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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this t he sis is to study various factors affecting 

love a nd medie val marriages. W e deal h e r e with the medieval 

concept of love, the influ e nce of the medieval Church on m arriage, 

and ideas ab out s ex that have lasted into the twentieth century. 

The r e is an effort to arrive at conclusions regarding the long 

range r e sults of the medie v al marriage pattern . 

In gathe ring the data for t h is the sis both primary translations 

of medieval works a nd s econdary sources were used . Several 

book s that might be classified as secondary source s contained 

medieval passages of lit er atur e , medie val docume nts, laws, etc., 

and were a great h e lp in forming the conclusions that are not 

footnot e d. 

The conclusions ar e as follows: The patriarchal family 

concept that dominat e d we stern society until the twentieth 

centur y w as not so much pur e ly a produce of western societal 

d eve lopme nt as this d eve lopment w as modified by the medieval 

Chur ch. Th e r e spon sibility of the Church li es in its assimilation 

of Greco-Roman culture and G e rmanic practices dealing with 

monogamy and the pe rmanence of marriage . T he latter was 

primarily the result of t he Church's efforts. The medieval 



Chur c h h e ld an ambig uo u s attitude toward marriage. The Chur c h 

f a v or e d c e lib a cy f o r r e li gious and e c onomic r e ason s but found it 

diff i cult to e nfor ce . The m e dieval Church was r e sponsible for the 

do ctrine that s ex is e vil which has lasted until r e cently. The 

m e dieval Church r e aliz e d the value of c e rtain forms of extra-

marital activ ity as did medieval socie ty in g e ne ral. Romantic 

love did not originat e in Eleanor of Aquitaine's Court of Love 

but w as r efin e d from an embryo-like existance there, and from 

the r e it spr e ad throughout Europe. Twelfth century romantic 

love was not related to marriag e as an ingredient but was the 

basis of adulte rous liaisons among the m e die val nobility and 

cle r gy. M e di eval marriage s we r e usually for socio economic, 

political, a nd militar y allianc e s. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF MARRIAGE IN THE WESTERN 

WORLD TO THE MIDDLE AGES 

Knowle d ge of the backg round of a social institution makes unde r 

standing of th e pr e s e nt stat e of that institution more m e aningful. 

Whethe r or not one acc e pts a philosophy of history that the future 

d eve l o pme nt of events is the logical outgrowth of the historical 

evo lution, one' s und e r standing of the past pr ovid e s a standard, 

or c an on of r e f e r e n ce, with which to evaluat e t he desirability 

of the pr e s e nt stat e of events . 

I n lik e manne r, any stu d y of love and m arriage patterns in the 

Middl e A ge s is e nri che d b y some appr eciation of Roman and Grecian 

practice s and att itud e s in regard to love and marriage. The first 

chapter of the inquiry has been synthe sized from s econdar y sources 

pe rtainin g to cu ltural life in Gr ee c e and in R ome . In so doing, 

emphasis w as place d on m a n's need fo r woman, his attitu d e toward 

h er, a nd his tr e a tme nt of he r as important con s iderations of t h ose 

pate rnal s ocieties . W oma n's usefulne ss to man a ffec t e d his 

attit u d e tow ard h e r, a nd hi s attit ud e toward her affect e d his 

tr e atm e nt of h e r. 
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The chapter s that follow ar e d evot e d to the differe nt aspects of 

marital l ife i n the Middle Ages. The s e re late to women as mothers, 

s ex objects, property, e t c . From this total vi ew of love and marriage 

in the Middl e A ge s , it is hoped that a clearer understanding can be 

obtained of the traditional role of wives that long outlasted the Middle 

A ge s in W e stern Europe and a ccompanie d the immigr ants to the 

United State s. P e rhaps this inquiry will be able to dispe l, at least 

in some degree, the popular notion of r ecent years t h at in the past 

marriage w as mor e sacred and husbands and wives more inclined 

to fid e lity. 

Th e sour ce s use d v ary from s econdary sources to primary 

translations. Richard L ewin sohn, H. R . Hayes, and Morton Hunt 

have b ee n u s e d at l e ngth in this the sis as s econdary sources. One 

of the major primar y translations use d is a recent one of Andr eas 

Cape llanus 1 Trac tatu s d e Ar more ~ d e Amori s R emedio, or 

Tr e atis e On L ove And Its R e medy, w hich is u s u ally known simply 

a s The A rt of Courtly Love . 

S ome of the broade r que stions that thi s pape r may, hopefully, 

a i d in ans we rin g include t he following . T o what extent wa s 

Christianity r es ponsible for the t raditi onal role of the wife in the 

fami l y? Ar e the social and economic roles of women co -ordinated? 

Is this social-economic r elationshi p cyclic? What are t he results 

of the medieval marriage patter ns today? Were love less marriage s 
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common in the Middl e A ge s ? W hat is r e sponsible for the evilness of 

s ex attitude s o popular till r ece ntly? Was the m e dieval church's 

attit ud e toward marriage a reasonable one? W e re sexual perversions 

any l e ss pr eval e nt in m e dieval times than today? Ar e p e ople really 

marrying younge r today? Have medie v al marriage patt e rns influenced 

the str uctur e of modern society in the W est through assimilation? 

I. GRECIAN MARRIAGES 

Hunt, in his history of love , regarded t he status of women in 

Homeric society as supe rior to their status in cla ssical times. The 

r e ason for the higher status of women in the earlier period was due 

to the primitive conditions that had existed, which made the role of 

homemaker and that of chore helper vit al. That p er sonal dependence 

on the wife , which demanded a me asur e o f appreciation of her in 

orde r to s ecur e h er co-ope ration, lessened as the society became 

1 
mor e adv anc e d. 

D uring the fifth century B. C ., the A thenian matron lived with a 

husb a nd whom her par ents had c ontract e d for h e r to marry . Und er 

his guardians hi p , s he liv e d " spoken of as little as possible, whethe r 

2 
for g ood or ill," said P e ricl e s, as r ecor d e d by Thucydide s. Her 

1
Mort on M . H unt , T h e Natural History of Love , ( New York: 

Alfred A. K nopf, 1 95 9 ) p. 3 1. 

2 c. E . Robin son, Everyday Life in Ancient Greece (Oxfor d: 
The Carendon Press, 19 33 ), p. 25 . 



l egal status was eve n l e ss enviable than h e r social status. Civil 

contracts, law suits, and d ebt s we r e prohibit e d her. 3 Not much 

distingui shed her from the noblewoman of the Middle A ge s. One 

major exception was that the medieval noblewoman was protected 

by the Church from being 11 div orced. 11 The Athenian matron could 

be relinquished with her dowry at her husband 1 s discretion. 4 

5 In Athens, laws existed to encourage men to marry. These 

4 

made it obvious that the institution was not appealing to some who 

would normally b e exp e cted to marry. The groom might e ven expect 

a y oung bride , Euripides once said. 

It is highly wrong to join to gether two 
young p e rsons of the same a ge; for the 
str engt h of man lasts far longer, while the 
b e auty of the fg male body pass e s away 
more rapidly. 

Whe n an Athenian m aid r e ache d her t een s, often she was 

b e trothe d to a man who, if we can believe Euripides, was often 

conside rably old e r than s he . Her con s ent was not necessary. Her 

r e s e ntme nt was pr oba bly mild as the secluded life of the Athenian 

female did not afford a l ove a ffair to d evelop prior to a girl 1 s 

3 Hunt, op. cit., p. 2 5 . 

5Ibid., p. 2 6 . 

6H ans Li cht, S exual Life I n Ancient Gr eece , trans. J. H. Greese, 
e d. Lawrence H. Daw son (Lo ndon: Broadway House, 193 2), p. 40, 

quoting Euripides. 
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marriag e . 
7 

Thi s s e clu s ion continue d during he r marrie d life . Hardly 

an opportunit y exist e d for the r e puta b l e wife to involve hers e lf with a 

l ove r . 
8 

The d ut y of the wife to maintain marital fid e lity was sacred . 9 

Alth ough some Gr eek male s we r e known to have a penchant for 

pe d e rasty, which a ccounts t o some ext ent fo r the lack of ardor with 

whi ch they ent e r e d m a rriage, D emosthe nes in the fourth ce ntury B . C . 

said of w i ve s a nd lovers, 11 Mistr e ss es we kee p for pleasure, concubi nes 

for dail y attendance u pon our per sons, and wive s to bear us legi timate 

10 children and b e our hou s ekee pers . 11 Further evid ence of the lack 

of pe rs onal adoration that t he a ve rage Athenian husband felt fo r his 

wife is found in the pr o po sal of Socrates in P lato 1 s R e public fo r a 

. f . 1 1 community o wive s . 

As has b een said, marriage did not emancipate the Athenian 

female. B y marr ying , she pass e d from h e r father 1 s control, a s d i d 

12 
he r dowry, to the contr ol of her new master . H e r husb a nd d i d not 

7Hunt, op. cit., p . 24 . ; R obin s on , loc . cit . 

8Hunt, op. cit . , p . 28 . 

9rbid . , p . 25 . 

l Olbid. 

11
Ibid., p . 27. 

12 
Robinson, op . cit . , p . 84 . 



exp e ct h e r to share in the social life in which male guests were in 

13 . 
att e ndanc e . She had few le gal ri ghts. While h e r husband might 

philander without fearing the law, she could not. 
14 

E ven as a widow, she could not be free. Whe n h e r husband died, 

she had to look for support to her m aiden family and heirs because 

15 
h e r husband 1 s property passed to his sons, not to her. 

All h e r life , the Athe nian female was alone. Her quarters were 

apart from the men 1 s. If she were able to afford slave s, she did not 

l e a ve the hous e to r u n e rrands or to do the shopping . A faithful wife 

might attend a few public festivals. An adulteress attending a public 

16 
festival might be maltreated in any manner but could not be slain. 

The next g r eat stage in west e rn civilization was the Roman one. 

While Greece was in her 11 golden age, 11 Rome was in the becoming 

stage . 

II. ROMAN MARRIAGE S 

The Roman male was more hete rosexual than the Greek male. 

As a conseque nc e , he was less inclined to r eje ct marriage. What 

13
Ibid., p . 82 . 

14 
Hunt, op. cit., p. 2 5 . 

15Ibid. 

16rbid . , pp. 24-25 . 

6 



p e de rasty that exist e d was m e chani cal- -the satisfying of an appetite , 

Wheth e r h et e ros exual or homosexual, to the Roman, s ex was an 

a ppetit e , s ay s Hunt, that r equir e d no ju stification to satisfy . 17 

For the Roman wife of the e arly Republic, life was much the 

same as it was across the Adriatic on the Balkan peninsula where 

Gr ee ce was in the declining stag e with woman's status still similar 

7 

to that of an irresponsible child. Seve ral c e nturies later, the Roman 

wife was to attain a new and more indep e nde nt social status only to be 

de prived of it as the Dark A ge s clos e d in on h e r. 

The early Romans ac cept e d thr ee t y pe s of marriage s. They wer e 

t he 11 confarr e atio, 11 the 11 coemptio, 11 and the 11 usus. 11 18 
The oldest 

of the s e was the 11 confarr e atio, 11 which was a patrician marriage, 19 

in which the bride passed b y a r e ligious ceremony from the authority 

of h e r fath e r to that of h e r husb and. The 11 coemptio 11 was a symbolic 

20 
sale in which the bride 's father parted with his daughter, Before 

the time of tribune C anul eius , t h is plebe i a n marriage did not transfer 

the br i d e from the family of he r fat he r to that of h e r husband. The 

hard f ee ling s this caused r e sulted in the transfer of authority to the 

l 7Ibid., p. 66 . 

18Je rome Car copi no , Dai l y L ife I n A n cie nt Rome , tr a ns. 
E, 0, L orimer, e d. H e nr y T. Howe ll (New Hav en: Yale Univ ersity 

Pr e ss, 194 0) , p. 8 0. 

19otto Kiefe r, Sexual Life In A nc i e nt R om e , tr a ns. Gilb e rt and 
H e l e n High e t (New Yor k : Barne7 &: N oble Inc,, 196 2), p. 16 , 

2 0car copino , l oc, cit. 



husband. 2 1 The common law marriag e whi ch existe d following one 

year of liv ing togethe r intimately was known as 11 usus. 1122 This 

m a rriage often united a plebeian man and a patrician woman. 23 One 

8 

can venture to guess that 11usus 11 provided a way to save the honor of 

an i ndiscreet lady . 

Unlike the Greek bride, who passed in marriage from the control 

of her father to the control of her husband for the duration of the 

marriage, the Roman bride of the patrician class gradually--as part 

of her emancipation from her husband--chose to mary 11 sine in manum 

conventione, 11 a condition of marriage in which she and her property 

remained within the authority of her father . Any of the three marriages 

could take the form of 11 sine in manum conventione. 1124 

The Roman bride who married in the ceremonious and 

indissoluble 11 confarreatio1125 enjoyed a more intimate and enduring 

marriage than her Greek counterpart. By contract, the Roman bride 

who married by 11 usus 11 h ad only to miss three consecutive nights 

during the first year with her man to invalidate the marriage . 
26 

Also 

no inte rmarriage between a plebeian and a patrician was recognized in 

27 
civil court until tribune Canuleius remove d the ban. 

21 Kiefer, lac. cit . 

22 carcopino, lac. cit. 

2 31bid. ; Kiefe r, op . cit ., p . 1 O. 

24K. f 1e er, 

25Ibid . 

op . cit., pp. 14-15. 

2 61bid., p. 16 
27Ibid., p. 10. 
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From t he e arlie st day s of the R oman R epub l ic , the fat her was the 

he ad of the family. T h e ext e nt of aut hor ity exe r cis e d b y t h e fathe r and 

husba nd ove r h i s family p e rhaps partially a c counts for the pr ef e r e nc e of 

the late r R oma n wive s to p ref e r to mar y "sine i n manum conve ntione . 112 8 

T he a ssumpti on h e r e is that blood is thicker than wate r . The husband 

exe rcis e d c omple t e control over the wife--mor e so t han in t h e Middle 

Ag e s whe n t he Christian Church conside red the sanctioning and to some 

ext e nt, the s u c c e ss of marriage, its pr e rogative . In t he Roman Repub lic, 

the w ife was s u b ject t o marita l d i s c iplining including corporal punish-

m e nt ; t o slave r y w h e n h e r servic e s w er e sold b y h e r h u sband; and to 

receiving de ath a t he r hu sb and 1 s hands w h e n caught in adulte ry by 

him. B y t he l e tt e r of 11 The Law s Of T he T we lve Tablets 11 a child 

29 
far e d no b et te r . 

As tim e pass e d a nd the R e publi c pass e d i nto t he Empire, women 

und e r went a change in status not altogethe r dissimilar to that of women 

in the Unite d St ate s in the twe ntiet h cent ury . Wom e n b e came mor e 

inde pend e nt ; adu ltery and d i vorce incr e a s ed ; and t h e b i r t h r a t e 

3 0 
d e cline d. Cato the Eld e r in 195 B. C. w ar ne d the m ale s t hat w ome n 

would not b e conte nt to b e the me r e equa l of men. 
3 1 

T he i ncreas i ng i nd e p ende nc e of the R oman matr on c or resp ond e d 

wi th inc r e as i n g forei gn cultural influences a nd t heir ass imilation into 

the count r y , incr ea s e d e ducation for women , and a marke d tende nc y 

28rb id. , pp. 14- 15 . T he i nfe r ence is t h a t of t he w r i t e r of t h is p a p e r . 

2 9Hunt, loc , c it ., p . 64 . 
3olb id., p. 67. 3 1

Ib id ., p . 65. 



f or R oman m e n of the s e cond and first centuries B. C . to enj oy the 

only ille gal natural union in Rome at the time--adultery. 
32 

For a man and a woman to form an adult e rous relationship was 

easier in Rome than in Gr ee c e whe re seclusion was the order of the 

day s and nights. 
33 

The lack of ade quate public hot e ls 34 probably had 

some lessening eff e ct however. 

As expansion brought wealth and leisure to the upper classes 

of Roman society, Rome suffered a declining need for woman as 

10 

35 homemaker and chore helper. Perhaps the loss of her usefulness 

to some extent in these traditional roles left a v oid, which the Roman 

wife filled with the affections of several men. Perhaps also the 

increasing resort to 11 usus 11 in which the bride entered less completely 

into marriage with her husband was symptomatic of this restlessness. 36 

Unde r the latter arrangement, the husband might enjoy the use of his 

bride 1 s dowry so long as he enjoye d h e r admiration and accorded her 

the r e spe ct she would have r e c e ived had she live d in a more primitive 

stage of the Republic. 
37 

32
rbid. , pp. 63-67 . 

33E. R. Boak and William G. Sinnige r, A History of Rome To 

A.D. 565. -- --
34Hunt, op. cit. , p. 6 7. 

35rbid., pp. 64 - 65 . ; v ide footnot e 1. 

36vide footnot e 3 7. 

37Hunt asserted that after the P unic Wars it came to be that a wife 
might divorce her husband, if she disliked the marriage, and return home 
with her dowry, if she had married by 11 u sus. 11 p. 65. 
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The Lucretia of the e arlie r c e ntury who thought h er husband to be 

better off were she d ead after having be e n soiled by Tarquinius gave 

way to the adulte r es s of the Augu stan age who, like the Caesar 1 s own 

. . 38 
daught e r, turned to debauchme nts as a sophisticated amusement . 

Augu stus proclaimed a series of important laws known as the 

39 11 Julian Laws 11 ove r a period of nine years . These laws further 

emanicipate d women and worked adve rsely on men. No longer could 

an irat e husband execute an unfaithful wife ; he now had to accuse her 

in court . 
4 0 

Should his wife b e found guilty in court, she could be 

fined half of her dowry and lose a third of all her other property. By 

this method or attempt at controlling adultery, a husband stood to lose 

financially by accusing his wife. A nother of the 11 Julian Laws 11 imposed 

stiff penalties on the cuckolde r or marital intru der, who was now 

required to confine his extramarital adventures to prostitutes or at least 

to the unattached women. 41 Some 11 Julian Laws 11 aimed to make 

marriage and childbirth more attractive by offering political and 

h 1. d 42 e conomic concessions to those w o comp 1e • 

3 8Julia, daug hter of Augu stus, caused her father much g rief by her 

love affairs, according to Seneca in Hunt, op. cit . , p. 75. 

39Hunt, op . cit., p. 72 . 

4 olbid., P• 64 . 

4 1Ib i d., p. 72 . 

42
Ibid., p. 75. 



12 

Some of the wive s i n the p e r i od of the E m pire remaine d a s faithful 

to the ir husbands as L uc r e tia ; but m a ny conside r e d t h ems e lves libe r ate d, 

and many of the s e f ear e d childb earing fo r t he effe cts that mig ht have on 

the i r appearanc e . Many of the lib e rate d also took no shame in blatant 

43 
adulte r y . C ourt e sans incr eas e d, but the ir activitie s did not replace 

casual adult e ry with amateurs, at l e ast for many sophisticates. 44 

The marital pattern of monogamy, which existed in Gre e c e and 

Rome , b e came the marital pattern of Christians. The Christians took 

the rite more seriously and aimed at p e rmanence. The author of 

The Natural History of L ove, whose work has been referred to by 

seve ral writers in the field of sex histor y , said of the Christian 

a daptation and modification of Roman monogamy, 11Most authorities 

a g r e e that this was a major contribution to the sex ual and marital 

life of W e ste rn man. 114 5 

Anothe r adaptation utilize d b y the Christian s was that of e arly 

marriage s, e spe cially in t he instance of t he female . One authority 

affirme d this on t he basis of i n scr iptions found in the catacombs of 

4 3carcopino , op. cit., p. 90. 

44 
Hu nt, op. cit. , p. 66 . 

45
Ibid. , p . 11 4 . 
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46 
Rome. As the Roman Empire fe ll away from its zenith, the Church 

took over more and more authority in the life of the individual. But 

the Church was not alway s consistent in its attitude toward marriage. 

On one hand, the Church sought to sanctify marriage; on the other, 

it c ame to discourage marriage by insisting on a celibate clergy. 4 7 

As the Dar k A ges closed in on Western Europe, the emancipation 

of women came to an end. 
48 

Barbarians made inroads into the Empire 

and civil war adde d to the disruption. Teutonic customs, more 

primitive and patriarchal than those of the later Roman Empire, 

gradually fuse d with Christianity, itself highly pattiarchal. 49 This 

return to male domination along with a r eturn to primitive economic 

conditions e ffected a reversal in the status of women which awaited 

the Renaissance to alleviate. 

46 Ludwig Frie ndlander, Roman Life And Manners Under The 
Early Empire, Trans, A. B. Gough (s eventh edit ion ; New York: 

Barnes & Noble , Inc., 1965 ), p. 129. 

4 7 A. Abr am, English Life And Manners In The Later Middle 
Ages (New York: E . P. Dutton & Co., 19 13), P· 11 6 . 

48Hunt , op. cit ., p. 124. 

49 
V ide footnote 1. 



CHAPTER II 

CHURCH RESTRICTIONS AND PROHIBITIONS 

The medie val Church gradually came to regard marriage as a 

sacrament, but it never came to accept the institution as wholly 

desirable. 
1 

In assuming the regulation of marriage, the Church 

put forth some requirements and restrictions on who could marry 

and who could not marry. Among the conditions of marriage 

controlle d by the Church was incest, which was applied to in-laws 

and god-relations as well as blood ties. Other conditions of m arriage 

e yed by the Church were sexual behavior, within and without marriage; 

association s with the devil; cl e rical celibacy, only gradually coming 

to b e enforced; and most important of all, monogamous marriage . 

The last condition was not only consistent with the cultures of 

W e ste rn civ ilizations, prior to the rise of Christianity, but 

emphasized its duration for a lifetime. 

To interpret the Church' s position re garding marriage, one must 

rely on the writing s of the Church fathers, feudal records, and other 

accounts of human behavior . O ne fact that s tands along with monogamy 

1 A. Abram, Englis h Life and Manners in the Later Middle A ges 
(Ne w York: E. P. Dutt o n & Co., 19 13), p. 11 6 , 
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and permanenc in the medieval marriage patte rn is that of patriarchal 

authority. Yet the Gr eco-Roman patriarchal pattern was softened 

somewhat by the humanitarian influence of Christianity in the Middle 

Age s. 

The structure of medieval society with its attendant class 

stratification, including s e rfdom, naturally affected patriarchal 

authority within each class. For example, a nobleman might exercise 

almost complete control ove r the property or dowry of his wife and 

even exe rt great influence over the marriage of his children. A serf, 

however, might find himself, his wife, and his children more under 

the immediate control of his lord than unde r his own control. If he 

had secur e d the permission of the lords inv olved to marry off the 

manor and had so done , h e could on some manors be powerless to 

stop his childr en from b e ing divided between the two lords as chattels . 

Although what has been said in this paragraph might well b e suited 

for e ls ewhere, the point intended here is that medieval society was 

strongly patriarchal and strong ly authoritarian, as was the Church, 

which strongly influenc e d a society r ece ptive to its teachings. 

I. INCEST 

The medieval Chur ch attempte d to prevent incest as well as 

· ·th J or heretics or others of a heathenish nature. 
2 

m arriages w1 ews 

2Al d Fli"ck The Ris e of the M edieval Church, (New York: exan er , ____________ ----

Burt Franklin, 1909), p. 356 . 
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The prohibition against incest was parti cularly strong and was a pplied 

to godson or godfather r e lations as we ll as to blood ties . 3 The making 

of mar r iages b etwee n in-laws, such as might oc cur when a man 

married his d e ceas e d wife I s sister, were prohibited . This taboo has 

su r vived in Eng land . 
4 

According to William Graham Sumner, nonblood marital ties, 

although prohibited, did not constitute incest . 5 Canon L aw from early 

times had forbid d en m ar riages between couples who we r e r elated t o 

the seve nth degree, which prohibited marriages by tho s e having a 

11 common great-gr eat- great-great - great-grandfather . 11 Innocent III 

in the great L ate r an council of 12 15, reali zing the impracticality of 

keeping the law , secured a r e duction on prohibitions to the fou rth 

de gree 11because they cannot now be kept without grievous harm. 11 
6 

In other words the arranging of marriages for social, economic, 

military, and political purposes, as was re gularly the typ e of 

marriage arrange d in the M iddle Ages, was hindered by the p r ovision 

of the s eve nth d egree . 

3 Abram, op. cit., p . 11 9 . 

4william Graham Sumne r , Folkways (New York: The New 

Amer i c a n L ib rar y, 194 0) , p . 404 . 

6H . S. Bennett, Life on the English Manor (Cambridge, England: 

The University P ress, 194 8 ), P · 245. 



S o many r e striction s on marriage in the Middle Ages convince d 

not e d sc hola r s Sir Fr ede ri ck P olloc k and P r of e ssor M a itland that 

many m arriages we r e t e c h nically invalid, although contracte d in 

7 
innoce nc e . Some marriages w e r e not so innoc e ntly contracted. 

Robert II, son of Hugh Capet, sought t o marry B ertha, a widow. 

B ertha had a c hild to w h om Rob e rt was godfathe r, and if this wasn't 

e noug h impedime nt , Robert and B e rtha had the misfortune to be 

17 

8 r e lat e d in the third d egr ee through a g r eat- grandfathe r. Nev ertheless, 

the marriage w a s made by some willing bishops . 9 A s late as 1357, 

fifty cou ple s w e r e grante d dispensations to remain married due to 

their having innocently violated the ince st laws . In 1413, another 

hundr e d people purchased dispensations t o remain married or 

to marr y , althoug h they w e r e relate d within the prohibited fourth 

deg r ee . lO These fi gures ar e comparative ly small when compared 

with eve n the population of W e ste rn Europe i n the Middle Ages . But 

we must as sum e many mor e wer e innocently contracted and never 

known eve n t o the partie s i nvolv ed t o b e i nc e stuous. How many 

7 
Abram, op. c it . , pp. 119-120. 

8D ana c. Munro and Jos e p h R. Strayer, The Middle A ge s, 

(New Yo r k : Appleton-C ent u r y- Cr oft s , Inc ., 1942), pp. 182 - 183 . 

91b id . , p. 18 3 . 

1 
O Ab r am, op . cit. , P· 12 0. 
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others knew of the kins hip but da d t · k r e no r1s exposure to seek a 

by-no-means guaranteed dispensation? 

In °rd e r to help prevent incestuous marriages, Gratian' s table 

of consanguinit y appe ared in the twelfth century. This picture related 

ance stors and children for the purpose of avoiding marriages within 

11 
the prohibite d d eg rees. 

Sinc e in many places much of the record of human history was 

kept by the Church, it would s eem to have been difficult to have 

arranged a marriage betwe e n per sons of important social status 

without s e curing some assistance from members of the clergy. The 

m e dieval Church was not without its corruptive elements . 

A convenient way of breaking up an unsuccessful marriage 

inv olve d incest. It seems odd that concern over an incestuous 

marriage existed only before marriage. Since rural medieval life in 

Europe was so static, it was ver y difficult to avoid marrying within 

the prohibited de grees of relationship. To find an acceptable mate 

of the proper social class nearly alway s inv olve d a degree of incest. 

But should serious trouble d evelop b etween the marriage partners an 

annulment could be obtained on the grounds of inc e st . Divorc e was 

almost impossible in t he Middle A ge s, but an annulment was always 

11 Anne Fr emantle , Age of Faith 0 Gr e at Ages of Man Series ed. 
TIME-LIFE. N ew York: Time Inc orporated , 1968 ) p. 145. 



e as i er to obtain; it m eant no true marriage had existed. L ouis VII of 

France obtained an annulment to his marriage with Eleanor of 

Aquitaine on the grounds of consanguinity. 
12 

II. COHABITATION WITH THE DEVIL 

Anothe r forbidden union--real or imaginary--was that of sexual 

inter course with the d evil or his followers. The devil could seduce 

men or women, it was thought. His preference was for women; not 

just 11 wrinkled old crones, 11 but also young attractive women, who 

were doubly dangerous for they in turn delighted in seducing men-

expecially married and respectable men. In the event that the devil 

was responsible, at l e ast in the minds of the adulterers, a handy 

excuse was a vailable to minimize the responsibility for the infidelity. 

The olde r witches were not without evil abilitie s either. They could 

brew love potions or make salves to spur on adultery or to destroy 

· d · h . f . 13 embryos conceive in sue in amous union. These might also 

induce induce famine or destroy potency or dr y up milk in cattle . 
14 

12Morton M. Hunt, T he Natural History <2,! L ov e (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 19 59), p. 153. 

l 3Richard Lewinsohn, A History <2,! Sexual Customs, trans. 
Alexander Mayc e (Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 

195 8 ), p. 122-123. 

19 

14Richard Cavendi s h, The Black Arts (New York: G. P. Putman' s 

Sons, 196 7), p. 17. 
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Inte rcours e w ith the devil was to say the l east unusual. Younger 

wome n might have intercour s e with this cr e ature without rupturing 

the hyme n ; in any event the infamous union was d e scribed as quite a 

nightmare as the de vil's or gan was either lined with fish scales or 

cove r e d in iron, and his semen was cold as ice water . 15 

A woman suspected of having been seduced by the devil or one 

of his male assistants-known as an incubus-was stripped naked and 

h e r body hair shaved in order that no evil objects were hidden on the 

body and probed by the inve stigators' hands or with pins to determine 

if the de vil had seduced her since the touch of the devil left the area 

insensitive to feeling. 
16 

"Innocent " and respectable men caught in 

adultery might plead that they had fallen victim to a succubus--one 

of the female assistants to the devil. To blame it on the devil was 

just a medieval escape mechanism to avoid or r educe the personal 

guilt or shame inv olved, although it may have lessened the social 

punishment at times . Anyone caught involve d with an a nimal sexually 

might also claim to be victimized by the de vil, as he was known to 

17 
take on the form of a do g , male goat, or black cat. 

15 Lewinsohn, op. cit . , PP• 123- 124• 

16Ib"d 123 · H R Hays The Dangerous Sex (New York: 
i • ' p. ' • . ' --

Pocket Cardinal Book s , 196 5), P· 147. 

1 7 Lewinsohn, op. cit . 
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A lmost seven hundred years b e for e R osemar y's Baby b ecame 

a motion pic tur e r eal ity , one Ange le d e Labarthe "c onfessed" to 

having cohabited with the devil and having given birth to a beast whose 

h e ad was that of a wolf and whose tail was like a serpent. 18 Per verted 

activity was also associated with the devil. 19 Obviously, Ange le 

int e nde d this admission as ext enuating circumstances for the slaughter 

of several childr en because she claimed that the monster born to h e r 

fe d on human flesh and her duty was to prov ide it with food. 20 

One author whose work was examined b y the present writer has 

arriv ed at the conclusion that genitalia worship existed in the early 

M iddle A ges. This could be closely associated with devil worship, 

because among some of the phallic worshipers the inverted cross 

was re garded as the male sex organ, and was used by certain nuns 

21 . · h . ·1 · as a substitute. Both witchcraft and phallic wors 1p are sacn eg10us. 

At the othe r extreme is found celibacy--failure to take a mate or 

marry, which slowly the Church came to regard as desirable for 

all and essential for the prie sts. 

191bid. , p. 124 . 

2 0ibid., p. 123 . 

21 Abram H. Summars, The Philosophy ~ the Q!:_gy, (Atlanta : 

M . G. T hevis, 196 7), pp . 64 - 65. 
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III. CELIBACY 

Saint J e r ome , 34? -4 20 A. D. who translated the scriptures t o form 

the Vulgate lamente d his bio l ogical ur ge s when h e was alone in the 

de s e rt and found himself given t o th e ''pleasures of R ome" in his 

l oneliness . 

• • • how oft en did I fancy mys elf am ong the 
pleasures of Rom e ! When I had no companions 
but sc o rpions a n d wild b easts I often found 
my s elf am on g be i e s of girls . My face was 
pale and my fram e chilled with fasting, yet 
my m ind was burning with desire and the 
fires of lust k ept bubbling up before me . . 22 

Among the clergymen , w om en were both needed and hated. Like 

Saint Jerome, nume rous pri e sts felt the need for a woman. The 

Chur ch realized the need to contain the clergymen within the spiritual 

b r otherhood of celibacy not only for spiritual b ut also for institutional 

r easons . 

Saint Paul had seen lust in the marital state and regarded it as a 

sign of div ide d d evotion within the Christian . F o r institutional reasons, 

r eforming churchmen saw the n eed of exercising a measure of control 

ove r the clergy. Beginning in the 10th century, the Cluniac reformers 

saw the importanc e of having priests who had no family. The practice 

22 Hays, op. cit. , p. 102. 



of c e libacy n o t only prevented loss of church landholdings to offspring 

b ut m ade it easier to support, transfer, and control prie sts. One 

unfortunate r e sult of celibacy was increasing resort to concubinage or 

othe r and more abnormal diversions from normal sex. 

23 

While little effort is needed to explain the need for women , which 

am ong the laity was ideally satisfied within the monogamous pattern of 

marriage upon which the Christian family was founded, some manner 

of explanation is needed for the apparent misogyny that complicated the 

ideal for the clergy. More than theocratic interest induced the demands 

for celibacy. 

Amo
1

ng the explanations for this dislike of women fostered b y the 

clergy there was the fall of Adam. This was attributed to a woman Eve. 
23 

Then there were the writings of Saint Paul. He apparently believed man 

was a better Christian if he were indeed Christlike--celibate. He is 

also believed to have contributed by his epistles to the general disregard 

for women as creatures of defilement and uncleanline ss. This belief 

. d d 24 was a strong one in the medieval Church's att1tu e towar women. 

For a woman t o enter the medieval Church during menstruation was 

. 25 
r ega rde d as a sin. 

23Genesis 3: 17. 

24Hays, op. cit., P· 97. 

25rbid., p. 102-103. 



The patriarchal pattern of medieval s ocio economic s oc i e ty also 

deemphasize d the importance of women, and we can assume that it 

h e lpe d t o contribute t o a feeling of superiority and aloofness in s om e 

m ales • The se factors combined with the h e reditary concern for 

24 

property t o induc e s ome feelings of misogyny. Howeve r great was 

me dieval misogyny, the Virgin Mary as the Mother of God was exempt. 26 

In fact, emphasis on th e Virgin in medieval worship proved to be an 

important countervoice to medieval misogyny. 

One writer do e s not atta ch undue importanc e to St . Paul as the 

author of Biblical and medieval misogyny , b ecause that apostle laid 

down rules for elders which specified that, in addition to other 

attributes, they had to be husbands of one wife and fathers of children . 
27 

That writer believes "it was only consider e d unseem ly for men who had 

been consecrated priests t o marry afterwards" until the fourth century, 

among the lower clergy. 28 Although St. Paul regarded celibacy as 

highly favorable, the r e were practical reasons to explain the special 

need for celibacy among missionaries. 

Celibacy was slow to take root in th e lives of the lower clergymen. 

The Council of Trullo maintained the custom of allowing married priests 

26Ibid. , p. 97. 

27 T · h 3 2 3 4 1mot y : ; : . 

28 Hays , l oc. cit. 
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to r emain w i t h the ir famili e s. Appar e ntly this c ouncil was not of gr e at 

im portance as it is not listed with the councils of the Roman Catholic 

Chur ch. How ever, the Council of Trullo advanced the cause of 

ce libacy by requiring that priests marrying after ordination should 

be removed from the priesthood and by requiring consecrated bishops 

t th . . 29 
to pu away eir wives. 

The movement for celibacy, which be gan in the West, spreading 

from Spain upward into France and downward into Italy, was encouraged 

by monastic orders in the West but was slow to be accepted in the East. 30 

Perhaps the fact that oriental fondn e ss for women existed in the 

East influenced the reception of celibacy ther e . 

In the eleventh century, the mov ement for a celibate clergy gained 

momentum. Benedict VIII, in 1018 had the children fathered by the 

clergy made serfs of the Church and followed this action by equating 

the cler gymen's wiv es with concubines. Pope Leo IX made infraction 

of the celibate rule of a heresy . And a council in 1059 prohibited the 

laity from rec e i v ing mass from a priest who lived with a woman . By 

1074, Gregory VII, althou gh the Church forbade di vorce, required that 

31 
the priests oust their wives from under their roofs . This was the 

end of the continent marriage for the clergy , who were then required 

29Ibid., p. 118 

3 oibid., pp. 118-119. 

3 1Ibid., p. 11 9 . 
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t o put away the wives they h db 1· · · · · a een iving wi th in a nonsexual union . 

Only i n the Eastern Church was the practice continued of allowing the 

pri e s t s t o marry before ordination; this right they have retained into 

. h 32 
the twentiet century· In the West, celibacy was not easily enforced. 

Gr ego r y VII was better able to enforce the rule around Rome than 

33 
elsewhere. Out of sight , this unnatural rule was often put out of 

mind . 

Concubinage increased as celibacy was enforced. Bishop Boniface 

(675-754?); the Venerable Bede , English historian and Benedictine 

monk (673?-735) ; and the tenth century Bishop of V e rona, Ratherius, 

among others, left records on the increase of concubinage under 

celibacy. 34 As late as the 1530's , the inquisitors of Thomas Cromwell 

in their inquiry into the monasteries of England on the behalf of Henry 

VIII complained of vice and corruption that they found. 35 Renaissance 

f 
. 

1 
. 36 

P op e s such as Alexander VI were not known or their sexua restraint. 

So common indeed was the infraction of the celibate rule that ultimately 

the G e rman word "pfaffenkind, 11 which means priest's child, came 

32Ibid. , p. 120. 

33rbid. , pp. 119-120 . 

34Hunt, op. cit. , p. 125. 

35Geoffrey Baskerville, English Monks and the Suppression of the 

M · (N H en Conn · Yale University Press, 1937), p. 123. onasteries ew av , · · 

36 • • ally well known that it needs no documentation This fact is so gener . . 
· d ts of Renaissance life who wish further 

? e r e . Those s e r~ous stu e nf al life may see Bur go Partridge 's 
information on this aspect o pap 
~ History of Orgies, Chapte r V • 
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to b e u se d in r eference t o any illegitimate ch.ld . G 37 Had 1 ren 1n ermany. 

Gr egor y VII forseen the blasphemy that would disgrace the celibate 

rul e in later tim es, p e rhaps he would have acted differently in 1074. 

Instead, he felt that an exclusive, hereditary caste, which would 

r e sult from clerical families , was detrimental to the perpetuation of 

the church. It would create another socio economic structure similar 

t o that of th e nobility. 
38 

Not only did misogyny contribute to the 

celibate rule but it also led to several unnatural acts or conditions. 

Sodomy was one of these. It became such a problem that in 1102 

a Church council had to enforce several p enalties. 39 There is some 

ev ide nc e to indicate that homosexuality was practiced among the 

crusading monastic orders. 
40 

Hunt believes that a major reason for 

the harsh attitude toward homosexuality was that with the childbearing 

function and motivation absent, the practice could be nothing more than 

41 
an indulgence for pleasur e . Certainly there was revulsion because 

of its unnatural aspects. When one adds to this the negative attitude 

held by the Church toward even the most natural and legitimate acts 

of sex it is not hard to unde rstand the extra hostility of the Church 

towar d sodomy. But this alone does not account for all the hostility. 

37summars, op. cit., P· 63. 

38Flick, op. cit. , p. 453. 

39Hays, op. cit. , P· 102. 

40ibid., p. 131. 

41 Hunt , op. c it. , P • 1 0 5 · 



Saint P a ul a ppa r e ntly attribute d the failure o f Gr e eks to ac c ept 

Christianity t o the s e unnatural sexual predilections: 

And likewise also the men, leaving the natural 
use of the woman, burned in their lust one 
toward another ; m e n with men working that 
which is unseemly, and receiv ing in them
selves that recompence of their error which 
was meet. 42 

42Romans, 1: 27 · 

28 



CHAPTER III 

A LOOK AT MARRIED LIFE 

The theme of this chapt · th f · · · · er is at o inquiry into positive traits 

of the medieval marriage• These traits are those not directly related 

to economic or social factors accounting for choice of mates, duration 

or success of the marriage, or its economic, military, or political 

consequences. 

Rather, the emphasis here is upon attitudes and practices. We 

ar e interested in those generally associated with the personal lives of 

people in the Middle Ages until the high period, when the courts of 

love and other innovations came into existence. The courts of love, and 

their influence on attitudes affecting marriage s, romantic love , and 

infidelity, are dealt with in a later chapter. 

Much that we are c oncerned with in this chapter was derived from 

data concerning the m e dieval Church, because marriage became a 

sacrament in the Church, a sacrament not to be taken lightly. At least 

in the ory, a marriage once consummated was not dissoluble. In those 

rare cases where it would appear to have been otherwise, in the eyes of 

the Church, the marriage was never a true marriage . But the ex ception 

was adultery; div o rce being granted on occasion for this cause. And in 



th is eve nt divo r ce did not fr e e one as divorc e does today for those 

s e pa rate d t o remarry at will. 

30 

Ev en before the Middle Ages sexual relations between man and wife 

w e r e discouraged among Christians. Ammon, who lived in the third 

century in Alexandria, talked his young bride, whom he was forced 

by his uncle to marry, into remaining undeflowered, and together they 

gradually resigned into an ascetic life in the Egyptian desert in which 

they did not live in the same hut. This form of marriage, known as 

a continent marriage, is recorded in the ecclesiastical histories and 

. 1 
patristic works of the period. Continent marriages with their emphasis 

on the spiritual relationship of brother and sister in Christ were 

undoubtedly an early part of the deemphasis on the fleshly world that 

in theory characterized the Age of Faith, which began two centuries 

after Ammon and his bride retired to the lonely desert. 

Christianity never really appreciated man's sexual nature. On the 

other hand, Islam did. The faith of Mohammed, which arose in the 

Middle Ages , was more positive in this aspect of marital life. The 

Mohammedan paradise was full of sensual desires- -houris with hour

glass shapes , babbling brooks, fresh fruits and other joys. In addition, 

in this world Mohammedanism provided a very liberal limit of four 

!Morton W. Hunt, The Natural History of Love, New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1959), pp. 93-95. 



wiv e s a t on e tim e and numerous c oncubines . Mohammed and his 

Koran als o allow e d the Mo 1 s em to put away a wife should he tire of 
2 

he r. 

31 

Islam rapidly made its way into the Christian world, and one can 

only speculate what synthesis- -if any- -would have resulted had Charles 

Marte l lost the Battle of Tours in 732. At least for a time, and in parts 

of Iberia until 1492, two conflicting cultures occupied western Europe 

in the Middle Ages. Perhaps in no other aspect of their cultures did 

their attitudes differ more than in their attitude toward sex and marriage. 

Sex, indeed, was part of the positive approach toward life for the Moslems 

during this time. Mohammed allowed women more control over their 

prope rty than was the custom in medieval Christiandom. 3 

Rome was overrun by the barbarians in the fifth century, and the 

rights of women declined. The Monogamous marriage seems to have 

been strengthened in the amalgamation that resulted. Tacitus spoke 

well of the Germans, who except for a minority of the noblemen who 

f · 1· 4 practiced polygamy, were paired in one-man one-woman am1 1es. 

2Gustave E. Von Gruenbaum, Medieval Islam (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1953) , P· 175. 

3Ibid., p. 174. 

4Carl Stephenson, Medieval History , ed. Bryce Lyon (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1962), p. 52. 



Hunt expr e ssed the b e lief that the improvements in status and 

indep endence gaine d over the centuries by the Roman women were 

wiped out as the patriarchal resurgence of the Middle Ages occurred. 

32 

This was due to a combination of Church and Teutonic attitudes. Whatever 

the reason, men did not think much of women as equals in the Middle 

Ages. In the seventh century, a Kentish law proclaimed "if a man 

forcibly carries off a maiden, he shall pay fifty shillings to her owner 

and afterward buy from the owner his consent. 115 Clearly women were 

possessions, and as such their loss was felt not in the heart but in the 

pocketbook. 

Like domesticated animals, who depend upon retaining their master's 

favor in order to survive, women too were trained not to wander astray 

as part of Christian teaching. 

O wife, next after the Almighty .. . and after His 
beloved Son, our Lord Jesus Christ .. do thou 
fear thy husband and reverence him, pleasing 
him alone, rendering thyself acceptable to him 
in the several affairs of life ... Ye wives, be 
subject to your husbands and have them in esteem, 
and serve them with love and fear, as holy Sarah 
honored Abraham. For she could _not endu6e to 
call him by his name, but called him l o rd. 

1. C t · t t · s that is the fourth In the same century as the Aposto ic ons i u ion ' 

Chrys o stom n oted the failur e of Chr i stian men and ce ntury, Saint John 

5
Hunt, op. cit. , pp. 124-1 25 · 

6 · t 114 Quoting a translation of the Hunt , op. c1 . , P· ' 
Apo s tolic Constitutions• 
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women to r es train their s ensua11· sm at a w dd. 1 b · e 1ng ce e ration. The h oly 

reveren ce of wife for husband was still waiting the subjugation of women 

that r eoccurred during the Middle Ages. 

Unbridled sensuality reigns! Those present 
seem to go out of their minds! Some neigh 
amorously like horses; others kick like 
asses! All are dissolute and confused! 
No sanity, no dignity! All is devil's pomp, 
cymbals, flutes, indecent songs! 7 

And all this at a wedding. At this time marriage was still not 

officially a sacrament. An ecclesiastical benediction was included in 

the ce remony by the fifth century, but not until the Middle Ages was 

8 
marriage declared a sacrament. As such, violations of the sacrament 

came under the jurisdiction of Canon Law. 9 On occasion, especially in 

the later Middle Ages, the state intervened. In 1017 , King Cnut of 

England "decreed, with the counsel of his witan to the praise of God" 

that adulteresses were to be driven from the land or be slain unless 

d h . 10 "they desist and the more thoroughly amen t eir ways. 

7 Abram H. Summars, The Philosophy of the Orgy (Atlanta: 

M. G. Thevis, 1967), p. 64. 

8Hunt, op. cit. , p. 113. 

9 A. Abram, English Life and Manners In the Later Middle Ages 

(New York: E. P. Dutton & Co. , 1913) , P· 113. 

l0Arvel B. Erickson, and Martin J. Havran (eds.), Readings in 

Y k . Charles Scribner's Sons 1967), P· 11. English History (New or • 
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Ano the r matter which had · · 1 · · · mor e civi sanction than religi ous was the 

betr othal. S ome men were inclined to regard the betrothal as binding 

enough to p e rmit s exual inte rcourse. From the Church's point of view , 

one was married or not married, and, even though the betrothal was 

made on a religious oath , the participants were still unmarried. 11 

When John of England took the betrothed Isabel of Angouleme from 

Count Hugh of Lusignan, whom she was about to marry, John did not 

have to answer to the Church . John did have to answer to his lord, 

and when he failed to do so, he was declared a contumacious vassal, 

and his fiefs were forfeited to the King of France. 12 

The behavior of John, had it come to the attention of a fourteenth 

century English preacher such as John B romyard, probably would have 

been attributed to the wickedness of the stolen Isabel. In a sermon, 

John Bromyard denounced the evil nature of the medieval woman. 

Evidence of the misogyny of the medieval clergy was explicit in the 

13 
speech. 

l lAlfred Duggan, Devil's Brood (London: Faber and Faber, n. d. ), 

p. 261. 

12 . J W tf 11 Thomps on and Edgar Nathanie l J ohns on, Ibid · am e s es a , 
An In trodu~~ion to Medieval Europe (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 

1937), p. 485. 

13 recent tim e s m condemning the w oman 
Noti ce the similarity to more 

rather than the man for adultery· 



In the woman wantonly adorned to capture 
s ~uls , the garland upon her head is as a 
smgle coal or firebrand of Hell to kindle 
m en with_ that fire .. . In a single day, by 
her dancing or by her perambulations through 
the town, she inflames with the fire of her 
lust perhaps twenty of thos e who behold her, 
damning the souls G od has created and 
redeemed at such a cost. 14 

Of the twenty men tempted, few were probably as inhibited as 

35 

John Bromyard appeared. After the twelfth century, the ideals of the 

Court of Love founded by Eleanor of Aquitaine counteracted the misogyny 

of the medieval clergy somewhat and gave the adulterous relationship 

an air of sophistication. 

But for the most of the Middle Ages , there was nothing suave about 

the sexuality of the medieval male. The war and the chase provided 

him excitement; his wife bore his children; his mistress received his 

sexual advances; women bore the brunt of his hostilities and were 

treated as possessions. 15 

To have a mistress was not a great sin. The really great sins of 

16 
the Middle Ages were 11pride, covetousness, slander, and anger. 11 

14 · t 147 Quoted from G. R. Owst, Literature and Hunt, op. c1 . , p. · 
Pulpit in Medieval England. 

15H R H The Dangerous Sex (New York: Pocket Cardinal . . ays , ::._:.--5.z._ ___ _ 

Books, 1965), P· 104.From a quote by Sidney Painter. 

16 f Misfortunes trans. Henry Adams Peter Abelard, The Story ~ my ------' 
Bellows (Glencoe, Illinois:~ Free Press, 1958), p. xviii. From an 
. b R lph Adams Cram. intr oductor y statement y a 



P e t e r Ab e la r d's own r eputation did not suffer from his fornicati on-

although h e paid a d ear price physically, being castrated. What did 

hurt him was his theology, condemned by St. Bernard and others in 

his lifetime. 

36 

In the twentieth century, the more varied forms of sexual activities 

practiced by couples are ascribed by most authorities to the upper 

classes. Some evidence indicates this was true in the Middle Ages . 

Note Abelard's own description of his affair with Canon Fulbert' s 

niece, Heloise: 

Under the pretext of study we spent our hours 
in the happiness of love, and learning held 
out to us the secret opportunities that our 
passion craved. Our hands s o ught less the 
book than each other's bosoms ... In order 
that there might be no suspicion, the re were 
indeed, sometimes blows , but l ov e gave 
them ... What followed? No degree in 
love's progress was left untried by our 
passion, and if love could imagine any 
wonder as yet unknown, we discovered it. 
And our inexperienc e of suc h d e lights made 
us all the more ardent in our pursuit of them, 
s o that our thirst for one anothe r was still 

17 
unquenched. 

The l ov e marriage came into wider being following the spread of 

courtly love near the end of the Middle Ages· Richard II came to love 

his wife Anne of Bohemia, eldest daughte r of Charle s IV, and when 

Only dl.d the chroniclers deplor e her d eath but 
she died in 1394 not 

17Ibid., p. 18. 



R ichard was mov e d to order part of th h e manor ouse where she died 
18 

de stroyed. Love was not t t b • • ye or soon o e the dominant motive 

be hind th e marriage vows; two years after Anne of Bohemia died , 

Richard took a child bride , Isabelle, for reasons of state. 19 

Adele, daughter o f William the Conqueror, married Stephen, 

C ount of Chartres and Blois. He, who was said to rule castles 

numbe ring the days in the year, described Adele with a touch of 

37 

romanticism as his "sweetest and most amiable wife. 1120 Simon de 

Montfort was romantically attracted to Eleanor, the sister of King 

Henry III, who was a widow and presently a bride of Christ and wore 

His ring, having taken her vows of chastity; but, she had not lost her 

attractiveness or her flirty ways when Simon married her in his 

third attempt to unite with a wealthy heiress. 
21 

A cousin of Beatrice 

d' Este wrote the latter's mother in 1491 that Signor Lodovico Sforza, 

Beatrice's husband, found Bea trice very desirable. The cousin wrote 

that Beatrice was 11 affectionat~ly caressed and petted by her husband, 

who seems to find his sole delight in giving her every possible pleasure 

18 A n thony Steel, Richard II ( Cambridge, England: The Univ e rsity 

P re ss, 1962), pp. 109 and 203. 

19rbid., pp 110 and 203. 

20Marshall W. Baldwin (ed.),~ History 0 the Crusade~ (P~iladelphia; 

U · • 1 · Press 1955) Vol. I, p. 277. This did not keep nivers1ty of Pennsy vania , 
h f 

• • h . a rough reception. When h e des e rted the first crusade, 
er rom g1v1ng 1m 

she made him go back to the East. 

21 Simon De M ontfort (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, Charles B emont, __ _ 
1930 , ) p. 55. 
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and amu sem e n t. 1122 This 
of cours e i s not surprising in the m ore 

s ophisti cat e d Ita l ian R e naissanc e s oci e ty of the tim e . 

A p opular tal e o f medieval English life is that of Lady Godiva 

( 1040-80) , wife o f Leofric, Earl of Mercia. Nine hundred years ago 

this lady rode nud e thr ough the city of Coventry, supposedly to secure 

a reduction in taxes for the citizens of that town. She apparently valued 

a r educ tion of taxes f o r the citizens more than her modesty and has 

been applauded for it ever since. Her husband, on the other hand, 

appar ently enjoyed showing her off, for he could have reduced tax es without 

her naked ride , if he had desired. The Roman emperor Caligula a l so 

showed his wife off in the nude before his court. In both men the 

elem ents of jealousy and romantic possessiveness were weak. Although 

the motivations for the actions of Leofric or Caligula are uncertain, 

ther e was probably an element of pride in their ex hibitions, perhaps 

mingl e d with the fe e ling that their ex alted political power would prevent 

anybody having aggressive sex ual ambition s. 

Th f ·sm "peeping Tom," seems to have e synonym or voyeur1 , 

originated with the incident of Godiva's ride. A tailor named Tom who , 

alone among the citiz e ns , peeped at the bare ride r , has immortalized 

22J u lia Car twr i ght, B ea t ri ce d'Este (New Yo rk: E. P . Dutton and 

C o . , 192 8), pp. 77-78. 
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hims e lf. Roger of Wendover in Flor e s Historiarum has the earli e st 

extant account of the incident . 23 

If L eofric' s behavior seems odd, the practice of "coucher officiel 11 

would be considered indecent today. The reason for this act of sexual 

intercourse in the presence of members of both families after the 

marriage ceremony had nothing to do with sexual aberrations. In the 

Middle Ages, a marriage once consummated was almost indissoluble; 

should a controversy later arise over the fact of coitus, proof in the 

form of witnesses was sought. If the marriage had been consummated 

by coitus, no grounds for annulment existed except incest. This 

problem arose after the death of Arthur who had married Catherine 

of Aragon but a short time before. His father, King Henry VII, wished 

to keep h e r dowry in the country by marrying her to his son Henry. To 

do this, he had to obtain an annulment, for a widow could not marry 

h e r husband's brother, as such a marriage was within the prohibited 

degrees of relationship. Henry produced witnesses whose testimony 

tended to show the marriage was not consummated, therefore vulnerable 

to annulment. Church practices governing the legality and duration of 

this social institution were all important. 

A Spanish version of this 
11 coucher officiel 11 has survive d to recent 

times. In this Latin country, a s h eet stained with virginal blood is 

2311 Godiva, 11 

XI, p. 4125. 

Funk & Wagnall's Standard Reference Encyclopedia , 
-- -
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hung ou t fo r pub li c ob s e rvance afte r the • , consummation. 

An old Si c ilian custom th th 1 · · · a as a s o surviv e d till r ec ently provided 

tha t if a man des ired a woman, he c ould abduct her and rape her- -in 

whi c h case she was socially obligated to marry him to save her 

r eputation. The custom was dealt a rude blow in the 1960's, after 

twenty-year old Franca Viola refused to marry her seducer. 24 

A c ommon legend has it that l o rds e ven exercised the "jus 

primae no c tis." This custom, that the lord of a manor had the right 

to sle ep w ith a bride on her wedding night , is mentioned by one 

authority as a "theoretical" right. 25 In his s ociolo gy of sex, another 

authority pointed out that although num e rous authoriti e s have accepted 

the existence of the "jus primae noctis, " there are no legal documents 

extant to support this conclusion. One notable authority who accepts 

the legend as fact is G . Rattray Taylor. According to Dr. Henrique, 

author o f Love In Action, the basis for this unusual right was an 

interpretation that the fin e payable to a lord "when a vassal's daughter 

married" w as a substitute for this right among the upper classes. 
26 

If this legend is based in fact , it is furthe r e v idenc e of both the low 

24News ite m in the San Francisco Chronicle, Dec ember 5 , 1968. 

25Hunt , op. cit., P· 146. 

26 Lov e In A c tion (London: MacGi bb on & Kee, Fernando H e nrique , ______ _ 

1960), p. 37. 



social s t a tus of w ome n in the Middle Ages and also of the property 

con cept that is s o e vident in the era. 

41 

Much has been written on the status of the medieval wife, with most 

writers portraying her place in society as quite low and subject to the 

will of her husband, if she was a noblewoman. If she was a serf, she 

was no better off than her husband, and according to the customs of the 

manor, subject to her lord's commands. Some women were able to 

overcome the difficulties imposed on their sex and make notable 

contributions to society. Undoubtedly this was a difficult task for 

m e dieval women. Some achievers were Eleanor of Aquitaine, 

Theodora, Matilda {Henry I's Queen of England), and Blanche of 

C ·1 27 asti e. 

Eleanor of Aquitaine, the founder of the famous Court of Love, is 

a subject of the chapter of this work describing the rise of romantic 

love. If she caused much strife in her family, if she violated the 

sexual mores of her time- -even to incest- -she still aided in developing 

one of man's most valued emotions, that of romantic love. 

P · · A kodota or Secret History described Theodora, the rocop1us 1n __ n_e____ _ 

Who became the Empress of the Eastern Empire when former prostitute 

27 The Age Of Faith {New York: Simon and Schuster, Will Durant, 
1950}, p. 827. 



she married Justinian, as coming from the lower social stratum and 

using h e r sex to work her way up. She b egan life as the daughter of 

42 

a circus b earkeep e r. Her greatest sexual feat was to prostitute her 

way from Egypt back to the capital at Constantinople, after displeasing 

her keeper , a governor in North Africa. She met Justinian before he 

became emperor and inspired him to love her and became his mistress. 

Justinian was unable to marry her until his aunt , the Empress Euphemia, 

28 die d, because she would not permit her nephew to marry such a woman. 

Often the native people resented their king marrying a foreigner 

because she would likely introduce foreign customs into their country. 

Matilda of Scotland who married Henry I , Anglo-Norman sovereign, 

was well liked as she influenced her husband to lessen the harshness 

of his rule. 
29 

Blanche of Castile , mother of St. Louis (Louis IX , King of France), 

exe rte d great influence over him in his adult years. Both Louis and 

his wife, Margaret of Provence , feared and respected her. Acting as 

regent from 1226 t o 1236, she , although Spanish, kept the French 

nobles in line and handed on the royal power to her son. Blanche also 

exe rted such an effort to ke e p Louis IX from the influence of his pretty 

28 J t · · And The Later R oman Empire 
John W. Barker, us 1n1an -- -- --- . 966) 69 

The University of Wisconsm Press, 1 , P· · 
(Madison , Wisconsin : 

2 Ll·ve s Of The Queens Of England (Boston: 
9Agne s Strickland, ___ -- ----

1864) Pp--:-95-96. 
Taggard & Thompson, , 
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wife that the two had to meet c landestinely during the daylight hours. 30 

Appar ently t h e r e w as no opportunity at all for night meetings. 

For women in general, what was married life life? Not many 

women felt- -or at least expressed a feeling like Heloise, who said after 

her painf ul separation from Peter Abelard: 

My love itself turned to madness, so that of 
its own volition it renounced the only thing it 
desired without hope of recovering it. That 
happened when I obeyed thy will and undertook 
to change my heart with my gown to show thee 
that thou alone art lord of my body and my 
soul. .. I sought no marriage , no wedding 
gift ... The name wife might sound to thee 
nobler and more honourable , but to me it was 
ever more delightful to be thy 11beloved 11 or even- -
take it not amiss of me--thy 11 mistress, 11 thy 
11 strumpet. 1131 

Both Peter and Helois e seem to have exp e rience d the emerging 

romantic love. Peter's life overlapped Eleanor of Aquitaine's but 

she was only twenty when he died, in 1142. The only fair assumption 

that can be made is that the romantic concept was emerging on its 

own in Eleanor o f Aquitaine's day. 

But considering the control that the m edieval husband exercised 

t · t · s little surprising that wives were often ove r his wife's proper y, 1 1 

30
T hompson and Johnson, PP· 5o3 - 5o4 . 

31 . A History of Sexual Customs, trans . 
R ichard Lew1nsohn, ---~ - --- . · I 

. - C . Fawcett Pubhcations, nc., 
Alexande r Mayce (Gr eenwich, onn. · 

1958), pp. 121-122. 



m a l t r ea t e d- - even beat e n. 32 Th . 
e chiv alr ous concept was n ot too 

pr eval ent. A nd as early as the sixth century , the Code of Justinian 

made di v or ce in the Easte rn Empi d f . re, an or awhile in the West, 

almost unobtainable; by the same C ode d lt , a u ery was punishable by 

d e ath. 
33 

Ther e was little relie f for a mistreated wife. 

Women might take some heart in the fact that, except for some 

European Jews, polygamy was not practiced. The Rabbinical Synod 

at Worms in the early eleventh century forbade the continuance of 

this practice, but it still continued in Mohammedan countries, where 

it is practiced today. 34 

With only one mate to choose, that choice was e x ceedingly 

important. The English King, Henry VII, was much concerned about 

44 

the qualities of a prospective bride. Under some circumstances, women 

too could afford to be selective. One inde pendent bride-to-be , when 

pr oposed to by George Cely, reviewed his income. This was 

characteristic, for romantic lov e played little part in most medieval 

marriages. With the development of romantic love in the late medieval 

p e r io d , marriag e b e cam e definitely an adulte r ous union . A ny w oman , 

maid o r w idow , whose family, social obligations, or w ardship rights 

32 o Hunt, op . cit., p. 21 • 

33Ibid., p. 113. 

34 k The H i story of Human Marriage , {Londo n: 
Edward W e ste rmar c , __ ---~ _ 

Macmillan and C ompany , Limite d , 192 l), P· 42 · 



did not dictate h er marriage would naturally inquire of material 

benefits t o be obtained from a pr op ose d union. One woman told a 

suitor that if she took less when she could have more, she would be 

regar ded by h e r fri e nds as a fool. 35 

One writer p ointed out that 11 the frequent remarriage of widows 

45 

and widowers'
1 

indicates that feelings for mates were indeed shallow. 36 

This is a valid d e duction only if one excludes from the category of 

remarriages those marriages made necessary by feudal obligations. 

Even in the Middle Ages, potential brides were sometimes 

protected against faithless suitors who promised to marry but never 

did. In the English Early Chancery Proceedings cases of this nature 

are found. In one case compensation w as asked afte r a ten year 

engagement was broken to cover ''expenses in time of sickness caused 

by his unkindness" as well as ' 1exp ens es seeking him in London and 

. b h tt ,137 other places to speak to him a out t e ma er. 

On the other side of the marriage b ond , legal inducements 

encourag e d the widow o r single woman to marry even if she could 

come to t e rms with h e r lord or family without making a marriage. 

In the late r Middle Ages, in the C oventry Le et B oak, an o rdinance 

was recorded prohibiting any unmarried woman unde r the age of 

. . 
1 

38 Though the main r ea s on for this may have 
fifty fr om h vmg a one . 

the result was to encourag e 
been of a moral or pr o tectiv e nature, 

35 A bram , op., cit. , P· 116 · 

3 7 
Ibid. , p . 11 7 · 

36Ibid., pp. 126-127 . 

38 Ibid., P· l9. 



46 

m o re marriage s. The alt · 
ernative to marriage was to enter domestic 

s e rvice o r be fined for th f " 
e irst violation of the ordinance and imprisoned 

39 
fo r the second. There t b was o e no foolishness. 

Not everyone accepted the mores of the medieval Church and 

society in general. Even in the Age of Faith, some people engaged 

in 
11
wife swapping" and 11 nude exhibitionism . 11 The Nicolites were 

a Christian sect that engaged in the former in a spirit of innocence . 

40 In some ways their activities resembled the hippie movement of today. 

Women of the establishment were found baring their bosoms and 

applying rouge to the displayed nipples seven hundred years before 

the topless movement began in American stage entertainment. 41 

Many medieval towns had public baths in which members of both sexes 

bathed. 42 The medieval noblewoman may have been more modern than 

has been thought. 

If the Nicolites delighted in indiscriminate 11 indecent11 sex, the 

Albigensians shrank from its impurity. The believers in this heresy 

that reached its zenith in the twelfth and thirteenth cetnuries were 

39rbid., pp. 19-20. 

4011Anarchy Revisited, 11 Time , May 24 , 1968, p. 37. 

41 Henrique, op. cit. , P· 12 9-

42L . h c1·t p 137. ew1nso n, op. •, · 
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divide d into 
11

credentes
11 

and ''perfecti . " Both believed sex was evil 

and ass oc iate d sex with the God of Evil, Jehovah. Jesus, who so far as 

is known was never married and presumably abstained from sex, was 

a deity on the side of good, and the way for the Albigensians to join 

with him in the after life was to abstain from marriage, sex, and the 

eating of any product of a sexual union. Had not a provision been 

available to perpetuate their population, they would have soon died . out. 

But such was available in the 11 credentes, 11 who we re able t o marry 

and join in sexual union and eat the products of animal mating and 

redeem their souls before death by a sacrament known as 11 consolamentum, 11 

which elevated them to 11 perfecti, 11 the total abstainers. 43 

Somewhere to the right of center between Nicolites and Albigensians 

was the medieval attitude toward marriage and sex. An official Catholic 

prayer that survives to this day expresses the sentiments of medieval 

Christians toward the intimacy of marital life. 

"Ecce enim, in iniquitatibus conceptus sum 

et in peccatis concepit me mater mea." . 
(Behold, I was conceived in iniquity

4
~nd m 

sin hath my mother conceived me.) 

of the need to multiply and be fruitful Reluctantly, with awareness 

f · t · · g a Christian civilization, the Church for the purpo s e o main a1n1n 

43 and Johnson, op. cit.' PP· 626-627. Thompson 

44Lewinsohn, op. cit., P· 117 · 



cond one d mari t a l s ex. 
S ex f o r pleasur e was sinful. 45 Naturally sex 

could no t b e e nj oye d by the faithful without accompanying guilt. 46 

B e rt ran d Russ e ll c ompar e d the situation to taking a drink during 

.b. . 47 pr o h i iti on. Conside ring the s e riousne ss of religion in the Middle 

A ge s , o ne would think the guilt much more oppressive. Hunt clearly 

d is c e rned an ambivalent attitude toward sex in medi e val Christendom. 

Marriag e was a sacrament; sex was evil; sex was a necessary part 

. 48 of marriage. 

Clement of Alexandria limited coitus until after the evening meal. 

48 

This restriction served to further cloak sex in darkness . Saint Jerome 

said in early time, "a man ought to love his wife with judgment, not 

w ith passion. " He went on to compare an uxo rious husband to an 

adulter e r . The medieval Church confine d sex t o the man-above 

p o sition, prohibited coitus during penanc e, Sundays , Wednesdays, 

Fridays , and certain holidays. 49 There were sev eral superstitions 

ass o ciate d with marital sex. A ritual tying o f a kno t was said to 

t . of marriag e . SO Probably thi s beli e f arose pr ohibit the consumma ion 

45Hays , op. cit. , p. 102. 

46rbid., p. 115 ; Hunt , op. cit., P· 127 · 

47 Hays , loc. cit. 

48 · Hunt , loc . cit. 

49Ibid. ' PP · 114-115. 

The Golden Bough (New York: The Macmillan 50sir Jam e s Fra ze r, 
C omp any , 1968) , p. 280. 
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out of a psychological need of d . . 

a is appointed lover. Considering the 

guilt and superstitions surro d. 
un ing sex even in marriage, and the social 

economic reasons behind mo t d" 
s me 1eval marriages, is it difficult to 

see the reasoning of the c 
ountess of Champagne in the twelfth century 

at the Court of Love? 

We declare and hold as firmly established 
that love cannot exert its powers between 
two people who are married to each other. 
For lovers give each other everything freely, 
under no compulsion of necessity, but married 
people are in duty bound to give in to each other's 
desires and deny themselves to each other in 
nothing. 5 1 

A primary reason the medieval Church deprecated sex was that for 

many people no pleasure exceeds the climatic experience obtained in a 

heterosexual union. Christianity has been a religion of self denial of 

worldly ple asure in pursuit of spiritual fulfillment, at least in theory 

among the devout. Partridge asserted that the medieval Church pro-

hibited coitus a posteriori not because it paralleled animal behaviour 

but because of the satisfaction obtainable. To minimize fleshly contact 

and pleasure, women were encouraged to wear the chemise cagoule 

during intercourse as this weighty night garment covered the lower 

anatomy except for a small opening necessary for the husband to unite 

. h. "f 52 
with her in sexual intercourse for the purpo se of impregnating 1s w1 e. 

5 lH ·t 143-144. Taken from "Andreas' Tractatus de unt , op. c1 . , PP· . 
11 

Amore, B. K. one, Chapter vi, Seventh Dialogue. 

52 A H' t of Orgies (New Y o rk: Bonanza Books, 
Bur go Partridge, _ is ory - --'-"'---

1960) , p . 92. 
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As if cir umstance s ment ione d t w e r e n o po or enough to prohibit an 

enl ightened attitude t oward h · s ex, ous1ng c onditions further dampene d 

th e p easant's ardor. 

S e veral people of mixed sexes and ages might sleep in the same 

r oom whe re beds were less than exotic. 53 In the later Middle Ages, 

the w ealthy could enjoy feather filled mattresses on a rope mesh base 

with a canopy and curtains added for privacy. 54 Although Partridge 

described the chemise cagoule worn during intercourse by the more 

prudent, Durant has pointed out that all classes of English and French 

s o ci e ties were inclined to sleep naked. 55 

Sex ual conquest was not a goal of very many women of the Middle 

Ages. Few women had the talent for this that Eleanor of Aquitaine or 

Theodora exercised. Some women, however, did enjoy more than 

domestic satisfaction. These numerous wives shared in the duties 

and obligations of their husbands. Especially was this true in the 

later Middle Ages. Among the responsibilities carried out by medieval 

wives were the collection of rents, keeping of accounts, management 

of property and presentation of petitions. Women also engaged in guild 

53Durant, op. cit., P· 839. 

54J J B 1 Life In Medieval England (New York: G. P. Putman's . . ag ey, ________ ---""----

Sons, 1960), pp. 62-63. 

55Durant, loc. cit. 
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work - - vending , baking, shoemaking, candlemaki·ng, 
bookbinding--and 

. 56 innk eeprng. 

Thus in some situat· 
ions a medieval wife, like the modern career 

w oman might achieve a mea f lf · · · ' sure o se expression and social attainment, 

if her husband was of the right disposition. In performing duties for 

her husband, a medieval wife might not exceed the authority allotted to 

her. One such wife who did exceed such authority had her legs broken. 

Her husband, after contracting with a surgeon to mend the broken legs, 

had promptly broken them for her. 57 

In this chapter on married life in the Middle Ages, it is appropriate 

to give some emphasis to children. Men of all ages longed to leave an 

heir. Many wars were fought during the Middle Ages over the right of 

succession to a throne. In England the rule evolved that the eldest son 

inherited an estate while the other children were either dependent on 

their elder brother or else entered into the clergy or the professions 

to make the best of life. This practice of passing an estate intact to the 

eldest male heir is known as primogeniture. On the continent estates 

were usually divided among the heirs. The effects of these different 

methods of inheritance were to increase the size of the estates in 

56Abram, op. cit., P· 35. 

57Ibid., p. 126. 
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England a nd t o d ec r eas e t h e n wnb e r o f the nobility ; on the cont inent th e 

reverse was tr u e . 
The r e may b e a r e lati onship b e twee n primog enitur e 

and indu s t rial d evel opment in E n glan d . Sons fac e d w ith the l o ss of a n 

oppo rtunity fo r a goo d life and the n ee d to e arn it back were inclined 

t o speed the developme nt of commerce and industry. 

T oday c hildr e n ar e to o ofte n thought of as an unrenumerative 

exp e ns e that decr e as e s the purchasing p owe r o f the family for o ther 

a mus e m e nts. But in the Middle Ag e s , childr e n c ould be e conomically 

pr oduc tive in an agrarian economy . Regardless of the evilness of 

coitus that a c cording to Hays r e flected unfavorably on women in general, 

childr en- -the fruit of the union- - w er e considered pure. It was thought 

that the innoc enc e of childr en would s e cur e the success of the Children's 

Crusade . M e dieval peasant mothe rs w e re i nclined to nurse their y oung ; 

n ob l ewomen wer e not. Gregory The Great felt it w as necessary to 

55 
en courage the latter to do so. 

D iscipline fo r children was the rule of the p e r iod. E v en royal 

childr en w e re not spared the r od . Daughte rs who r e sist e d par e ntal 

pressur e t o marry w e r e f o rced into submission b y the r od and by 

psychol o gical t e rrors such as isolati on. A contempo r a ry Italian was 

Engll. sh indiffer e nc e toward their childr e n. surpris e d by the 
Chi ldr e n 

1 ft h ome early in the m o rning t o w ork. 
of the lower urban classes e 

1 ft at an e arly a ge t o go t o s ch ool. 
childr e n of the upper cla s se s e 

55 · t 820. Durant , op. c1 . , P · 

The 

Thus 
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child ren of b o th c lass e s w e r e not pr one t o deve l op much filial piety . 56 

But one s hould r e m ember that in manorial socie t y many children fitted into 

ne ithe r of the se categories. 

At the age of seven , medieval children were considered capable of 

con s e nting to marriage, but a marriage was not indissoluble until the 

c ouple we re capable of consummating it. 57 According to L'Ancienne 

Coutume de Normandie: 

When a female ward reaches the proper age to 
marry, she should be marrie d by the advice 
and consent of her lord, and by the advice 
and c onsent of h e r relative s a n d fr iends, 
according as the nobility of h e r ancestry and 
the value of her fief may require; and upon 
her marriage the fief which has b een held in 
guardianship should b e given ove r to h e r. A 
woman cannot be freed from wardship except 
by marriage; and let it not be said that she is 
of age until she is twenty years old. But if 
she be married at the ag e at whi c h it is allow
able for a woman to marry, the fa c t of her 
marr iag e m ake s h e r of ag e a n d d elivers her 
fief from wardship. 58 

In theory a young bride and groom could arrange to marry without 

their parent's consent. In some instances , one of the parties - -especially 

the bride , was quite younger than the other· M ore often than not children 

· 11 of parents or guardia n s , often before the were ma r ried off at th e w1 

56Ibid; Abram, op. cit. , PP· 127 - l 2 8 · 

57
Ibid. , p. 114. 

. { d ) A Source B ook of Medieval Histo ry 58
Frederic Austin Ogg e · ' - ) 224 -225 . 

kc Pa ny 1907 , pp. (n . p. : Ame rican Boo om , 



ch i ld was o ld e n o ugh to understand marriage. Two granddaughters of 

Sir William Plumpton were betrothed in England when the eldest was 

59 
only four. A c hild heir or heiress of a tenant under military tenure 

might have his or her marriage arranged by the lord of the fief, even 

against the desires of the child's mother. 60 Occasionally a young 

heiress who found the prospect of marriage to a lecherous old man 

unbearable might buy from her lord her freedom to marry. 61 But 

child marriages in the interest of property rights were at times 

rather callous. Grace de Sale by- -when only four- -was married to a 

wealthy lord who was capable of caring for her large estate; he died, 

and at six, she was married to another; and at eleven she married 

62 
still another. 

Technically such marriages were devices to promote financial 

interests. Although many may have actually benefited the young girls, 

it would seem that some were forced at a tender age to receive the 

advances of mature men who were willing to leave an estate to a 

54 

youngster to sate a lustful appetite. Probably to prevent this, English 

laws came to require the consent of the bride and bridegroom regardless 

of their age. Although the age of consent was seven, the marriage 

5 9Abram, op. cit., P· 11 4 . 

60Ibid.' PP· 114-115. 

61D C Munro and Joseph R. Strayer, The Middle Ages (New 
ana . 1 1942), PP· 182-183. 

York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, nc.' 

62Durant, op . cit. , P· 823 · 



could b e voided until the participants reached the legal age of 

consummation, which was twe l ve fo r t h e gi rl and fourteen for the 

63 
boy. 

63 Abram , o p. c it .' P· 114. 
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CHAPTER IV 

EXTRAMARITAL SEX 

The principal forms of infidelity available to the medieval 

husband of the noble class were living with concubines, visiting 

prostitutes, farcing himself on peasant women, taking a mistress, 

or indulging in one or more perversions. There are tales of homo-

sexuality and lesbianism in the Middle Ages. In the twelfth century, 

romantic liaisons were popular affairs. The keeping of concubines 

is often read about in connection with clergymen. 

Writings about the various f orms of h ete rosexual behavior are 

much more numerous than is literature on homosexuality or 

lesbianism . As late as the seventeenth century Agrippa wrote 

unsparingly of wanton women but gave only passing mention to 

sodomy. The Malle us Maleficiarum ( 1484) omits unnatural subjects 

in dealing with witchcraft. 1 Seventh century Irish penitentials 

designated the punishments for "sins with a beast," sodomy, and 

b 
. 2 

adolescent mutual mastur ation. 

le W Henry Society and the Sex Variant (New York: eorge . , _____ ------
Collier Books, 1965), p. 295. 

2 . d H 1 M Gamer Medieval Handbooks of 
John T. McNe1ll an e _en . ' 103-113. -

P (N Y rk . Columbia Press , 1938, PP· enance ew o • 
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On e canno t logically a cc ept th 1 k f . 
e a c o writte n data on homo-

sex uality and b e stiality as valid evide n ce that th . 
e se practic e s were 

l es s of a human p e r v ersion in an age of monastic seclusion. 
Nor can 

it be argued in extenuation that this was an age of deemphasis on the 

n o rmal outlets for biological urges. Certainly if n ormal sex was 

disc ouraged by the Church, a more deprecating attitude must have 

ex isted toward perversions. The vernacular term "bugger" was a 

stigma attached to the Bogomils or Bulgarian Manicheans. Not only 

in religious houses but also on the crusades--though women w e re 

s e ldom scarce either as camp followers o r victims of the spoils-

there w e re opportunities for latent homosex ual tendenc ies to manifest 

themselves. Richard Coeur de Lion was rumored to be one of these 

practitioners who bore no effeminate stigma. 3 The Knights Templar s 

were rumored to practice the unna tura l acts. Yet n o one ever thinks 

of the Knights Templars or Richard Coeur de Lion as having a "fairy" 

imag e. 

Although many Americans number among their ancestors British 

forefathers , Americans seem to lack the toleration of h om os exuals that 

Br itish and Canadian citizens have. In our attempts to establish a 

3 Sex (New Yo rk: P ock et Cardinal H. R. Hays, The Dange r ous __ 

B ooks, 1965), p. 131. 
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cultur e of our own since 1776 w e have 
lost much of our association with 

our m e dieval p a st, and this may · t 
1 

• 
in par ex p a1n the current differences 

in atti tude ab out this matter- as well h 
- as many ot er cultural differenc e s. 

At l ea
st 

we do not like to admit that any of our notable statesmen were 

ev en latent homosex uals. 

But one should not make the mistake of assuming that a correlation 

exists between the medieval view of homosexuality and the modern view. 

A devout Catholic in Henry VIII's day and the same type of person today 

would diffe r in their standards as far as Henry VIII' s character is 

concerned. Today's Catholic would probably be more incline d t o view 

Henry's actions in a national sense than in a religious sense. 

But there is no mistaking the severity of f e el ing toward homo

s exuality in the medieval Church's dogma. Pederasts were denie d 

"communion even 'in extremis' " by the Council of Elvira . Some 

emperors made homosexuality a capi tal crime. Hunt has asserted 

that possibly the act was regarded by the medieval Church as a heresy. 

The basis for this conclusion is that homosexuals wer e at times burnt 

. 4 
at the stake- -a practice used to eliminate hert1cs. 

The 1 · · 1· dent that homo sex uality di d n ot meet with cone us1on 1s ev 

so c ial approval e ven in the Middle Ag e s. Probably i t was n ot practiced 

4 N t 1 History Of Love (New York: Alfred Morton M. Hunt, The a ura __ ___._~ - --

A. Knopf , 1959) , p . 105. 
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by many ou tsi d e t h e Chur ch who h d 
a acc e ss to women. In the discussion 

of infi d e l i t y that foll ows the more normal h t 
1 

b h · · th 
' e erosex ua e a v1or 1s e 

subjec t. R omantic love as a popular explosion in the upper classes is 

the subj e ct of a s e parate chapter. 

About the year 1160, the French poet Benoit de Sainte-Maure in 

Roman de Troie through the character Briseide expressed the medieval 

vi ew of the "falsity of women, " their inability to remain faithful when 

wooed by another man. 
5 

Future medieval writers enlarged upon the 

c oncept of infidelity therein, including Chaucer. 6 A practical 

application of this thought or "fear" resulted in the limited use of 

the chastity belt in the Renaissance in Italy, while much of Europe 

was still in the Middle Ages . 

The chastity girdle was designed to e liminate any chance for the 

w earer to loosen her inhibitions while h e r husban d was away. The 

girdle, s use further implied the property concept ofte n associated 

with women in that era. Even in Homer's Odyss e y , the concept of suc h 

· d Aphrodite seduced Ar e s, brothe r of her an instrument is mentione • 

. 7 
h · dl to end her adultene s. husband Hephastos , who fashioned sue a gir e 

5Hays, op . cit. , p. 114. 

6rbid., pp. 114-118. 

A History Of S exual Customs,_ trans. 7
Richard Lew ins oh n, C -.- Fawcett Publications , Inc . , 

A (Greenwich , onn .. l exander Mayce 
1958), p. 133. 



Mus e ums in this countr d E 
Y an urope display such chastity belts or 

girdl e s. The r e was much ne d f h e or t em. Ordericus Vitalis, an early 

chronicler, describes some w 
· omen, left at home while their husbands 

w e nt on crusade, as "callidus'' or hot. The use of these belts during 

the crusades is a matt f 
er O general knowledge. With the movement of 

the crusaders across E 
urope- -away from wife _and mistress- -that 

some worried husbands would resort to use of such a device is 

reasonable. 

In the later Middle Ages the Florentines used it, and soon the 

chastity girdle had spread throughout much of Europe in the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries. Some "Florentine girdles" or "girdles of 

Venus" were very elegant, even having gold ornamentation. The 

girdle was still in use in Spain as late as the eighteenth century. 8 

60 

The girdle's historic importance lies in the fact that its increasing 

use coincided with the decline of the Middle Ages and the rise of 

commerce, especially in the Italian city states. This would indicate 

either woman's frailty in the face of temptation or that some aspects 

f 1. · f · t d r1·ng the revival o f commerce with o the commercia 1zation o soc1e y, u 

the Orient, were loosening inhibitions in the fair sex. The use of this 

11 • dl f V II to control an already prevalent vice seems more g1r e o enus 

likely to be the situation by this time. Yet the increased separation 



of spo us e s made frequent by the ''b · , 
us1ness man s trip" about Europe 

and 
th

e Ea
st 

in 
th

e Renaissance may have furthered the opportunity for 

infidelity at home and abr oad. 

61 

The fact that marriage at an early age was common--especially for 

the wife- -when considered with the social, economic, and political 

reasons behind the union, made later infidelities more likely. The 

early ages of such marriag~s lessened the likelihood of premarital 

. . 9 0 
fornication. ne can easily see though how this very factor due to 

reasons of personal preference may have contributed to late infidelities. 

Painter .wrote that medieval society had two places for women. The 

wife was to bear the children; the mistress was to satisfy the man's 

lust. 
10 

Quite a lot of extramarital sex seems to have existed. Not all of 

it took the common forms of prostitution or the taking on of a loyal 

mis tress. William of Malmesbury, a twelfth century chronicler, said 

in reference to promiscuity among the Norman nobility that they were 

gluttony and lechery" and swapped concubines readily "given over to 

11 
"lest fidelity should dull the edge of husbandry." The poetry of the 

9Hunt, op. cit., p. 188. 

lOHays, op. cit., P· 104 . 

11 ( y k" Simon and Schuster , 
Will Durant, The Age Of~ N ew or · 

1950), p. 822. 
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G erman minn e singe rs a c t 
e n ury late r s car cely applauded family life but 

a ime d at pr omoting a cla d t· • • 
n e s 1ne liaison between nob lewoman and 

12 
knight. There is poetic J·ustice h . e re 1n that what is good for the 

man i s good for the woman also. It 1 · d' a so 1n 1cated a thirteenth century 

d e cline in the so called "double standard" of sexual fidelity. 

A ccording to Lewinsohn, in medieval society infidelity was more 

a matter of social honor than personal betrayal. In a contemporary 

fictional account o the adultery of a nobleman's wife, the lady defended 

her actions by assuring her husband of her new worth, "My lord you 

have no dishonor on that account, for he is a noble baron , upright and 

expe rt in arms, namely, Roland, the nephe w of King Charles. 1114 

William Stearns Davis also reported less pretension in the adulteress's 

activity. Davis noted the ease with which ladies received strange men 

in th e ir chambers while partially dressed, the gossip freely spoken, 

the improper chaperonage of young women, and the familiarity taken 

1 5 · · 11 · · A recent by respectable women with men. Much 1s sti opinion. 

study into "birth and bastardy" records has cast doubt on the accuracy 

12Lewinsohn, op. cit., P· 13 1. 

l3Ibid., p. 127. 

14Hunt, op. cit. , P· 137 · 

15 . L'fe On A Medieval Barony (New York: 
William Stearns Davis' __2,_ --- -----

Harper & Brothers, 1923), P· 77 · 



of minne s inger p oe try. 
16 

Professor Peter Laslett of Cambridge 

Unive rsity f o u
nd 

that the birth ratio of bastards to l e gitimate births 

was l owe r in the 1660' s and Charles II' s reign than it was during the 

r e ign of the later and purer Que e n Victo ria. 17 

Had all o ther things been equal in the Middle Ages and the era that 

began with the Age of Enlightenment, one could expect more infidelity 

during th e Middle Ages when the Church with its negative attitude 

toward divorce had more influence in the lives of the people . The 

Church's attitude toward the permanence of marriage is based in 

part on the Bible. 

And he said unto them, w h o s oeve r shall 
put away his wife, and marry another, 
committeth adultery against her. And 
if a woman shall put away h e r husband, 
and be married to another, she 
committeth adultery. 18 

The permanence of marriage insured a place for the courtesan 

63 

and the prostitute in medieval s ociety . Wher e marriage is an enduring 

· t break it under ordinary circumstances. bond men do not strive o 

f . d permanent extramarital relationship Neither do they look to m a 

Chronicle, March 25, 1969. l6News item , San Francisco 

t · t t in Resto ration 1 ·t de of professional pros i u es 
l 7Ibid. The p em u . 1 birth control m e thods' probably accounts 

times, with more professiona 

for this. 

18 
Mark 10: 11-12. 
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that can never b e emotionally comple t e s o much as they seek temporary, 

ca sual , and even commercial r e lationships. 

The courtesan enjoyed a place at many courts during much of the 

Middle Ages, and many men of the sec ond estate fathered bastards by 

. t 1 d " 19 
these soci e Y a ies • At least one English King granted land by 

s e r geantry on condition the landholder took care of the royal mistresses. 20 

Prostitution provided another outlet for the medieval man's lust. 

Few men could command a mistress like Heloise or Theodora. Many 

had to content themselves with common prostitutes or throw themselves 

upon the wives and daughters of the peasantry. The latter was not too 

21 uncommon, according to Trevelyan. 

The oldest profession flourished at different times in the Middle 

Ages . In some communities prostitution was officially sanctioned. 

"ld 22 Prostitutes - - like other masters of an art- -had gm s. To some 

extent, the Church realized the foolishness of attempting to eliminate 

d k t control the institution. 23 Saint Augustine prostitution and un ertoo o 

once said, "If you put down prostitution , license and pleasure will 

19
Hays, op. cit., P· 105. 

20 J h E N An Introduction To J. W. and o nson, . . , -- ---=-=---437 Thompson, N y 1937 p 
300 _ 1500 , w. W. Norton, • ·, ' · · Medieval Europe, 

21 1 Illustrated English Social History {L ondon : 
G. M. Treve yan, an 1949) , I, P · 66. 

L on gmans, Green and C omp Y, 

. Of The Middl e Ages {New Y ork: Alfred 22
Sidne Painte r, A History - -- ----

A. Knopf, 1965), p. 2zrf. 

23 · p 135 L ewinsohn, op. c it. ' · 



t · t 1124 H ' cor rup s oc1e y. istory has 
pr oven his wisdom. 
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Unsuccessful attempts we . 
re made to abolish prostitution. Then 

op e ration under c ivil or religious th • 
au ority brought a return to the ways 

of antiquity. The "Abbaye" was h 
a ouse of 11 ill-repute" founded in 

the papal city, Avignon, in the late Middle Ages b Q J of 
y ueen oanna 

Naples The female inmate f h · 
· s were urt er required to make the prayers 

and p e rform the duties of devout Christian women as well as to extend 

their carnal services only to Christian men. No Jews or heathen 

were serviced. In general, the Church did not establish such houses; 

but occasionally a monastic hous e or convent might establish a brothel. 

An archbishop of Mainz, according to Lewinsohn, 1'was said to have 

as many prostitutes in his houses as books in his library. 112 5 

Some towns such as Toulouse, Avignon, Montpellier, and Nuremberg 

undertook to operate brothels and gave as justification the necessity for 

a safeguard for the virtue of decent women, who might otherwise be 

ravishe d while on the streets. 26 11 Bordells 1
' (sic) operated near 

London Bridge in the twelfth century under li cense of Parliament . 

1161 , a law was pass e d prohibiting inmates there afflicted with the 

In 

24 S Prostitution Ar ound The World 
Stan Burnett and Alan eeger' -=-:=-=----- --- --

(Darby, Connecticut: Monarch Books' l % 3), P· 8 1. 

25 Lewinsohn, loc. cit. 

26 98 ; Hunt, op. cit.' P · 146. 
Durant, op. cit. , P· 
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" p eri l ous infirmity of b urning 11 f h 27 

, one o t e wages of carnal sin. A 

F rench King permitted his b 
arons to open brothels in his camp on a 

28 . 
crusad e . In 

1254
, Louis IX, Saint Louis, attempted to eliminate 

pr o stitution but was persuaded by the "bourgeois gentlemen" to relent 

in the intere st of protecting the virtue of their daughters and wives. 29 

The necessity of prostituting themselves probably existed for 

several medieval women. Women outnumbered men in the medieval 

towns. This disparity was not only due to the c onflicts arising in the 

feudal society, which tended to reduce the male population, but also to 

conditions of hard labor. 3 0 

Attempts were made in the cities to distinguish the dress of 

prostitutes of the street-walking variety fr om the town's decent ladies, 

and in some places, the street-walking variety were required to wear 

a short tunica. The wearing of girdles made of gold , loose fitting 

skirts and even fur lined collars were prohibited Paris' "filles 

communes. " 
31 

27Ibid.' PP· 822-823. 

28 
Hunt, op. cit. , p. 146 . 

2 9Durant, op. cit. , P· 8 23 · 

M d . al F oundati ons Of W e stern 30 d A c Krey e 1ev =-----:- _ 
G eorge Selb e r y an . . & B 'thers Publishe rs, 1929), p. 334. 

Civilizatio n (New York: Harpe r ro 

31
Lewinsohn, op. cit., P · 138 · 



The c rusade s increase d pr t·t t· 
OS l u i on . P ort citie s saw an increase 

i n the numb er of prostitut es. Thi·. 
s was a situation s omewhat similar 

to what occur s in convention c1·t1·es today. Th T 
1 

, 
e emp ars accounts 

r ev e a l that thirteen thousand prostitutes had to be kept up in one 

32 
year. N ew towns were founded as the crusades closed, and whores 

who had vended thei r wares on the highways settled down within o r 

immediately without the city walls where they were frequented by the 

b ourge ois, who were often criticized for their visits. 32 

But men like Peter Abelard and Saint Augustine before him , knew 

of the value of prostitution as a degrading force stimulating man to a 

more meaningful union. 

Because I had held in abhorrenc e the foulness 
of prostitutes, because I had diligently kept 
myself from all excess and from association 
with the women of noble b irth who attended the 
school. .. perverse and subtly flattering chance 
crave birth to an occasion for casting me lightly 0 

l . 33 down from the heights of my own exa tation. 

67 

t . · t nee on occasion . Prostitution did not flourish without mee mg res1s e 

M o r e efforts to eliminate the profession occurred from time to time as 

e d on the scene who took a negative view individuals of authority appear 

of the practice. Theodora, Empress of the Eastern Empir e, who knew 

32Ibid.' PP· 134-135. 

M . f t es trans . Henry Adams 3 3 h St y Of My 1 s or un , 
Peter Abelard,~ or - -p 1958) p . 15. 

. . . The Free ress, ' B ellow (Glencoe, Illinois . 
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from exp e ri e n ce what a prostitute might accomplish, sought to end the 

pr of e ssion in 
th

e six th century. She removed five hundred women of 

th e pr of e ssion across the Bosphorus--which act resulted in several 

suicides· Charlemagne sought to drive out prostitution, whoring, and 

adultery by legislation. He had little success. A successor took more 

drastic action and ordered the practitioners dumped into cold water 

naked. He insisted no aid be given the victims, but instead encouraged 

mockery and deprecation. Another form of persecution included the 

old Germanic practice of chastisement for female adultery. Prostitutes 

34 were stripped, hair shaved, and then flogged. The early Germans 

had a practice of stripping the adulteress naked, before the wife's 

relatives. The cuckolded husband officiated. Her hair was then shaved 

and she was flogged through the village streets. 35 

When persecution of prostitution came, it was sometimes selective. 

The Inquisition sought out only the independent operator who might be 

a witch and did little to interfere with an honest brothel- -provided it 

36 
· es or sick women. Efforts were even harbored no runaway nuns, w1v , 

34Lewins ohn, op. cit. , P· 134 . 

35 d Edgar Nathaniel Johnson, An 
James Westfall Thompson,(~n y k" w w Norton & Company, 

Introduction To Medieval Europe ew or · · · 

1937), p. 69. 

36
Lewinsohn, op. cit., P· 36 · 
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made to r e f o rm the gi rls thr ough a 
"Soul Hous e " founded in fourteenth 

century Vi enna by Duke Albrecht III. Other place s established 

" Magdalene Homes" f o r those leavi·ng 
the profession. Pope Innocent 

Ill encouraged decent gentlemen to marry penitent prostitutes as a 

means of reforming them. Th · f 1 
e sin u woman seeking to repent and 

live a good Christian life might find encouragement. 37 

That the Church, strong as it was in the Middle Ages, could not 

abolish a profession older than the schools that refined the art in 

classical Greek temples is self evident. That it should try to eliminate 

prostitution, which was one of the characteristics of previous pagan 

. . 38 bl religi ons, was reasona e. The result of efforts to do away with 

such a service was to drive it underground or alter its form. When 

Louis IX declared prostitution illegal in France m 1254, the results 

were that decent women were tempted to loosen their virtue. This 

action- -which appeared again in the twentieth century- -caused the King 

t o yie ld to pres sure from the husbands of middle class women to 

e stablish red light districts, as we know them today, and also to 

37rbid., pp. 136-137 · 

38nurant, op. cit., P· 76. 



r e quir e that the ladi e s of the district dress appropriately. Louis' son 

Philip m e t with much the same difficulties as his father when he 
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39 
att empted to end the trade. His laws on the subject went unenforced. 

39 
Ibid. , P· 8Z 3 · 



CHAPTER V 

THE CHANGING EMPHASIS OF LOVE 

There was more emphas - 1 is on ove of a romantic nature during 

the twelfth and thirteenth centu · d ries an the emotion was refined to 

the feeling we identify with it today, or pretty much so. The passionate 

desire for another part · 1 · d icu ar 1n ividual preceded Christianity. What 

does seem to have happened in the later Middle Ages is that romantic 

love became important in itself as an extramarital amusement. Some 

time passed before this amusement became an added ingredient to 

marriage. And even more time passed before it became the most 

important ingredient. 

One name is almost synonymous with the Court o f Love. That 

name is Eleanor of Aquitaine. However, it was her grandfather. 

William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, who provided Eleanor with a crude 

example of the joys to be had in an extramarital emotionally based 

relationship. Married as he was, William IX openly took as mistress 

an attractive viscountess of Chatellerault, and when the bald bishop of 

Angouleme attempted to discourage his open living with the woman, 

William replied, "I will repudiate the Viscountess as soon as your 

h 
11 1 Thus William proceeded to demonstrate his 

air requires a comb. 

1 _!__he Artee Of Faith (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
Will Durant, ~ 

1950), p. 1036. 
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f o n d n e ss f o r his paramour. 

The Vis c ounte ss de Chatellerault was Eleanor '.s 
grandmother. The 

Vis counte ss was also wife of a va 1 f w-
11

-
ssa o 1 1am's. In abducting her, 

the count of Poitou violated th d' 
e me 1eval contract between lord and 

vassal. This contract included a commitment by the overlord to 

honor his vassal I s wife and daughters. 

Shortly after the death of her father, Eleanor was married to Louis 

Capet by her feudal overlord, Louis The Fat, who married her to his 

son, the heir to France, so that her property of Aquitaine and Poitou 

might be added to his own. 
2 

Loveless marriages for such a purpose as 

increasing wealth and power were in the ordinary manner of uniting 

couples in the Middle Ages. 

To say that the couple were compatible in the sexual sphere would 

be a mistake. Eleanor herself implied this by stating that the king she 

3 
thought she was marrying turned out to be a monk. Eleanor fell under 

oriental influence while on the Second Crusade with her husband, a 

pious religious fellow. Chroniclers attributed several affairs to her 

Of Whi c h w as the s e duction of Saladin. 4 
adv entur e s while there- -one 

2 Natural History Of Love (New York: Alfred Morton M. Hunt, The _ 

A. Knopf, 1959), p. 152. 

4 Ibid., p. 153. 



M o r e r ecent historians d 0 
not credit Saladin as being the one of the 

same name w h o l e d the M 1 5 
os em forces. She was also rumored to 

hav e seduced h e r uncle R d 6 
ayrnon , Prince of Antioch. 

In l l5Z, Louis was able to have the marriage annulled on the 

g rounds of consanguinity after he tired of her adulteries, failure to 

deliver sons, and her intrigues with Henry II of England. 7 Louis 

Cape t sought an annulment rather than a divorce because a divorce 

under the c ircumstances would not have permitted him to remarry, 

73 

and h e did want to leave a male heir. To annul the marriage on the 

grounds of incest as he did made the marriage non-existent--as though 

it had never been. 

Eleanor bore five sons and five daughters by her two husbands. 

Her two daughters born first , Marie and Adele, were fathered by 

Louis VII of France. The others were the fruit of her marriage to 

Henry II of England. But Henry II did not confine his love making to 

his queen, having many mistresses. 
8 

Of these perhaps the most 

romantic was Rosamond Clifford. 

· t· ect s of Eleanor's The Court of L ove, one of the most interes ing asp 

5 . . . ( d ) The Historian's Histo ry Of The World 
Henry Smith Williams e . ' -- XVIII . 258. 

(New York: The Outlook Company, 1904) ' ' p 

6Hunt, op. cit. , P· 153. 

8Ibid. , p. 154. 
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life, began to be held in 1171 at p •t · 
0 1 1ers. There she was joined by h er 

daughte r by L ouis VII, Mari e . 
Questions arose about love and marriage 

which the many young people in attendance wished answered. 9 

B ecause of Eleanor's b ' tt . • · · 1 erness at her husband's many 1nhdehties, 

as well as his domination of his sons, Eleanor encouraged the latter to 

stand up for their rights• She encouraged her nobility to side with 

them. King Louis VII of France took their side. As a result, Henry 

seized her in 1174. She spent fifteen years in confinement as punish

m e nt for her folly while Henry amused himself with Fair Rosamond. lO 

When Henry died, Eleanor emerged as regent of England during the 

absence of her son, Richard Coeur de Lion, who was on a crusade. 

Eleanor died at eighty-three and was buried next to her son Richard I 

11 
at Fontevault. 

I. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE COURT OF LOVE 

Eleanor was past her prime before she began t o promote the kind 

of l ove she and her grandfather had practiced. 
12 

The ideas and emotions 

Of Love at Poi tiers repr esente d a radical break 
embo died in the Court 

9 C. H. Walker, Eleanor of Aquitaine, University 
Ibid . , pp. 154-155. 

of No rth Carolina Press' Chapel Hill, 1950' P· 265. 

16 2,· Walker , op. cit.' P· 178 et s e q. 
lOHunt , op. cit. P· 

11 Hunt, l oc. c it. 

12Ibid. , p . 152 . 
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w i th tra dition and an ennoblem t f 
en o women. The Church had mused 

over 
th

e concept of the evilness of sex and seemed to have blamed the 

whole mess on women. 
Even the Moslems, who enjoyed their sex, 

had placed women in the twelfth and lowest class of humanity- -below 

thi efs and drunks· 
13 

In Christendom, when once married to these 

creatures, one was expected to stay in that condition till death brought 

separation. This was not always a pleasant task, and men like Gottfried 

14 of Strasbourg complained of the conflicts that such permanence fostered. 

Most authorities agree that the idea of courtly love existed prior 

to the twelfth century. Literature such as Tristan And Iseult, which 

contained similar concepts, grew in popularity with the cult of courtly 

15 
lovers. 

What many authorities do not agree on is what made the extramarital 

romance so popular in the later Middle Ages. Also, many do not agree 

on the significance or endurance o f its effects. Hunt elaborated on this 

point. 

13 W 1 h Isab e lla Of Spain (New York: R obert William Thomas a s , _ 
M. McBride, 1930), p. 248. 

14 . A H . tor Of Sexual Cus t oms , trans. Alexander 
Richard Lewrnsohn, is Y - --- ---- 8) 131 

. C . Fawcett Publications, Inc. , 195 , P· · Mayce (Greenwich, onn. · 

15 L · & Laura Hibbard L oomis, M edieval 
R oge r Sherman oomis . 90 

Y k . The Modern Library, n. d . ) , P· · Romances (New or • 



S ome have s e •t 
en i as a m e re passing foolish

ness and an am 
usement of the aristocracy- others 

have found it d ' b . ' a ia ohcally clever disguise 
of the undyi M • . . ng anichean heresy. Some have 
viewed it as a · b . . . quaint ut important chapter in 
social history; others as a poisonous ethic 
t~at has corrupted morals and marriage ever 
since; and still others as the origin of modern 
romantic love and a huge forward stroke in 
human r -elationships that has set our millenium 
and our part of the world permanently apart 
from the western past and the oriental present. 16 

One authority also believes that the stigma attached to lust in the 

Middle Ages prevented the possibility of love and lust bearing fruit 

in the marriage bond. Keeping in mind the social economic reasons 
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surrounding marriage at that time and also remembering the religious 

deprecation of sex that existed, one can see how love might better 

have risen outside the holy union. Romantic love in the twelfth 

century was ennobling. It made a man a bette r man and a knight a 

better knight. 17 It could also be that knighthood and man himself 

needed such an impetus. 

h Court of Love as of little significance and Sidney Painter saw t e 

T 18 
concerned with only a minority of the nobi ity · 

16Hunt, op. cit. , P· l 3Z. 

17Ibid., p . 143. 

(N y k· P ocket Cardinal 
18H. R. Hays, The Dangerous S ex ew or . 

Books, 1965), p. 105. 
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Som e lite rary value w 1 as a so attached to the mo t 19 vemen . France 

had its troubadours and Ger . . . 20 
many its minnesingers. These were 

undoubted! y influential in po 1 • . 
pu anzing the movement throughout Europe 

in their wanderings. 
The wandering troubadour might at least find 

shelter at the estate of some absent nobleman whose wife was flattered 

by the attention of a charming stranger. 21 

One writer believes "basically, courtly love is a glorification of 

concubinage and an attempt to endow it with subtlety and social 

refinements until it became a delicate game. 112 2 
This delicate game 

was not to be concluded, it seems. 

Evidence indicates that even in the northern part of France, where 

couples approached courtly love in a more carnal manner than the 

lovers of southern France, the extent of intimacy was often only to 

lie in bed together naked and no more. 23 Courtly literature refers 

often enough to seeing the lady in the flesh, embracing, and feeling of 

her body, but it seldom carries this theme through to its climactic 

satisfaction. Although there is little reference anywhere to bastard 

19
Ibid . 

20c B · t John B Christopher, and R obert Lee Wolff , A rane rin on, • . -
History Of Civilization (Second edition: Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 

Prentice~Hall, Inc. , 1960), I, P· 3Z8 · 

21 Hays, loc. cit. 

22Ibid. 

23Ibid. 
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. 24 . 

offspr ing, whic h would 
se em t o support the lack of a carnal r e lationship , 

it is not t o be ass ume d that this r e lationship was 
lacking. The infrequency 

of mention of illegitimate child · b 
r e n 1s pro ably due to a decent reticenc e 

on the part of medieval parents a d h · 1 n c ron1c e rs. Most chroniclers were 

clergym en a nd forebore to record for posterity the sins of their 

contempo raries. 

One author found the vassaldom relationship of the knight to the noble 

II ' 25 woman a mere variant of the existing feudal law. 11 One can see this 

more clearly if one thinks in terms of lo v e as a fief given by the lady as 

lord to the knight upon terms of chivalrous s ervice s rendered. 

Some authorities believe that courtly love arose out of social and 

economic factors. As a social factor they considered the need fo r 

some thing to replace the idleness that existed for the leisurely wealthy . 

This was especially true because from the eleventh century the Church 

1 . 26 
sought t o suppress war , which nobles waged too often as a many pastime. 

As mentioned earlier, evidenc e seems to indicate that courtly love wa s 

not always carried to its logical conclusion. This was due to several 

reas ons- -lack of prope r di et which meant lack of ene rgy, r e spec t for 

24Hunt, o p . cit., P· 142 . 

25 L ewinsohn , op. cit., P· l30 . 

26Hunt, op. cit., PP· 147 - 148 · 
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oth e rs, f ear of c hildr e n resulti f h 
ng rom t e carnal union, the inhibiting 

influ e n ce of Christianity, etc. 

What cour tly lov e did best was h 
emp asize the personal aspects of 

a relationship . 
The art of romantic affection with its tender feelings 

Oe came significant. Fidelit b h 
Y ecame t e rule; fidelity not contained 

within the bonds of an institution but eagerly adhered to by two paramours 

fo r e njoyment's sake. 
27 

Even today some people feel the need for this 

type of relationship. In 1967, one of the most popular and award winning 

songs, Gentle On ~ Mind, expressed much o f this theme. In the closing 

years of the Middle Ages, the bourgeoisie began to adopt the institution. 28 

The opinions vary as to what was the significance of the Court of Love 

and its influence on affection as a catalyst in human premarital, marital, 

and extramarital behavior. It began in the ranks of the nobility- - some 

thre e percent of the population or less who had wealth and leisure- -who 

s eem to have adapted it much as the classical Gr eeks took up philosophy. 

27
Ibid., p. 171. 

28 cit., p. 135. Lewinsohn, op. 
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II. 
THE CHARACTERISTICS OF COURTLY LOVE 

In d efining courtly love A d c · 
, n reas ap ellanus- -Andrew the chaplain- -

provided more insight than the acc ounts of the m enne singers. The poems 

and romances that emerged from the period probably improvised some

what on fa c ts to suit their modes and purposes of expression. One can 

agre e with Lewinsohn that courtly love had the effects of loosening the 

bonds of matrimony and strengthening the position of women in society. 29 

The value and significance of this may be debatable. 

Andreas was an observer at the court in Poitiers where courtly 

love t ook shape in the twelfth century. Eleanor's daughter, Marie , 

encouraged the chaplain to re co rd the events that occurred there. His 

Tractatus de Amore et de Amoris Remedio is the result. 

30 

This is often 

translated as The Art Of Courtly Love. 

The Court of Love resembled an actual court in some ways. 

trials were held and a panel of important noblewomen pr e side d as 

Up to Si·xty of these sat on a single case; in some case s justices. 

Mock 

C ounte ss Marie, and others returned Queen Eleanor, h e r daughter ' 

29rbid. , pp. 130-131. 

30 · 156. Hunt, op. cit. , P· 



3 1 
singl e verd ict s. 

A ndr eas dr e w most of his material from the mock trials held at 

P oiti e rs u
nd

e r 
th

e guidance of Eleanor and Marie. These proceeded 

along similar logic. In a case involving a certain knight, the Queen 

of France, Adele, gave what seems to have been a typical verdict. 

A knight petitioned for the love of a lady who once promised him that 

love were she ever to become disenchanted with her current lover. 

Later she married her present lover. Since love and marriage w e re 

regarded as incompatible in medieval times, the knight claimed that 

the affair had ended, and he was entitled to the lady. Thus before the 

h h . 32 Court of Love e won 1s case. 

In another case, a lord tested his lady's love by convincing her 
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that he was having an affair with someone new. Later he confessed the 

hoax; but his true love was upset and refused him h e r affections• 

Verdl. ct and demanded the lady return her affections Eleanor gave this 

to her lord because he had only practiced a law of love that one party 

33 
, "faith and constancy" by such means. often desires to test the other s 

3llbid., p. 158. 

32rbid., p. 159. 

33
Ibid. 
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On ce an unworthy knight was 
transformed into a h . . s 1mng example 

of his profess i on 's v irtuous h . . 
c aractensti c s by the love of a lady . 

Subsequently he turned to another. 

the g rounds that his new worth was 

that she in effect had a lien on h. 1m. 

34 Counte ss of Flanders. 

She t·t· pe 1 ioned for his return on 

the result of her work on him and 

Her claim was upheld by the 

These cases may seem far f 
rom realizing the aims of p e rs onal 

r omantic involvement today. But they were working toward the 

r efinement of a little used emotion 
' incorporating honor and creating 

chivalry . Some did not define 1·t as such. Th F e renchman, Marcabru 

r e s ented "the Tree of Perversity" as he called it. 35 

Andreas was clear to caution against overemphasis on carnal 

conquest in the love match. He instructed the man "to avoid an 

overabundance of passion" and "not to seek the love of a woman who 

you know will grant easily what you seek. 113 6 In this passage, Andreas 

s eem e d to say that the culmination of an affair in its appropriate manner 

was not evil but that the personal value was related to--even intrinsic 

to- -the measure of achievement. Writings are varied as to whether 

34Ibid., p. 160. 

35 Lewinsohp., op . cit., P· 129-

36 Th A t Of C ourtly L ove, trans. J ohn Jay 
Andreas Capellanus'. Ue _r_Pblishing Company , 1957) , P· 24. 

Parry (New York: Frederick ngar u 
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s exual inte r cours e was a n i n t eg ral pa r t of courtly l ove . M o st authorities 

seem t o l e an t owa
rd 

the ne gative posi tion of G. R . Taylor. 37 Durant 

note d a t e ndenc y of conscientious ladie s to offer their maids for 

physi cal s e r v i ce l e st their l overs go unr e lieved 0£ passion. 38 But in 

the fo llowing pas s age Capellanus by making the point against homo

sexuality in t h e w a y that he did s e emed to concede sexual fulfillm ent 

had i ts rightful place in the liv es of two hete rosexual lov e rs. 

Now, in lov e you should note fi rst of all 
that love cannot exist except betwe en pers ons 
of opposite sexes. Between two men or two 
wom e n l ove can find no plac e, fo r we see that 
two persons of the same sex are not fitted 
for giving each othe r the exchang e s of l ov e 
or for practicing the a cts natural to it . 39 

Andreas' thinking is clearly the deductive logic of the Court of Lov e 

and characte ristic of the logic of the Age of Faith. The r e is in t h e abov e 

a close ti e -in between love and sex; one is syn onymous with the passage 

other . 

d ·be d l ove much as an intere s te d In s e veral ways Capellanus es cri 

obs erver would today. He realized the n e ed for priva c y i n lov e- -the 

secrecy which adds to t . 40 H e knew of th e d e s i r e the mysterious emo ion. 

37 Hunt, op. cit. , PP· 142-143 . 

38nurant, op. cit. , P· 822 · 

39capellanus, op. cit.' P· 4 · 

40 ·t p 160. Hunt , op. C l · ' • 
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to emb ra ce the b eautiful that th 

1 
41 

e over 11 suffers. 11 H 
e placed 

chara c ter above b eauty. 1,Ch 
aracter alone ... is worthy of the crown 

of love. ,1 H e r e<:orded the need f d"ff . . . 
or i erentiation in sex roles in 

clothing and scents. 
42 

He descri"bed the 1 
over of a nun as an 11 abominable 

beast. He cautioned the cl · 
ergyman against love , but if he were unable 

to r e si
st

, he was warned to seek a woman of the social standing of his 

43 
parents• He believed that a lover should exemplify perfection in his 

social role• If he were a warrior, his courage should never have 

been questioned. He saw the ideal of love as the embodiment of 

humbleness and service. "The sweet and delightful solaces of the 

flesh" were needed to retain love 1s interest. Love was not evil, and 

a lover should not disgrace his beloved by being in the company of 

wicked men but should seek only to associate with '1good men. 1144 

Infidelity on the part of a man's beloved might make her more 

desirable. 45 The latter statement may reflect an increasingly popular 

twentieth century idea. 

Hays' Andreas underwent a change in attitude about According to 

sexual life in his later years• He came to think that sex w as sinful 

· d th 46 This of course m an and hur .r i ed his ea · be caus e it weakened a 

41 capellanus , op. cit., P· 2 · 

42Ibid., p. 6. 

43Ibid., p. 23. 

44Ibid. ' p. 26. 

45Hays , op. c it. , p . 110 . 

46 Hays, op. ci t. ' P · 110. 
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Un true · b ut it also conf d 
was ' o rm e to the ps e udod e duc tive l ogic of 

the age. 

P easant wom e n benefited little from courtly love . If courtly l ov e 

intr oduce d new respect for the rights of women of nobility, it did not 

affec t th e rights of the vast majority of women. A nobleman thought 

little of raping a p e asant wife should h e catch one in a convenient 

spot. 
4 7 

This attitude was not changed by the new respect afforde d 

noblewomen. 
48 

The Chaplain noted this fact . 

What, for instanc e, i f chance should pr e sent 
to him an unknown woman in a convenient place 
or what if at a time when Venus is urging him 
on. . . should he meet with a little strumpet 
on somebody's servant girl? Should he, 
just because he played with her in the grass, 
lose the love of his beloved? W e can say . 
just for this a lover is not considere d un-

49 worthy of his b e loved . . 

adv 1. s e falling in lov e with a peasant woman; but if Andreas did not 

d d luring such into the bus h es with flattery this happened, he recommen e 

h Ould be t oo shy to consent. Way with her as s e w and ther e taking one's 

Rape as a means . . of littl e r e spect was rather of treating wi th women 

In the thirteenth century, Innocent III common in the Middle Ages· 

47Hunt, op. cit., P· 146 

48
Hays, op. cit., P· 106 · 

49
capellanus, op. cit.' P· 3 1. 

SOibid. ' P· 24 . 

50 



authorize d the raping as 
well as murder o f the Alb. · 1g ens es wom e n of 

s outhern France - - membe rs 
of a heresy who among othe r beliefs 

d e nounc e d the l ow morality of the clergy. 51 
The raping of women on 

cr usade s is common knowled ge. 

Undo ubte dly, the upper c lass of wom en 
rec eived new respect as a 
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result of the inc r e as e a n d refinement of the 
romantic concept of love- -

even if this were only th 1 
e resu t of a man's desire to participate in a 

new experience. One cannot · · 1mag1ne a courtly lover visioning his 

beloved as did an eleventh century prose writer regard women . T o 

Morbod, women were composed of a drag on 's h ead, a s erpent's tongu e, 

, · d 52 an asp s poison, an a scorpion's tail. 

The idea of chivalry did not die when Henry II came for his Queen. 

Wom en were reborn in the Renaissance but their rebirth was conce ive d 

in the later Middle Ages. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the 

new concept developed. Marshal Boucicaut, in the last year of the 

fourteenth century established the "Order of the Green Shield with 

the White Lady, 11 which formally supported the code of chivalry. 

Philip the Bold , Duke of Burgundy, in 1400 founded the " C our d'Amour" 

in Paris , which although an academic instituti on in form , dis cussed m a ny 

51 The Crusades (New York: R andom House , 196 3) 
H e nry Treece, 

p. 235. 

52Hays, op. cit., P· 112 · 



5 3 ca r nal matte rs . T o the 1 tt 
a er discussions, h b · · 

d . d 54 we r e a m1tte . 

even t e ourgeo1s1e 

C ourtly lov e seems to h b 
ave een at first primarily a diversion of 

87 

the small minority of people who made up the nobility. To some extent 

the cl e rgy also participated. From these meager beginnings it evolved 

into the third estate (the commoners) because of the increasing 

emancipation of that group from the struggles of bare existence by 

time and economic developments. The transferral of these ideas of 

courtly love to the commoners was due in part to imitation by them 

of their social betters, combined with the ennobling effect of 

religious dogma. The Church's permissive attitude toward marriage, 

combined with its hostility toward illicit love , had a stirring impact 

on women. Combined with the ideas of courtly love and their effect 

on both sexes, the result was to fuse romantic attraction into the 

1 f 11 b t ml·nority of people in western civilization. nuptia s o a u a 

53 · · 132 Lewinsohn, op. cit.' P· · 

54Ibid.' PP· 132-133. 



CHAPTER VI 

WOMEN AS PROPERTY 

Today's woman hardly cons'd 1 ers herself the property of anyone. 

But the medieval woman could _hardly fail to 
see that her person was 

controlled by her husband or her lord t h d 
o sue a egree that she was 

little different from a chattel. Th F 
e ranks long regarded women as 

chattels• The Leges Alamannorum of the ninth century provided a 

fine of six hundred "solidi'' for killing a woman of maturity and a 

fine of only two hundred "solidi" for taking the life of a younger 

less skilled female. The distinction made is one of property value-

the older woman was more useful to her lord as she acquired the 

skills necessary for her social role; the younger woman was still 

an apprentice, one might say, and her loss in terms of property was 

proportionately less. The compensation, instead of going to the 

1 
government as in a modern day fine, went to the victim's lord. 

The Franks also did not recognize their women in courts nor in 

family councils and restricted their inheritance rights. Adultery was 

h d t o a belief closely associated with property early punishable by deat ue 

H . t Of Love (New York: Alfred 1 Th Natural 1s ory __ _ Morton M. Hunt, __ e 

A. Knopf, 1959), p. 146. 



r i gh ts tha t the a dulte r e ss was h 
c eapened by such an act. Tacitus, who 

no t e d th e practi cal approach t o d 
1 

• . h . . 
ea ing wit infidelity, was pleased with 

the resemblance t o the first days f th R . 
o e oman Republic. No penalty 

usually existed for the man who i·nd 1 d · .. 
u ge in sexual liaisons. The 

distinction between the two sexe s became apparent as the Franks 

l earn e d 
th

e military value of marrying heiresses to form alliances. 2 

In the Middle Ages, the somewhat pseudochivalrous Ulrich Von 

Lichtenstein regarded marriage in what seems to have been the typical 

medieval attitude toward the sacrament. He thought of marriage as 

the uniting of lands, forming of alliances, and as a means of 

propagating the species- -all of which should b e done in a business

like manner and to be kept quite separate from l ove. 3 This busine ss 

arrangement resulted in women being bartered about without the ir 

consent. Much earlier in France, Charlemagne thought little of 

marrying off th e war widows of his barons killed in a Spanish War. 

This was done without regard to how they felt about it. 4 This became 

a standa rd feudal practice , h . d by custom for was not a l ord ens rine , 

1 ? How could a widow entitled to m ilitary service from his vassa s · 

Therefore she had, willy -nilly, t o be married. Her give it to him? 

2Ibid. , P· 125. 

3Ibid. , p. 137 . 

4
Ibid. , P· 125 . 



l or d had the r ight to rnarry her off. 
A nd this was often to some 

supporte r of his , whorn he . th · 
' in is manner pensioned. Medieval 

mar riag e s , in the sarne rnan f 
ner were or economic convenience, 

military advantage and for the t · 
crea ion of larger fiefs. They were 

for the union "of fiefs, not hearts. 115 

In pursuit of proving the property concept one 
can turn to corporal 

punishment. Feudal husbands thought little about the social niceties 

involved when it came time to improve on the obedience performance 

of their wives and beat them as needed. An unfavorable word 

spoken by one might result in a blood drawing blow of the fist to 

her nose as is written of in the Chansons de geste. 6 

Also, in some instances free women were reduced to the status of 

slavery by marrying a slave. Constantine even ordered a slave who 

did this burned and the bride buried alive. 7 

90 

In the thirteenth century- -what with the new attitude toward women 

becoming popular- -women received some legal aid. The Laws And -- --- --

Customs Of Beauvais required a man to limit the beatings he gave 

5 J hn B. Christopher, and Robe rt L ee Wolff, 
Crane Brinton, ° Cl.ff N J · 

d . Englewood 1 s, ew ersey. A History Of Civilization (sec. e · , , 

Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1960), I, P· 328 · 

6 S (New York: P ocket Cardinal 
H. R. Hays, The Dangerous~ . 146. 

Pp-. 104-105; Hunt, op. cit., P· Books, 1965), 

k Simon and Schuster, A Of Faith (New Yor : 7Will Durant, The~ _ ---
1950), p. 77. 



his wife to a r easonable numb 8 Al . 
er. so 1n that same century, in 

Villegranche, in Gascony, a law allowe d 
every man the right to 

beat his spo use--but not to d eath. 9 

Wherev e r a woman was married off at will, given to corporal 

punishment , and or denied certain rights and privileges, that 

woman has been relegated to a position of chattel, in effect even 

if not in title, and it was so. Women were deprived of most 

p olitical rights, with the exception of those belonging to memb er s 

of the royal family, oddly enough. Women were deprived of equal 

treatment. In some instances a fine for an act against a man was 

double that for the same offense against a woman. Neither France I s 

Estates-General or England's Parliament permitted women t o 

10 f b "d I represent their estates in legal action. The control o a n e s 

property usually passed to her husband. 11 In some areas a woman 

. . 12 
was denied permission to practice a profession such as med1c1ne. 

As mentioned, the chastity belt that came into us e should als o be 

13 
means Of securing one's prope rty. thought of as a 

8Ibid. , p. 826. 

9Hunt, op. cit ., P· 146. 

10nurant , loc. cit. 

llib "d H t loc. cit. 1 . ; un, 

12 cit. , p. 826. Durant, op. 

13 ·t p 114. Hays, o p. c1 ·, · 

91 
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When h e r legal status was d' . . 

so 1m 1n1shed, her sex so devalued by 
d epr ec iation , h e r associat · 

ion with her land and the combined alliance 

value s o utilized, her person so b d 
a use , and her political existance 

so minimized, the medieval wife c f · 1 b • 
an air y e appraised as property. 

Both sexes of the medieval f 
ser s were very close to being property. 

Perhaps most had the right to remain with the manor on which they 

were born, and this distinguished them from absolute property. The 

serf could not marry off the manor without the lord's permission, 

which had to be bought by the payment o f a fee known as formarriage. 14 

Merchet was a similar fine in England for marrying a woman on o r off 

the manor. The term sequela was applied indiscriminately to designate 

the lord's property through his serf and included the children and 

offspring of his "stock. 111 5 Children from marriages involving two 

manors were divided between the lords involved in England. On the 

continent, the ownership of the resulting children often was decided 

in each case individually. 
16 

The leyrwite or lecherwiter rec orded in 

a fine for promiscuity on the part of a . the Glastonbury records was 

17 The reason for the leyrwite was of course that the serf woman. 

. A d S cial Histo r y Of Medieval Europe , 
14Henri Pirenne, Economic _n_ 

0 
t Brace and Company , 1937), 

trans. I. E. Clegg (New York: Harcour ' ' 

p. 66. 
M (Cambridge, England: 

15H. L'f On The English anor S. Bennett, ~ _ --
240

_ 
The University Press, 1948)' P· 

16Ibid. , p. 242. 

l 7Ibid.' P· 245. 



93 
woman 's pr o p e rty value 

was decreased by her 
actions, and this fee 

was c omp e nsatio n paid b h 
Y er. 

A n obl e woman might h 
ave to pay a fine also. I 

n the English 

Exchequer Rolls is recorded the following: 

Hawisa, who . 
d was wife o f William Fitz Robert 

ren ers accou t f 13 
n ° O marks and 4 pal£ that she ma h reys 

t h 
y ave peace from Peter of Borough 

0 w om the ki h · ' ng as given permission to 
marry he\sand that she may not be compelled 
to marry . . 

The famous Eleanor of Aquitaine 1 
was an examp e of how intimately 

women were tied to their property and pawns in the feudal system. 

Eleanor was the ward of her suzerain and former husband, Louis VII , 

King of France, after their marriage was annulled on the grounds o f 

consanguinity- -a common ancestor was located in Hugh Capet- -after 

Louis discovered her adulteries. l9 This arrangement left Eleanor 

needin g Louis' permission to marry Henry II of England. When the 

marriage occurred, Louis fought an unsuccessful war which ended in 

a truce, 20 as Eleanor's property was a great loss, and a threat to the 

French King if it should fall to such a strong ruler as Henry II. 

only this, but Eleanor, s marriage theoretically should have been 

Not 

18 The Middle Ages (New York: The Century Dana Carlton Munro, 

Company, 1921), p. 136. 

f A · taine (Bos ton: Houghton 19Melrich V. Rosenberg, Eleanor~ qUl 

Mifflin Company, 193 7), P· 145 · 

20 130 131 and 145. Ibid . , pp. , , 



arrang e d, or at least approved 
' by her overlord and former 

husband . 

But in twe lfth century E 1 ng and, the status of women was a little 

better. These women were abl t 
e o exert some influence in the 

management of their property. 21 
A nd in the thirteenth century, 

94 

the conditions of English wome t · d . 
n con inue to improve. On February 11, 

1225, H enry III clarified the rights f E 1· h . . 
o an ng is woman of nobility, 

guaranteeing her certain rights. Among these rights a widow was 

guaranteed one third of her dead husband's land, return of her 

dowry, and the freedom not to be married off against her will-

provided she did not seek to marry without her lord's consent. 22 

In France at this time the right of wardship was becoming progressively 

. 'f' 23 less s igni 1cant. Perhaps these were indications of an enlightened 

concern for women- -maybe even a result of courtly love indirectly-

but the charter issued at the Great Council in England also contained 

reminders of the low character attributed to women during the Middle 

Ages. Thus, one section provided that "no one shall be taken or 

21 k S t English Feudalism (London: Sir Fran ten on, _ Oxford University 

Press, 1932), p. 91. 

22 H ennings , England Under Henry III (London: L ongmans, 
Margaret A. _ 

Green and Company, 1924), PP· 35o- 35 1. 

AS ce Book Of Medieval History 23Frederick Austin Ogg (ed.}, our - -
1907) , P· 224. 

(n. p.: American Book Company, 



impris o n e d upon the app 1 f 
ea O a woman for the d 

b d ,,24 hus an. 
eath of any but her 

One can more easily und t d h • 
ers an t e subJugation and subservient 

roles assigned to women that has existed in Christendom since the 

fall of Rome until the twentieth century by knowing the attitudes 

toward women that prevailed in the past. The changes that occurred 

throughout Europe--both economic and social--which freed women 

from their feudal status did not occur simultaneously. They began 

with the unification of kingdoms under monarchs, some of which 

were influenced by their queens to improve social conditions. 

The Court of Love increased the sentimental value of women in 

the twelfth century. In the centuries that followed, the urbanization 

of the Italian Renaissance brought with it improved social and 

economic as well as educational status for women- -which had then, 

as it has recently had in the western world, the impact of bringing 

the two sexes nearer an equilibrium. But the Renaissance and the 

abolition of feudal concepts spread slowly; and it was the late 

the French Revolution eliminated eighteenth century before 

feudalism in that country. The industrial revoluti o n that began 

24 
Hennings, loc · cit. 
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in England about 1760 also enabled women to be m o re independent of 

m e n and comp ete with the latter for economic security. With 

economic indep e ndence from men as well as social independence, 

women have b een able slowly to gain back over the centuries that 

which they lost to the barbarians at Rome, when it fell. 
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CHAPTER VII 

SOME MEDIEVAL MARRIAGES 

A philosophical question of m 
1 

. . 
ore or es s h1stor1cal importance 

has been whether man makes the ti·m th t· 
es or e 1mes make the 

man. This question can be equally perplexing of women. That 

one tends to think of the question posed above in terms of the man 

and not the woman is part of our medieval heritage. We are 

accustomed to think of great events in social history as the result 

of some man's actions , for seldom has a woman in the recent 

history of western civilization exerted a revolutionary influence. 

Oddly enough, in the Middle Ages and in the early modern era 

several women did exert tremendous influence on their culture. 

Sometimes this influence was indirect as in the case of Matilda 

of Scotland, whose influence on Henry I , Anglo-Norman sovereign, 

d h . to grant the model for the Magna Charta- -was said to have cause 1m 

. 1 
his famous Charter of Liberties. 

1 . Of The Queens Of England (B oston: 
Agnes Strickland, Lives --- -

1864),l, P. 9b. Taggard & Thompson, 
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Matilda knew of the t 
w e nty admitte d illegitimate daught e rs of 

H enry I as w e ll as of his affa · • h 
ir wit a daughter o f the Prince of Wal e s 

whe n she consented to marry h . 1m; yet she married the philanderer 

after h e promised to reaffirm th • .
1 e pnv1 eges granted the English by 

Alfred and affirmed by Edward th C f 2 
e onessor. Notallmedieval 

w ive s of histo r ical importance were kn f 
1 

• . 
own or a tru1shc reasons. 

Even in the Middle Ages th · f · 
ere were 1n amous wives who exerted 

evil invluence on their times. Such were Brunhild and Fredegund. 

Sigibert and Chilperich were Frankish brothers in the sixth century. 

Sigibert married the beautiful Brunhild, and Chilperich, jealous of 

his borther 's luck in obtaining such an attractive and popular wife , 

put away his concubine Fredegund to marry Brunhild' s sister. 

Chilperich soon longed for his old concubine and returned h er to his 

palace which act infuriated his wife. Wishing to keep Fredegund as 

mistress and also his Queen's dowry , Chilperich had the latter 

murdered. Sigibert' s wife sought to revenge her sister's death and 

influenced her husband to attack Chilperich, his brother , which h e 

Out o f his kingdom and requiring that he give did, driving Chilperich 

.f 3 k . her sister's he. 
B runhl.ld to rule in return for ta ing five cities to 

2Ibid., pp. 95-96. 

The Middle Ages (New Y c rk: 3Dana Carleton Munro , 

C ompany, 1921), P· 18 2 -

The C entury 
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S o m e years afte rward, F 
r e d egund had s· •b igi e rt assassinated and 

into prison went Brunhild t . 
' a which place sh e used her charms to lure 

Chilpe rich' s son into matri 
many. The groom committed suicide rather 

than fac e his father's wrath. 4 The 
churchmen performing the ceremony 

were murdered; Chilperich wa . 
s soon assassinated; in 613 Brunhild fell into 

the hands of Lothair, Fredegund' s d f . 
son, an a ter being accused of causing 

the death of some ten Franks--all kings--she was tortured, mocked 

"then bound to the tail of a wild horse and thus perished wretchedly." 

Fredegund did not live to enjoy this as she died a peaceable death in 

597. 
5 

Seldom have two wives done more damage to a family. 

In the sixth century, Gregory of Tours in The History _0 The Franks 

disclosed something of the private life of Lothar (Clotaire) I, King of 

Gaul. Ingund married Lothar, and although Lothar claimed to love her, 

when Ingund asked that he locate a husband for Aregund , Ingund's sister, 

Lothar took Aregund to wife and reduced Ingund to " handmaid. 11 Lothar's 

reasoning was "I sought a man wealthy and of good wit whom I might 

1£ ,,6 
giv e to thy sister , but I found none better than mys e · 

f t th rm in matters of Some women whose lives do not con arm o e no 

5Ibid., pp. 72-73. 

6Hunt, op. cit., PP· 123 -
124

· 
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chastity and fi d elity have 1 a ways been an att t · rac i on t o great men. Such 
a woman was Theo d ora, h 

w 
O 

proSbtute d h e rs e lf fr om the lowe st stratum 

of society t o th e p os ition of • 
mistress of a gove rnor of a North African 

pr ov inc e and from the r e t o th 1 
e ave o f the Em J 7 peror ustinian. After 

she had arrived then she took action t o close that r oute of success t o 

othe rs. 

S ome e ighth c e ntury English wives f w e r e aced wi th competition 

fr om th e Church in an unusual m anner. I n 756, Saint B oniface 

accused the English King Ethe lbald and his M ercian nobility of living 

i n " disgraceful and da -'--'n a b l e " . . 8 
sm with the nuns. Not all kings 

p ref e rred to leave home. The King of the Franks and E m p eror of 

the W e st , Charlemagne, who live d from 742 t o 814 was four times 

marri e d, had at l e ast fi ve mistres s es, num e rous a ffa ir s and favored 

his own daughte rs and forbade them to marry . One se ems to have 

borne h is child; for wh e n one grew large and plainly pregnant , he 

9 
smiled ab out the m atter and saw t o h e r welfa r e . 

In 859 , the l<ing of France, Char les the Bald, m arried his daughter 

kl·ng of Wessex in England to unite the two Judith t o Eth e lwulf , 

· t lO Marriages for purpose s 
c ountries for the p urpose of fighting pir a e s· 

. . And The L ate r R oman E m p ire (Madison, 
7 John W. B arker' Justinian-:- -- ~96 6) . 69- 7 . 

. . t f Wis cons1n Pr ess' ' pp 
Wisconsin: Un1vers1 Y 0 

8Hunt, l o c . , cit. 

9rbid. , p. 124. 
G 

t (Chicago Univ ersity of Chicago 
10 Alfr ed The r ea Eleanor Duckett, ____ - ---

P ress, 1956) , p. 34. 



of fo r e ign p o li c y w e re corn 
rnon. King H enry f G 0 ermany married h is 

two daughters G e rb e rga and H edwig 
to the Duke of Lotharingia and 

Hugh. Kuke of the F k rans as 
' a matter of foreign policy in the 

tenth centur y . 11 

The Chur c h w a s 
very strict about religious vows. Henry the 

F owl e r (876- 9 36), in his youth, h d 
a encouraged Hatheburg to break a 

religious vow t o m arry him and as a lt th · 
, resu e1r son. Thankm a r , 

was declared illegitimate and his mother no wife; this left Henry 

free to marry the future mother of his two legitimate daughters. 12 

One of the immediate problems that resulted from international 

marriages--if they may be called that in the Middle Ages--or fr om 

any marriage involving people of different cultures, was that the 

queen on arriving in a new setting foreign to her upbringing might 

try to impose the ways of her people on the natives. Churchmen 

looked somewhat unapprovingly on the marriage of Agnes of P oitou 

to Henry III of Germany in 1043. "Now we see the habits of French 

13 
folly introduced into our kingdom, 11 recorded an abbot. 

11 D th And Life In The Tenth Century (Ann 
Eleanor Duckett, ea __ ----- -- 59 

A b U . •t of Michigan Press, 1967) , P· · r or: n1vers1 y 

12Ibid. 
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13 . Of Th Middle Ages (New Haven: 
R. W. Southern,~ Makmf

9 
___ e 

Yale Uni ver si ty Press, 1953), P· · 



S ometimes in-laws were bl 
a pro em. Blanche of Castile as 

Que e n M oth er not only exerted · fl 
more in uence on her son Louis IX 

of France in his adult years than the King's 
wife, Margaret of 

Provence , but al
th

ough a Spanish Lady, she controlled France and 

kept the nobles from revolting against her Spanish socialization of 

her son , the French king, during her regency from 1226 to 1236. 

She influenced her son so much that he feared to meet his wife 

. 14 openly in the daylight, lest he cause his mother displeasure. 

Medieval women were more mobile in marriage than their 

husbands. Ans as such they introduced foreign influences into 

a culture by means of their retinue , religious endowments, 

influence on their husbands, etc. that were sometimes strife 

. 15 
inducmg. This marriage pattern had the ultimate effect of 

reducing the cultural characteristics of western Europeans as 

points of conflict. 

d t 1 son R obe rt , for whom King Henry I of England ha a na ura 
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he proposed a marriage 
16 

with Mabel, daughter of R obert Fit zHamon . 

surnam e; Henry gave R ober t a M abel protested that Robert had no 

14James Westfall Thompson, and ~dg:~ 

d . 1 Europe (New or . Introduc tion To Me ieva -

Nathaniel Johnson, An 
W. W. Norton and C ompany, 

1957), p. 503. 

15 't p 76. Southern, op. ci · ' · 

S Of The Conqueror 
16George Slocombe,~ - -

of London, 1960), P· i 3 1. 

(L ondon: Hutchins on 
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surnam e , tha t of FitzRoy and rnad h . 
e im Earl of Gloucester- -which 

ac t s pl e as e d Mabel- -and sh . 1 
e rnarr1ed the Earl. 7 

In 1166 , D e rrnot MacMurrough, 
sovereign of Leinster met defeat 

in war at the hands of the king of B f" • 
re ini, Tiernan 0'Rourke, whose 

wife D e rmot had took to bed. 
MacMurrough fled to England where he 

married his lovely daughter to Richa d F"t G"lb • 
r 1 z 1 ert 1n order to obtain 

support to recapture his kingdorn. 18 

Tender feeling could linger on even after death in the Middle 

Ages. John of Gaunt was married to Blanche , daughter of Henry, 

Duke of Lancaster. When Blanche died of the plague in 1369, 

annually her memory was reverently celebrated on the date of her 

death and religious rites were faithfully attended to for her soul so 

long as John of Gaunt lived. l 9 But tender feelings did not build estates. 

In 1371, John married Constance of Castile and became a claimant to 

20 · t the realms of Castile and Leon. He secured the succession o 

these kingdoms for his daughter Kather ine by C onstance in a treaty 

21 John ex perienced both a l ove marriage and with Juan I in 1 3 8 8 . 

a marriage of convenience. 

. · t · te son of the King ; as FitzHamon 17
Ibid. FitzRoy means illegi ima It seems that Mabel FitzHam.on 

meant the illegitimate son of Hamon . 
herself descended from illegitimacy . 

' 
y k Simon and Schuster, 

l 8Will Durant, The Age Of~ (New or : 

1950), p. 682. 
( Y k" Barnes & John of Gaunt New or . 

l 9sidney Armitage-Smith, - -

Noble, 1964), p. 13. 

20
Ibid., P· 9 3 · 

2 l Ibid. , p. 3 3 0 - 3 3 1. 



O ne L o r d B roco s p e t· t · 104 
l ioned Edward, Th 

e Black Prince, to secure 
t h e hand of J oan, Countes f K 

s O ent, for h " · 
un in marriage. While on 

this mission, Edward fell f h. 
or is cousin himself, and when she said 

tha t she would never marry . b 
again ecause of 

a secret love, he swore 
to b e her mortal enemy if sh d "d 

' e i not name the lover; she did, and 

it was he that she named. 
A dispensation was obtained from the Pope 

to allow 
th

e couple to marry, and they did. 22 According to Abram , the 

marriage was made valid and their son made legitimate by their 

founding and endowing two chapels with twenty marks annually. 23 

Edward 
I

s new bride , . although previously a widow was a beautiful 

woman. At past fifty years, she was said to have been rans omed fo r 

her kisses. As a teenager she was betrothed to Sir Thomas Holland 

for whom she performed the duties of wife befor e taking the marital 

sacrament. When Sir Thomas was away on a trip, she betrothed 

hers elf to another; but Pope Clement VI recognized her betrothal to 

' f 1 "f 
24 

Holland, and she returned to him to be a duti u wi e. 

One of the most adventurous marital stori e s t o em e rge fr om the 

f F d . a d of Aragon a n d Isab e lla of Castile . Middle Ages was that o er rn n 

22 . d • k Edward The Black Prince (Indianapolis : 
Henry Dwight Se gwic ' -=---- --

The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1932), P · 192 · 

. d M ers In The Late r Middle Ages 
23A. Abram , English~~ a~~l3) pp.120-121. 

(N Y k . E p Dutton & Company, ' ew or . . • 

24 ·t PP· 189-190. 
Sedgwick, op. ci · ' 



On O ctober nineteenth , 146
9 

, they wer e married. 25 The e v ents 
prece d ing t his m arriag e w . 

10 5 

ere intriguing . F d. 
er inand was sev enteen 

and Is a be lla eight e en; they h d 
a met less than a week before the 

ce r emon y; the royal couple . 
were too poo t 

r O pay for the wedding; 
they we re related within the h .. 

pro ib1ted de grees; and they were a 

thr e at to Louis XI of France, who feared the 
potential power of 

t he union of Castile and Aragon. 26 
Louis de sired to extend his 

t e rritory b e low the Pyrenees' and he realized that Isabella's 

marriage to the crown heir in Aragon or crown of Portugal 

w ould pose a threat to his ambitions as both countries were 

27 friends with his enemy England. 

At home there was trouble for the h e iress also. Some Castilian 

g randees did not approve of a marriage union in w hich the authorit y 

28 
w ould be outside Castile. King Enrique was her brother and heir , 

w hom some nobles had pressured into sig ning the Treaty of Taros d e 

Guisando when he was in financial need. By t h e t erms of that t reaty, 

25 J. H. Elliott, Imperial Spain (New Yo r k: St. Marti n 's Pr e ss, 

1964), p. 1. 

26 1 h I sabella Of Spain (N ew Yor k : Robe r t William Thomas Wa s , _ 

M. McBride, 1930), p. 1. 

2 7 lb id. , p. 5 7 . 

2 8Elliott, op. cit. , PP· l- 2 • 



King Enrique was t o r e cognize Isabella as his heiress to Castile 

and L eon a nd w as not to for h 
ce er to marry against her will. 29 

Is a b e lla had as potential willing mates Alfonso V, Ferdinand of 

Aragon, a
nd th

e Duke of Guyenne, heir apparent to the French 

m onarchy· The Three estates of Castile desired her marriage be 

made with Ferdinand, which would unite the two kingdoms. One 

ad vis or, Carrillo, spoke the opinion of the people declaring that 

common blood, folkways, and mores would be united into a nation 

able to drive the Moors back to Africa and also to defend itself 

30 from the territorial expansions of Portugal and France. Isabella 

decided in favor of Ferdinand, and after a f e arful elopement, they 

were married. 

It was in this century that the immature queen of Naples, 

Ferdinand II's widow, received three envoys from Henry VII of 

h · information for their k ing England whose mission was to gat er 

about a possible marriage to her. Henry instructed the envoys 

to appraise the following: 

k the favor of her visage , ·any to mar . 
Item, spec1 . d or not and whether it be 
whether she be parnte ' 

h or round. fat or lean, s arp 

Item, to mar 

big or small. 

whether they be k her breast and paps, 

29Walsh, op. cit. ' PP· 48-52. 

30Ibid.' P· 52-53. 
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Item t 
' · • 0 rnake i · • . 

what land o 1· nquisition _and ensearch (si·c) 
r iv elihood the 

hath or shall h said young queen 
mother. ave after the decease of her 

Although the young queen rated 
11 

. 
we in physical qualities, her 

future finances were not · 
satisfactory a d H 

' n enry dis carded the idea 
. 31 of marriage. 

A medieval practice of qu t · bl 
es iona e extent was the IICoucher 

Officiel" (sic). When Philip D k f B ' u e O urgundy rnarried the 

Portuguese Princess Isabella in 1430, he celebrated in public this 

custom of being bedded together on a huge bed, in this case, 12-1/2 

feet by 19 feet. The act as performed by Philip and Isabella 

consisted of climbing into the bed fully clothed, kissing and 

climbing out. Later this marriage was consummated in private. 32 

107 

This was apparently the reminder of an important custom that at one 

time included semipublic intercourse. With important agreement 

and estates often part of marriage arrangements, it was very 

important to know the marriage was consummated. If it were 

t t d ·t could be annuled if one side of the family found no consumma e 1 

the union undesirable. If it were con summated, the union was 

meant by the Church to last. 

31 . t PP 1 8 7 - 1 8 8. Hunt, op. c1 . , • 

ber 1967 , P· 54 . 32 11 True Septem ' 
"Strange But True, - ' 
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It was also in this century that Frey Tho d T d mas e orquema a 

fashioned the Spanish Inquisition into a terrible instrument of 

torture following a disappointment in his love life that drove him 

33 
to the Church. It was proof of the power of love that was emerging. 

Through the cases just reviewed, one can perhaps get a cross 

section of medieval marital circumstances and problems. The 

cases given can be combined to form a picture of married life in 

the Middle Ages. Through the particulars a composite can be 

realized. 

(N w York: 
Of Torture e 

. The Histor_J - 0 
33Daniel P. Mannix, 1964), PP· 59 and 62 . 

Y Inc., 
Publishing Compan ' 

Dell 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSIONS 

At the beginning of this th . 
es1s some qu t · es ions were posed that 

it was hoped this work might h 1 e p answer. It is appropriate to try 

to answe r them now. 

To what extent has Christianity been responsible for the 

traditional role of the wife in the family? Until into the twentieth 

century most families in the western world have been- -like the 

Oriental families- -patriarchal in nature. The patriarchal 

structure of the Church early in the Middle Ages set an example 

for the people, and it also fostered the superiority of the male 

concept while deprecating women in general, partially by 

proclaiming the evilness of sex. The Church was aided in 

fostering a patriarchal society by barbarian influence at the 

onset of the Middle Ages. The patriarchal concept aided in 

reducing the social economic status of women to that of chattel. 

But that Christianity exerted a humanitarian influence 

also is not open to doubt. 
The teachings of both Old and New 

for one, s neighbor be he Jew or 
Testaments show concern 

Samaritan. 
quite insistent on the worth 

And Christianity was 



of women . They had souls Worth 

Chur c h are not neglected . 

saving, and their ser . vices to the 

in the New Testament. 
Because of these 

t eachings, women were n 
ever aga· d in re uced to the status of being 

subjected to death at the h d 
an s of their husbands. 

This had been 
their situation, and that of th · . 

eir children, in early Roman times 
' 

and among barbarian tribes. 
This was patriarchal rule at its most 

absolute phase. 

The traditional role f · 
o wives is itself open to question. As one 

can see from this paper som 
e women were more sophisticated than 

is commonly thought and were able to achieve much despite the 

existing negative attitude toward their sex. 

110 

Another question asked was this. Were the social and economic 

roles of women co-ordinated? Were women enjoying a high level 

of social acceptance in times of economic prosperity and a low level 

of social acceptance in times of low economic activity? This latter 

situation seems to have been true in medieval times with but few, 

although significant exceptions. This thesis had attempted to show 

the low status of women in medieval times and evidence elsewhere 

· · f · c prosperity women have generally 
indicates that in periods o economi 

fared well both socially and economically. 
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B o th in R e publican Rorn d . 
e an rned1eval E 

urope women suffered 
fr om a l ow s o cial status as w 

11 
. 

. e as economic dependence. Further-

m o r e , the pattern of prosperity and of 
social independence has been 

c yclic . One can break down the 
1 

eye e · Women generally were "down" 

in the R oman Republic both econorn· 11 d . 
ica Y an socially at the same 

time. This was also true of th 1 
e co onial states in the expansionist 

period of the modern era. On the other hand, women were "up" in 

the late Roman Empire, The Renaissance , and the twentieth century. 

This was true in both economic and social status. Oddly enough, 

even in the Middle Ages some women of royalty exerted great 

influence on their cultures. But historically it is remembered as an 

age of male domination. Women seem to have been up in pe r iods of 

histo ry of prosperity, expansion, and trade as well as time s of 

sensualism. 

A third question asked concerned the results of the medieval 

marriage patterns. To pragmatists this is the most important 

question. The medieval Christian civilization continued the 

marriages of previous western societies . monogamous The Church 

insisted on the permanence It foster e d the evilne ss of of marriage• 

. f women--both of which ar e sex attitude and the subjugation° 

S Cl. entifically unsound. philosophically and 
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The prac tice of pas sing 
on an estate intact k 

. E nown as primogenitur e 
wa s follow e d m n gland and reduced th 

e number of estates and nobles 
but increase d the size of th 

e estates a d th 
. n e wealth of the nobility. 

On the continent the revers 
e was true. L dl 

an es s younger male 

heirs may have hurried the 
commercial and industrial d 1 eve opment 

of England by their efforts to re · f . 
gain amil y wealth. On the other 

hand , continued division of lands on the 
continent impoverished and 

multiplied the nobility. 

Cultural assimilation resulting from the political and military 

marriage alliances of the Middle Ages ultimately reduced th e 

cultural differences of Wes tern Europe. The short term effect was 

often resentment. 

The inability to extinguish prostitution led to its recognition as 

a necessary part of a "decent" society which functioned as a safe ty 

valve for the protection of "decent'' women- - something twentieth 

century society after abolishing it has begun, at least in some 

European countries, to reestablish. The situation in these 

countries has become much as the thirteenth century French 

bourgeoisie fear e d. 

be e n an attraction in marriage , although it 
Beauty has always 

. economic or military factors in the 
did not outweigh other socio 
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M iddl e Ag e s . But r orna t· 
n i c l ove th t 

a we know today 
d seems to hav e originate as w e ll as t o h 

a ve begun t o becorne 
popular in the later 

Mi ddl e Ages. It also developed as 
an e xtrarna • 

rital relationship 
tha t thr ough the centuries b 

ecame important in 
considering marriage 

as a n institution. 

In regard to loveless marriages th . 
' ey were indeed common. 

Although beauty and physical char t • . 
ac eristics we · re important, they 

we re not love and could only have fostered a 
sexual attraction easily 

gratified outside marriage in the Middle Ages. 
Marriages w e re 

commonly made to cement alliances for ·1 · t . , mi i ary protection , and 

to profit from fiefs. As to sex, women were dived into wives and 

lovers. 

For the concept of the evilness of sex, the Church was definite ly 

responsible. Christianity has traditionally been a religion of self 

denial and piousness. Sex was deprecated because it was pleasurable . 

Then , too, sexual misbehavior often was blamed on the devil by 

tho se participating in it , as a means of partial self-exculpation. 

This c ontributed to make it hideous in the sight of the faithful. The 

Church also discouraged sex for its clergy because a celibate clergy 

maneuverable or transferable' and was more manageable , more 

bett e r able to be disciplined. 
It was an economic as well as a 

r e ligi o us institution. 
. f a clerical marriage was 

So prevention o 



favo r e d by t h e C hur ch als o . 

not only the l oyalti e s of the 

l os ing land b e l onging to the 
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It was thought th 
at a farnily would divide 

clergymen but also th . b . 
eir enefices' thus 

Church. 

Pr ohibition of incest probably 
came frorn J . h ew1s law as well as 

fr om observations of its result 
s · Medieval re t · • s nctions on incest 

have surv ived in part until toda d 
y an are now thought to be 

scie ntifically sound within a few d egrees . 

The medieval Church definitely was amb1' guous 
in its attitude 

t oward marriage. It pushed celibacy for religious and economic 

reasons. Yet it saw the need to propagate the species. Clerical 

misogyny, probably a product of frustration and sublimation , arose 

out of the need for a celibate clergy. But marriage was made a 

sacrament and the evilness of sex acknowledged. Yet the Church 

a t times condoned prostitution to protect marriage. Women we r e 

infe rior creatures subject to their husbands, but the Virgin Mary 

was a superior being. Marriage was inferior to celibacy, but 

marriage once contracted was not to be dissolved . 

One can never know the extent of sex ual perversions in a given 

are Often considered the worst of cr ime s and 
society because these 

punished the most severely. 
However, this predominantly upper 

clergy and wa s referred to in the 
class activity was found in the 

autobiography of Peter Abelard. 
As for the milder forms of 
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adultery and other natural h t 
e erosexual unions 

' these seern to have 
been wi d e l y prevalent. 

Adulterous 1· · 

l ove. R e ligious 
1a1sons were th b . 

e as1s of courtly 
and rnu · · 

nicipal authorities 11 

Homos exuality was prevalent · . 
controlled" prostitution. 

in monastic orders. 

Ar e people really ma · 
rrying younger today? No. 

Often mere 
children were betrothed and even • d . 

marrie in the Middle Ages. The 

age of consent was seven. M · 
arr1ages were consurnrnated when the 

couple were old enough. 

Have medieval marriage patterns influenced the structure of 

modern society in the West through assimilation? y es. Christianity, 

although it preceded the Middle Ages and was the official Roman 

religion in the latter days of the Empire, remained dominant long 

enough to entrench its ways in western civilization. The Middle 

Ages provided the opportunity for it to seize control of the lives of 

the people. It held spiritual control over all and made rules for all. 

Thus the Church was able to insist on monogamy, which was 

assimilated from classical Greece and Rome. 

The pagan betrothal which preceded the modern engagement was 

assimilated from the earlier cultures. It was, in medieval times, 

regarded as the equivalent of marriage. 
A betrothal of a vassal 

f rlord perhaps to 
k b action o an ove ' or vassal's daughter, bro en Y 

. iolation marry her himself, was av Of the feudal contract, and a 

breach of eccle siastical law. 
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The patriarchal natu f 
re o the family was . 

in part Germanic. The 
prac ti ce of early marriag 

es was found in Greece. 
Both practices 

made their way into later western cultures. 
p 1· . 

o ihcal marriages 
br ought together divergent c lt 

u ures to produce h 
s ort term tension 

but , as mentioned before the 1 
' ong run affect was to make Western 

Eur ope more homogeneous. Ab 
ove all, medieval marriages were 

for territorial and familial aggra d" 
n izement. Much of this attitude 

has survived into the twentieth century. M E 
any uropeans today 

demand dowries as a price of marri·age,· d an marriage is sti11 

widely regarded as a profitable alliance by members of the 

affluent classes . 

In America, however , the ideal of romantic marriage finds 

widespread acceptance. Fostered by Hollywood, the idea of 

romantic marriage not only satisfies each person's sentimental 

longings but also satisfies the strait-laced morality of the churche s. 

Nothing less could have resulted in the acceptance of this idea, 

born in the middle ages at the Court of Love of Queen Eleanor 

at Poitier s. 
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