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Prostitution in the late Middle Ages has been a regular theme of 
histor ical scholar ship, espe  cially from the late 1970s on wards, with 
both broad over views and a variety of local studies. Prostitu tion 
played an import ant role in the gender dis course of medi eval soci ety. 
On the one hand, the prosti tute was a symbol of female sinful ness 
and de prav ity, but on the other, prosti tutes pro vided a sexual outlet 
for un married men to pre vent bigger evils—an idea borrowed loosely 
from St August ine. Evi dence of this ambiva lent atti tude to wards 
prostitu tion can be seen in the in sti tutional ization of public broth els in 
numer ous towns in the German-language area and across Europe in 
the course of the fif teenth cen tury and, in contrast, in the prose cution 
of so-called secret prosti tutes. The date range of Jamie Page’s study 
is from the late four teenth cen tury to the years shortly before 1500, 
although he limits his re search to three micro historical case studies in 
Zurich, Nörd lingen, and Augs burg.

Page’s research puts the focus on indi vidual women, al though 
sources in which prosti tutes them selves openly discuss their life situ-
ation are few and far be tween. Per sonal testi mony gen erally only 
comes to light in sources when these women came into con tact with 
muni cipal jus tice. How ever, ju dicial sources are some what problem-
atic. First, the state ments made by prosti tutes are not repro duced 
un filtered, but are recorded in the words of the court clerk in an 
edited form. Second, sources from courts are very often biased, mean-
ing they were writ ten with a spe cific intent, for ex ample to por tray 
de lin quents as ob viously guilty. There fore, court sources can only be 
con sidered ego-documents to a limited extent. Des pite this prob lem, 
which Page dis cusses in detail in his intro ductory chapter with refer-
ence to exist ing histori ography, the author has written an impres sive 
study which offers a deep in sight into the actions and every day lives 
of late medi eval prosti tutes. Their living con ditions were in fluenced 
by their indi vidual situ ations as either un official or public prosti tutes, 
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and above all by circum stances in herent to their sex, like pos sible 
preg nancy. The linked themes of abor tion and infanti cide are also 
ad dressed in some depth. As the Nörd lingen ex ample shows, brothel-
keepers must at times have wielded ex treme vio lence in con trol ling 
the prosti tutes em ployed in the public brothels licensed by vari ous 
cities. Yet the extent to which Nörd lingen may be typ ical of con ditions 
in public brothels in the late Middle Ages is anyone’s guess due to a 
lack of further con tem porary sources from local authorities. 

Ideally, Page would have also published his main sources in 
Middle High German, even if only in an appen dix, as this would have 
offered German-speaking readers the opportun ity to verify them in 
the original lan guage. That said, Page often in cludes quota tions in 
Middle High German within his text, after para phrasing them in Eng-
lish. Yet des pite this minor ob jection, the study offers a pro found and 
very nuanced in sight into the world of late medi eval prostitu tion and 
con vincingly shows the free doms en joyed by prosti tutes, along with 
the con straints placed upon them, in the misogyn istic world of the 
late Middle Ages. 
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