
597 AD - The Christian re-conversion of 
England begins with Augustine’s arrival. 
The Church he represents produces 
‘penitentials’, lists of recommended acts 
of penance for those who have 
committed various sins. The 
recommendation for ‘sodomy’ is 4 years 
of penance (this might involve fasting, 
going on a pilgrimage or giving money to 
the Church). Having the ‘bearing’ of a 
‘sodomite’  incurs 7 years of penance. 

c.670 AD - Theodore, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, introduces penitentials for 
English Church, sodomy is to be punished 
with a beating, having sex with a man in 
holy orders, a forty-day fast and lesbian 
sex three years of fasting. (To compare, a 
priest who went hunting was meant to do 
three years of penance and all sexual 
activity outside of marriage had a 
penance attached to it.) 

c.700 AD - Oldest known 
secular Anglo-Saxon 
Law-Code from Kent 
punishes ‘sexual sins’, 
same-sex activity is not 
included. 

c.900 AD - Alfred the 
Great’s law-codes again 
condemn sexual sins 
but don’t mention same-
sex activity. 

1093 - Archbishop Anselm 
criticises William II’s court for 
‘sodomy’ and because too 
many of the courtiers have 
long hair, William instructs him 
never to mention it again. 

1102 - Anselm holds a church 
conference to deal with ‘sodomy’ 
very little is achieved. 

12th century - Edmund, a monk 
in Eynsham Abbey, records a 
vision of hell which includes both 
men and women who engaged in 
homosexual activity. 

14th century - Major persecutions 
of the Lollards and the Templar 
Knights, accusations of sodomy 
levelled at both (often seen 
alongside accusations of heresy 
and ‘lechery’, association with a 
broader sense of going ‘against 
nature’) 

1308 - Barons usurp Edward II due to 
his favouritism towards Piers 
Gaveston, accusations of sodomy 
levelled at them. (Edward II had five 
legitimate children and one illegitimate 
by his wife and his mistress.) 

1387-1400 - Chaucer writes his 
‘Canterbury Tales’ one character, 
the Pardoner is presented as being gender-fluid 
(and is also accused of heresy). 

1394 - A man named John 
Rykener is arrested while 
wearing women’s clothing. He 
confesses to being paid for 
sex by monks and nuns. The 
case ends inconclusively. 

1400’s - Only one 
case of sodomy 
comes before the 
London Courts in this 
period and no action 
in taken. 

Medieval attitudes to gender and sexuality 

1. What kinds  of other ‘sins’ is homosexuality linked to? Does 
the Church seem particularly concerned with it?

2. The Church is primarily focused on actions and 
appearances. What evidence is there for this here? Why do 
you think this might be? 

3. Could we use modern terminology (gay, lesbian, trans etc) 
to describe any of the people mentioned in this mind-map? 
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