint John the Golden Mouth18

Woman is the head of sin

The expulsion of Paradise

The matter of fault19

A violation of law20

A disobedient whore21

The discoverer of death

21 Note that “whore/prostitute” needs a qualifier to m



The temptation of demons22

A sweet death23

A delicious destruction

The diminishment of life

A mild poison24

A friend of damnation

The ruin of man

An unavoidable25 pain

A flagrant evil26

A natural temptation27

A desired misery

A friendly danger28

The weapons of the Devil

An insatiable beast29

29 After all the admissions of desire and lust (both overt and underlying), this line reads almost ironically. It is clear
that the poet, along with what he assumes to be all other men, are also “beastly” with desire.

28 $PLFDELOH here can mean both “friendly” and “suited to one’s tastes” (/RJHLRQ, “amicabile”). Women are thus
accused as natural deceivers that pretend to be “friendly,” but there is once again an underlying admittance of desire.

27 This line contrasts with the poet's previous allusions to women being “unnatural.” The poet’s contradictory
language reflects his own discordant struggle between �own
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An everyday concern30

A dispute because of pride

A bringing in of expenses31

An inextinguishable fire

An enduring injury

A house of quarrels32

Impediment of good

Suffocator of fools

The gate of Hell33

The path of wickedness

An impediment of purity

A venomous serpent34

The temptation of all evils

A dangerous community35

Contrary to the grace of God

An enemy of salvation36

36 6DOXWLV in medieval Latin can mean both “salvation” and “health” (/RJHLRQ, “salutis”). Women here are seen as a
genuine “illness” that threatens spiritual health.

35 In medieval Latin VRFLHWDV can refer to a group of people, but also a particularly close partnership, such as
matrimony (/RJHLRQ, “societas”). The idea conveyed here is two-fold—women are dangerous in-and-of themselves
as a group, and dangerous for men to become associated with. This is also a moment of inquiry for the reader–are
women really dangerous in-and-of-themselves, or is it because they exist alongside men who cannot help but desire
them?

34 Allusions to the fall of Adam and Eve continue
33 Sexual innuendo

32 /LWLXP here means “quarrels,” but is also a reference to a thorn or honeysuckle plant with medicinal uses. This is
the first instance of the poet’s use of words that fit within the poem, but also refer to the medical context it is situated
within. References that would not have been lost on its relatively learned audience.

31 Here we see again, even more notably, the tension (or in a way amalgamation) between the physical and spiritual
world. Women would, of course, result in more physical expense for men, but also moral expense asis
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