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In the Middle Ages, just as today, authors penned prologues and epilogues explaining the reasons for writing a work, or thanking those who had helped produce it. In the prologue to her major work The City of Ladies (1404-5), the French author Christine de Pizan tells how one fine evening, while whiling away time in her study, her eyes fell upon a little book by a famous author which roundly criticized women. This scorn spurred her to take up her pen to rectify these unfair comments. For our part – without claiming that the lack of any solid book on the history of women in the library at Leuven University led us to a similar riposte – we have shared Christine’s fervour. Admittedly, famous authors have recognized the fascinating history of the women of the southern Low Countries, but we have felt the need to make up for a gap encountered – all too frequently – when researching the lives of the women of yesteryear. For there is no major work on recent discoveries relating to the presence of women in the Middle Ages in general and to their social position in Brabant towns in particular. That is why we, too, have taken up our pens to write our own City of Ladies. Though less querulous than Christine de Pizan, we are no less enthusiastic.

Many individuals have supported our enduring enthusiasm and have helped us bring this wonderful project to life. We first thank our publishing house, Leuven University Press, in the persons of Veerle De Laet and Nienke Roelants, for having provided welcome support in publishing the book and in settling many practical questions inherent to such a venture. Iason Jongepier shared his knowledge for compiling the maps. Minne De Boodt, Dominique Delameillieure, and Benjamin Goyvaerts read the manuscript and provided many invaluable comments. We thank various colleagues who responded to our pestering and who, by sharing their scholarship, have lit our way. Our particular thanks go to Brigitte Meijns, Paul Trio, Ben Eersels, Jirki Thibaut, Valerie Vrancken, Ruth Lintermans, Luc De Grauwe, Monique Van Melkebeek, and Walter Prevenier. We are also most grateful to many history students at KU Leuven for having listened with interest to our approach, as well as for the research some of them have conducted on topics relating to the history of women. Their critical questioning and own discoveries have acted as a powerful stimulus in writing this book. At the “Felixarchief” in Antwerp and at the Leuven City Archives, the volunteers who contributed to the “Itinera Nova” project have done a great deal of work making available various sources relating to our study. Our friends, acquaintances, and family have of course been indispensably important in producing this work, probably far more than they realize. We are happy to dedicate it to them.

A final word on the origins of this book: in 2019, we published an overview (in Dutch) of the history of women in late medieval Brabant, entitled Wijvenwereld. Vrouwen in de middeleeuwse stad (Vrijdag/Pelckmans). A reworked and supplemented version of this book was published in 2022 as La femme dans la cité au Moyen Âge (Racine). Both books aimed to inform the wider public about this fascinating subject. They contained as few footnotes as possible; only quotations or references to primary sources were given a footnote. A list of appropriate literature was only included in the bibliography and arranged by chapter. In this English version, we have kept it that way. The book you are reading now is the translation of the French, reworked version. We are very grateful to Adrian Morfee for translating it; he did a wonderful job. We wanted to publish this book in English to give scholars worldwide an overview of the research that has been done on the history of women in the medieval Low Countries. We hope it will inspire others to continue this research!

The editors, Leuven-Ghent-Antwerp, November 2024





Introduction A different history of the medieval city



People’s excellence or inferiority resides in neither their loftiness nor their sex, but in the perfection of their conduct and virtues.



—Christine de Pizan, 1405.1

“So justice has been done”, Liesbet must have thought on winning her lawsuit against her husband, Thomas, on Saint Sylvester’s Day, 1490, in Leuven. Thomas had been refusing to pay the rent for their house. Liesbet had explained to the judges that for some time her husband had not been living with her but cohabiting “adulterously” with another woman.2 If she had accused Thomas of living an “indecent life”, it was not so much because he was living with another woman, as because he was refusing to fulfil his financial obligations as a husband. In justification, Thomas referred to Liesbet’s status as a trader. The law authorized female traders (coopwijf, as Liesbet would have called herself) to conduct their business without their husband’s involvement, unlike other married women. Liesbet thus had her own income and, Thomas argued, was perfectly capable of paying rent. The aldermen’s court did not agree with the arguments advanced by the unfaithful Thomas, however, and obliged him to pay the rent on the spot. Even if the couple were no longer living together, Liesbet and Thomas were still married, and that came with obligations. Additionally, the aldermen explicitly stated that their ruling was issued as an example, to lay down a line of conduct for all inhabitants in Leuven, for they deemed it unacceptable that husbands treat their wives thus. They did not demand that Thomas return to live with his legitimate wife, though that was not what Liesbet had requested, either. She just wanted her husband to pay the rent, and in mentioning Thomas’s adultery, she increases her chances for obtaining a favourable verdict.

The judgment issued by the Leuven aldermen’s court is remarkable, for it shatters a string of stereotypes about how men and women lived in medieval towns. The Middle Ages are often depicted as a dark time when women had no rights whatsoever. Anyone who so wishes may unearth a wealth of misogynistic examples in medieval literature confirming this cliché. Thus, in the early fourteenth century, the Antwerp town clerk Jan van Boendale stated that “woman is naturally unreliable, stingy, and grasping”.3 His tirade describes them as childish, capricious, and underdeveloped. As confirmed by a few additional texts portraying the women of yesteryear in a similarly unflattering light, it used to be taken for granted that all Jan van Boendale’s contemporaries thought as he did. Admittedly, this period of history saw many misogynistic statements. Even Erasmus, the sixteenth-century humanist and “hero of the Renaissance”, hewed to a disparaging attitude towards women. While his ideas about the Church’s role in society were revolutionary, they were far less so concerning relations between men and women: his opinion was, for instance, that a husband was necessary to control a woman’s emotions. It is hardly surprising then that a dark image has often been associated with the Middle Ages, together with a bleak fate for women. In our contemporary popular culture, medieval society is therefore thought of as a violent world dominated by kings, knights, and the clergy, a world in which women played scarcely any role.

Of course, other – more positive – ideas about women also circulated during the Middle Ages, and Jan van Boendale’s contemporaries did not hesitate to criticize his writings. One well-known example is the work of Christine de Pizan. This Venetian-born writer published influential works at the fourteenth-century French court about the role of women in the society of her period. In the prologue to her major work – The City of Ladies, dating from 1404-5 – Christine tells how one fine evening, while whiling away the time in her study, her eye fell upon a little book in which a famous author roundly criticized women. This scorn spurred her to take up her pen to rectify these unfair comments. To prove that this author was wrong, she fervently portrayed the virtues of women through history, drawing on historical and mythological examples. Christine also explained that while women may be physically weaker than their male counterparts, this condition makes them more likely to privilege peace over war. The epigraph for this introduction reflects this idea: the value of people’s acts and thoughts are determined not by their sex, but by their virtues. In one passage, Christine even advises women to trust especially their own knowledge of female nature rather than be swayed by male authors’ ignorant and wrongheaded pontifications. These ideas led her to write her works, which she described as “new things born of a woman’s mind”, adding “new things are pleasing”.4 Yet it must be acknowledged that Christine de Pizan did not dream up these ideas from scratch. While women only enjoyed limited rights and restricted freedom of movement, it does not mean they lived passively within the walls of their medieval households. Women were more active in public life than we tend to think, as clearly illustrated by the example of Liesbet in Leuven. In this case, Liesbet comes across as an independent woman running a business and successfully defending her rights. Admittedly, the judicial world was a man’s world – women having no administrative power – but the judges dispensing justice did not necessarily take decisions hostile to women. Quite the contrary, in fact.
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Image of the aldermen’s register of Leuven with (at the top of the page) the act in which the aldermen gave their judgement on the case between Liesbet and Thomas, on New Year’s Eve 1490 (City Archives Leuven, n° 7384, 270v). https://www.itineranova.be/in/SAL7384/270V%C2%B0/folio


Over the course of the fifteenth century – the period at the heart of this book – writers clashed over the role of women in society. One of the bestknown and most popular works of the Middle Ages, the Roman de la Rose, is very negative about women. This fourteenth-century literary work reduced them to “roses to be plucked”, whose prime function was thus as sexual playthings for men. One of the main authors of this work, Jean de Meung, had compiled many erotic stories for this misogynistic work intended to educate and entertain. It triggered sharp reactions. The French cleric Martin Le Franc, for instance, gave Jean de Meung the nickname Malebouche (Evilmouth) in his book Le Champion des Dames in which, like Christine de Pizan or like Giovanni Boccaccio in De claris mulieribus, Le Franc paid tribute to women’s many qualities. He stated that “they surpass men in terms of human knowledge”.5 A miniature illustrating his work shows Malebouche’s army besieging a castle inhabited by various women. Writers at the Burgundian court likewise regularly extolled the qualities of women of importance. Duchess Mary of Burgundy, for example, was praised on several occasions for her virtue and the gentleness with which she sought to restore peace in her lands. According to the chronicler Jean Molinet, her daughter Margaret was “clever in science and virtue, gracious and humble, wise as one in a thousand”.6 These authors were of course favourably disposed to their patrons irrespective of sex, but many of the merits attributed to these ladies stemmed, to their mind, from women’s loving and benevolent character. The fifteenth century was thus the scene of heated debate about the role and nature of women.

In this book we set out to study these questions and will therefore follow the path taken by Christine de Pizan. Rather than grounding our arguments in literary and intellectual works, written and read mainly by the social elite, we will be drawing on writings about daily life so as to bring out the social role played by medieval women. As yet there is no concise work on recent discoveries about women in the Middle Ages and their social role in towns in the Low Countries. Though less combative than Christine de Pizan, we are just as enthusiastic, and so have decided to write our own City of Ladies. By analogy, we have called this book Urban Women, given that its protagonists are townswomen. Thus we shall consider, for instance, the exceptional case of Liesbet of Leuven in order to find out to what extent the late medieval Low Countries were a “women’s world”? What opportunities were available to them, and how did they seize them? We will look at women’s social role in various activities: as wives, traders, businesswomen, craftswomen, benevolent mothers, beguines, investors, and brothelkeepers, without forgetting the odd criminal and rioter. For too long, historians have focused exclusively on the extraordinary lives of exceptional women such as Joan of Arc or Duchess Mary of Burgundy. The heroines in this book played no role on the battlefields or at court. They worked in the shadows, trying to make the best of their lives. Yet their stories can tell us more about medieval society than the exceptional lives of their illustrious contemporaries. Still, we will not wholly neglect the lives of “famous” women. We shall thus consider the extent to which the ideas advanced by the famous Antwerp writer Anna Bijns or by Christine de Pizan about how men and women should behave corresponded to reality. In this book we will seek to answer these questions by looking at the lives of women such as Liesbet of Leuven, that is, ordinary women with no blue blood running through their veins.

Of course, we are not the first to write a book about women of the past. In the wake of women obtaining the right to vote across Western Europe after the world wars, and as a corollary of their growing presence in universities, there has been burgeoning interest in women’s history. Historians did not simply study the women of the past, but also observed how ideas about masculinity and femininity fashioned relationships and power relations between the sexes within a society. In 1988, for example, Georges Duby published his bestselling Mâle Moyen Âge, which analyzed the relationship between men and women in the twelfth century in particular. Concluding his study, Duby notes that the Middle Ages were primarily “a masculine era”: “The Middle Ages were resolutely male. All the opinions that reach and inform me were held by men, convinced of the superiority of their sex.” Yet Duby adds that historians must do everything in their power to discover the “hidden part, the feminine” and, like many others, went on to put this recommendation into practice.7


Since the 1970s – an age in which women’s rights increased in the medieval West – historians have been catching up, however. Today, there is even an Oxford handbook of women and gender in medieval Europe available to anyone studying the field. Its editors, Judith Bennett and Ruth Karras, explain the lack of attention to women in the historical literature as follows. Some medieval people considered “man” the human standard and “women” peculiarly capable both of extraordinary good, as with the Virgin Mary, and of evil, as exemplified by Eve.8 For many centuries after the close of the Middle Ages, historians echoed these assumptions, characterizing women as both revered (ladies on pedestals) and maligned (witches at the stake). But no longer, Bennett and Karras argue. Since the 1970s, historians of medieval women have written more often about diversity and opportunity than pedestals or stakes, and since the 1990s, women historians have unpacked the many gendered languages of medieval Europe. We can actually refer to this handbook for a good introduction to the historiography of women in medieval Europe, an introduction that shows that the library on medieval women is becoming well stocked.

Nevertheless, “ordinary women” have been largely invisible in many of these publications focusing mainly on the period until around 1350, drawing on texts produced by the social elite. Yet “ordinary women” are just as absent in works by other well-known medievalists who have examined subsequent centuries. In Hommes et femmes du Moyen Âge, edited by Jacques Le Goff, for example, the authors set out to discover the “great figures of the Middle Ages”.9 Even so, only 17 on the impressive list of 105 people discussed are women. Le Goff acknowledges this underrepresentation and explains that looking at famous people from this period of history automatically results in a male group. Turning to works in English, Eileen Power’s bestseller Medieval People describes in colourful detail the lives of six men and women who were representative of their age, though only two are women. Nevertheless, Power’s efforts to turn away from queens, female saints, and exceptional figures such as Joan of Arc and to focus instead on “ordinary” women echoed widely. For the Low Countries, for instance, Martha Howell’s work has been extremely influential. A glimpse at the bibliography of our book shows the extent of our debt to her, for in addition to boosting the gender history of this region, her work focuses on medieval wives, single women who made their own living, and women from the street.


In this book, we too seek out the “ordinary” women comprising the majority of the population. We leave the palaces and churches behind to visit the common houses of the medieval town instead. We discover individuals who, despite their less prestigious destiny, nevertheless played an active part in daily life in late medieval society. Given that ordinary women also took up their pens in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, it is possible to write a “female Middle Ages” in which we hear them speak in their own name. In the following chapters, we present hitherto unknown historical elements. Accordingly, you will read the results of our fascinating research into these anonymous women perpetually excluded from history books, yet who nevertheless shaped history. We will examine their social involvement and look at how their lives differed from those of their male contemporaries. We will be hearing from women like Liesbet with strong opinions, from women selling their products on the market, squabbling spouses, businesswomen undertaking negotiations, mothers dictating their will, beguines writing love letters, fishwives hurling insults, prostitutes hawking their services, and so on.

Not all female voices managed to get an equal hearing. While Liesbet of Leuven clearly knew how to approach the aldermen’s court to claim her rights, many did not follow this path. Medieval society was characterized by great social inequality, which also occurred in legal matters. Just as for men, rights were not distributed equally. This observation leads to an important nuance: many types of women lived in towns, and some of them had more opportunities than their fellow townswomen. In principle, all citizens in a given town were equal, but prosperity, reputation, and origin determined their social rank. Some possessed privileges and thus had rights different to those of their neighbours. Craftswomen did not have the same privileges as those accorded to well-born women, yet enjoyed greater social protection than women not belonging to a craft guild. The medieval streets were also home to many destitute people. It is hard, though, to write their history, one of rural migrants and poor families affected by catastrophe or by temporary or permanent unemployment, and the like. Given that they were illiterate, there are few documents telling us about their existence. Presumably women belonging to these groups – certainly in a society in which they had fewer rights than they do today – found it harder to maintain themselves than privileged women did. Towns were an unequal place, but during the period in question this situation was of course equally true of men and of women.



[image: Elaborated map of the Low Countries, further description in caption.]
General map of the Low Countries at the end of the Middle Ages (c. Iason Jongepier, GIStorical Antwerp). This book focuses on the Duchy of Brabant, which was under the sovereignty of the Dukes of Brabant, together with the Duchy of Limburg. It also included Mechelen, an independent lordship embedded in the heart of Brabant. In 1430, Brabant passed into the hands of the Dukes of Burgundy, as had the counties of Flanders, Artois and Namur. Hainaut, Holland and Zeeland soon followed.



Focus of this book

This book mainly describes the situation of middling social groups, that is, those between the elite and the lower strata of society. They belonged neither to the upper echelons of society (the nobility, the court elite, and the clergy), nor to the needier circles (such as the poor and beggars). These middling groups lived, quite literally, amidst the others, for towns were a melting pot. On the edge of society lived people who did not belong to the trade guilds, along with others who had fallen on hard times or into crime. The women mentioned in this book do not come from these groups, except perhaps a few criminals who ran into trouble with the courts and a few women in unfavourable circumstances (due to sickness or being unable to work, etc.). Generally, “our” middling women enjoyed relative wealth and prestige. They were also educated and therefore literate. For historians these attributes are invaluable, for it means they produced texts, hence sources enabling us to piece together their life stories.

A significant number of the sources used in this book have rarely been consulted over recent decades. That is another reason why this history of medieval women differs from those written previously. Traditionally, scholarship on medieval heroines has been primarily based on literary stories emphasizing and even reinforcing their particular characteristics. Some of these texts – often produced by men with ideas similar to Jan van Boendale’s – deliberately portray women in a bad light and, as a result, are of little use for reconstructing how women lived. Additionally, various authors, such as monks, paid very little attention to working townswomen. And the same is true of court chroniclers. That is why we have based our book on unexplored sources, mainly texts written by women themselves or else documents that they had drawn up: deeds of sale, wills, court statements, witness reports, and a host of other papers relating to daily life. These sources shed light on various facets of their life that are largely absent in traditional sources. Indeed, in cases when a woman was holding the pen or getting a clerk to draw up a legal document, it was necessarily a matter of “ordinary affairs” of very little interest to previous generations of historians. In this book, these sources provide the underpinnings for a new and original approach.

The documents making up our study date mainly from the period between 1350 and 1550, with an emphasis on the fifteenth century. This period is usually referred to as the “Late Middle Ages”, renowned as one of the darkest times when plague, famine, and war decimated the population. In the mid-fourteenth century, medieval Europe was in the grips of the Black Death, and hygiene in towns also left much to be desired. Still, the image of large sections of the population regularly dying from recurrent waves of plague, famine, and privation is a cliché wholly at odds with reality. While war and economic crises sometimes consumed Europe, the fifteenth century in particular was a period of relative stability. Earlier centuries are harder to study for few personal documents produced by women have been preserved. The growing complexity of society and increasing use of writing prompted contemporaries to set down ever more of their agreements on paper. Additionally, to better control their citizens, administrations set about improving how they monitored sanctions against them. Moreover, citizens themselves demanded that writing be used more and more systematically to record their rights, given that administrations tended to flout them.

It was in towns, especially, that women took up their pens. Leaving aside local differences, urban law provided women with greater scope for legal action and documentation than did rural law. Given the more complex economic situation in towns, men and women were quicker to turn to writing, for there were many transactions for which it was safer to have written proof close at hand. Additionally, urban life, in which people worked mainly in trade, industry, and services, created the conditions for different lives. Thanks to the many employment possibilities, many countrywomen migrated to towns to work there in the crafts – or sometimes as prostitutes – thus able to make their own living. Furthermore, due precisely to this economic organization and to migration, people’s lives in towns were less family-centric, hence women more frequently “escaped” their families’ control. From this point of view, the saying that “town air sets you free” also applied to women, even if it is hard to ascertain the extent to which women’s social standing in urban circles differed from the situation of women in the countryside or from that of peasants. Concerning the latter, there are virtually no sources that have come down to us, meaning we cannot throw any light on the history of their lives. In matters of archiving and especially of conservation, town councils were far more meticulous than village communities. It is thus by necessity that this book emphasizes women in towns, though village women are not wholly absent.

Nowadays, the Low Countries are still a very urbanized region. This dense urban network emerged in the late Middle Ages: the growth of towns was encouraged by intense economic traffic and by the favourable location of many port towns and rivers. The archives thus include records for a wide range of French, Belgian, and Dutch towns, offering a broad spectrum of stories about working women. The duchy of Brabant in particular still holds vast archives throwing light on their lives. By the norms of the period, Brabant was a densely populated region and a key hub, together with the major towns of Leuven, Antwerp, and Brussels. The university town of Leuven was home to about 20,000 people in the fifteenth century. The population of Brussels, the political heart of the country, rose from 20,000 inhabitants in 1400 to 30,000 in 1500, while that of the port town of Antwerp rose from 10,000 inhabitants in 1400 to 55,000 in 1525. Smaller towns included ’s-Hertogenbosch, Tienen, Nivelles, Zoutleeuw, Gembloux, Wavre, Vilvoorde, Breda, and Bergen-op-Zoom. The duchy of Brabant covered large districts in the present-day Belgian provinces of Flemish and Walloon Brabant, Antwerp, and the Brussels-Capital region, together with the Dutch province of North Brabant. There were also various medium-sized towns that were autonomous fiefs, a sort of city-state. One such town was Mechelen, but given that in the fifteenth century it formed, with Brabant, a union under the overlordship of the duke of Brabant, we have included it in this book.



[image: The cities of Bergen op Zoom, Breda, ‘s Hertogenbosch, Eindhoven, Turnhout, Antwerpen, Lier, Herentals, Mechelen, Aarschot, Diest, Halen, Vilvoorde, Brussel, Leuven, Tienen, Zoutleeuw, Jodoigne, Hannuit, Nivelles and Gembloux annotated on a map.]
The Duchy of Brabant and the Lordship of Mechelen in the 15th century (c. Iason Jongepier, GIStorical Antwerp). Maastricht had two lords: the town depended on both the Duke of Brabant and the Prince-Bishop of Liège.




Sources and structure of this book

Where were these sources preserved? The chests in which townspeople used to keep such documents have not survived the ravages of time. Fortunately, enough of them got the municipality to make copies of their personal documents, just in case. Aldermen’s courts had legal power and, just like present-day notaries, registered documents for a fee in “aldermen’s registers” (schepenregisters). People thus unwittingly generated many sources for historians, which are today held in municipal archives. The aldermen also issued judgments, as illustrated by the example of Liesbet in 1490. Other administrations likewise monitored citizens’ behaviour and therefore produced evidence and judgments that may tell us about townspeople’s lives. The bishop, for example, punished miscreant believers, and princely representatives sentenced criminals to fines. The princely administration employed local officials who maintained public order and who, among other things, were responsible for arresting criminals and ensuring that convicted criminals served their sentence or paid their out-of-court settlement. The name of these officials varied from one town to the next (bailli in Nivelles, meier in Leuven, schout in Antwerp, and amman in Brussels), but in this book we shall be referring to them as “bailiffs”. These people left accounts books detailing revenue from fines. Taken together, all these administrative sources are a goldmine for unearthing the lives of “ordinary” people.

Our book starts by sketching the course of a medieval woman’s life. What rights did women have as a child, as an adolescent, and as a wife, and what use did they make of them? We then look at the freedom available to women in an important stage in their life, namely, when choosing a partner. Medieval literature is full of legends depicting knight’s ravishing obedient damsels. That is not wholly unfounded: abductions of women and forced marriages undoubtedly go back to the dawn of time, but going along with an abduction could nevertheless offer the advantage of escaping from one’s parents’ authority. Of course, marriage did not always mean freedom; conflict, divorce, and adultery were omnipresent in the world of married men and women. We then look at women in various social contexts: religious women (particularly beguines), married and single businesswomen, and women working at markets or in a craft guild. To what extent were they in competition with their male counterparts? Beguines, for instance, sometimes came into conflict with textile guilds, for they supplied similar work. Other conflicts could also erupt within a guild: men against women, the old against the young, the rich against the poor, and migrants against town citizens. Be that as it may, a sizeable number of women successfully ran their own business. Although there could be major social and economic distinctions between different groups of women, many managed to become relatively wealthy. This status can be particularly illustrated by beguines’ wills, and the business transactions of wealthy women are no less surprising: there were many businesswomen working in towns, such as Liesbet in Leuven.

We also look at women living outside the law and those looking for love. Purportedly “bad women” – those who by nature sought to do wrong – figure in a series of tales in which seductresses exhort men to crime. There were fewer witches during the Middle Ages than the prevalent cliché suggests, but there was no shortage of women throwing punches, stealing, and squabbling. By listening to what they say, to their cries and their stories, we may learn what they thought about men holding the reins of municipal power, for on occasion these women rose up (together with men) against the (alleged or otherwise) misdeeds of their administrators. Sex workers also regularly had dealings with the court. Nowadays they are often associated with secret criminal organizations, but in the late medieval Low Countries prostitution was not so much on the margins of society as at its heart. There were various limitations on townspeople’s sexuality: there were binding norms not only for married men and women, but also for single people, although men could turn to prostitutes. How did the two sexes perceive sexuality? How did towns manage prostitution? What was the inside of a brothel like? In answering these questions, we reveal a fascinating world of lust and passion at the heart of the late medieval town. In sum, we shall see whether men’s and women’s conduct and virtue were as perfect as Christine de Pizan had hoped.



Notes


	1 Quotation from The City of Ladies (cf. infra), translated by Hicks & Moreau, Le livre, 55. The original version reads: la hauteur ou abaissement des gens ne gist mie es corps selon le sexe, mais en la parfeccion des meurs et des vertus (De Pizan, Le livre, 250).


	2 In this book, quotations from works unavailable in English are given in translation in the main body of the text, with the original appearing in the footnotes. Hence Liesbet declared that she and her husband lived in overspele (adulterously) and that he was living an ombequamen levene (indecent life); see CAL, 7384, 270r-v. For references to the archives, see the explanation found in the bibliography.


	3 Dwijf es van naturen loes, vrecke ende ghierech altoes, taken from Jans Teesteye (Snellaert, Nederlandsche gedichten, 226). See too: Van Oostrom, Wereld in woorden, 167.


	4 On “La vision de Christine”, a work she completed in 1405, see Paupert, “La vision”, 510.


	5 “plus que les hommes meismement / es ars humains inventives”, Bousmanne & Savini, The library, 164.


	6 “abille en science et vertu, gracieuse et humile, saige entre ung mile”, Van Hemelryck, “La femme”, 266.


	7 Duby, Love and marriage, vii. See the bibliography for the main history works about women in the Middle Ages.


	8 Bennett & Karras, “Women”, 1.


	9 Le Goff, Hommes et femmes, 12.














Chapter 1 From girlhood to widowhood: On the rights of women and children

Andrea Bardyn & Jelle Haemers

On 28 May 1459, Jan De Custere and Katelijne Buelens went to Leuven Town Hall to inform the aldermen of decisions they had reached by common accord. Two children, a boy and a girl, had been born of their relationship. Jan and Katelijne were not united by the bonds of matrimony, however, and no longer lived under the same roof. This situation caused a problem: who was henceforth to look after the children? Jan lived in the countryside, in Kortelke (present-day Kortrijk-Dutsel, northeast of Leuven), while Katelijne lived in Leuven with the two children called Hanneken and Grietkin. In this case, the children had probably been baptized Johannes and Margriete, which their parents had turned into children’s common pet names, resulting respectively in Hanneken and Grietkin, as in the fairytale Hansel and Gretel. Yet these two children did not seem predisposed to a happy ending. As their parents were not married, Hanneken and Grietkin belonged to the unenviable class of illegitimate children. Thus their respective futures did not augur well, for children born out of wedlock had fewer rights than those of married parents. Still, Jan and Katelijne found a solution by reaching a sort of amicable settlement. In the presence of the aldermen, Jan promised to look after Grietkin, while Katelijne was to take care of their son. Additionally, the parents were to set money aside for Hanneken. Jan paid Katelijne a reasonable sum, equivalent to four months’ wages for a skilled labourer, which she was to invest in an annuity. This plan meant that Hanneken would receive a (modest) yearly income to meet his needs throughout his life. The fact that he would grow up alongside an unmarried mother meant his future was uncertain and risky. It is possible that Katelijne earned a decent living, though equally possible that she lived on the edge of society. Unmarried women living in town had to count on their own revenue without being able to fall back on the security offered by a marriage.



In the case of Jan and Katelijne, in addition to the arrangement about the children, there was a second reason for resorting to a contract. The sizeable sum agreed to by Jan was a sort of compensation for “depriving her of her virginity”.1 Was Jan really Katelijne’s first partner? We will never know. After all, the passage about “virginity” may equally refer to the fact that Jan would henceforth be making a sort of maintenance payment for his unmarried girlfriend. Nevertheless, it was customary in the Middle Ages to indemnify young women for “damages” if a sexual relationship did not lead to marriage. Such damages were perceived not as a physical harm but as a social injury. Medieval society applied dual standards for men and women in many matters, including sexual relationships prior to marriage: it would be harder for Katelijne than for Jan to find a good match, for her dishonour was greater. The maintenance payment was a form of compensation and could even be an advantage should Katelijne wish to find a husband. Life was not easy as an unmarried mother. It is quite possible that Katelijne was the one who wished to leave Jan. Maybe mounting disagreements within the couple led Katelijne to choose to live on her own, and Jan may well have opted to return to Kortelke. In any case, the two remained on good terms and appeared together before the aldermen’s court of their own free will. Furthermore, members of Jan’s family came forward as guarantors. Should fate strike one of the two, these guarantors would be entrusted with fulfilling the parents’ obligations. Thus while the children’s future was uncertain, guarantees were nevertheless in place should problems arise. These measures were part of a broader mechanism: throughout a child’s life, as well as during adolescence and adulthood, the family acted as a safety net.

What rights did children have, and to whom could girls like Grietkin and adult women like Katlijne turn? Historians were long obliged to rely on sixteenth-century legal texts to answer this question. In the medieval Low Countries, though, there were no general legal codes, partly because the law differed from one town to the next. Additionally, neither the town administrators nor the duke ensured that the laws and ordinances they promulgated were systematically followed. This situation only started changing in the sixteenth century, when the law had already evolved significantly. It is thus mistaken to project the sixteenth-century situation back onto the earlier period, as often used to be the case. That is why we will examine the legal situation of women here, using documents recording daily life. These will enable us to reconstruct certain contemporaneous practices, which had significant legal force. Indeed, daily life was regulated by common law. It was often a matter of orally agreed rules and customs. Everybody knew them, but they were not codified in legal texts. If we want to know how women lived in the period prior to the sixteenth century, the only source we have are the concrete examples of daily practice. Let us start at the beginning.




Birth

Presumably, the births of Hanneken and Grietkin were female events, for men were mostly absent at childbirth, as illustrated by an anecdote from Mechelen. There, in 1456, the bailiff sentenced a certain Hennin van den Damme to pay a fine after what counted as punishable behaviour at the time: spying on his servant when she was in labour. As the officer noted, Hennin had been caught in flagrante watching the girl “labouring hard” (en grant travail). He added, moreover, that Hennin’s behaviour was “indecent for a man”.2 Thus childbirth was certainly not a man’s affair. According to custom, women were assisted during childbirth by a qualified midwife. Practitioners of childbirth were sworn in by the town and learnt their trade from one another. The earliest known recognized midwife in Leuven was Christine Liedekens. On 16 May 1481, she took an oath before the town council that she would carry out her profession in accordance with the established rules.3 As we shall see in chapter 5, in Brussels there was even an association of midwives (composed exclusively of women). For the most part they helped expectant mothers in their homes, yet also provided their services in hospitals. There were also centres where care was provided for less wealthy women, as not everyone was able to pay for a midwife. Since 1396, women in Leuven had been able to turn to a private charity. Unfortunately this organization had to close its doors in 1489, due to lack of revenue, the military unrest of the period, and mismanagement by its town-appointed administrator.

A birth was a festive event to be celebrated. Celebrations could last for days on end depending on the parents’ social status, but a newborn was always welcome. The stereotype that infanticide was current in the Middle Ages due to the high number of unwanted pregnancies was disproved long ago. The population of this period knew of various techniques to avoid pregnancies (the best-known being coitus interruptus). Infant and child mortality rates – probably between a third and a half of all children – did not prevent parents from grieving a son’s or a daughter’s premature death. In urban families an average of two to four children reached adulthood. They tended to be named after a popular local saint. Thus the three most common first names for girls baptized in Leuven were Catharine (or Katelijne), Elisabeth (or Liesbet), and Margaret (or Margriet). For boys, there was a preference for John (Jan), Henry (Hendrik), and Peter (Pieter). Over half of Leuven’s inhabitants had one of these names because the eponymous saints were devoutly worshipped in the town. Their parents hoped their children would benefit from the protection of the saints solicited by these religious anthroponyms, especially during the difficult early years of their lives.

Were many children born into poverty? Out of the 3,500 or so heads of household (men and women) in Leuven in 1477, 1,464 (42%) had to earn their living as skilled labourers, while 264 (8%) received income from an annuity, trade, or official position. In other words, about half the heads of household earned a living by working as a semi-skilled or unskilled labourer, a servant, or handyman. Were they poor? A census conducted for tax reasons in 1488 by the Leven town authorities notes that about 700 people were living in poverty that year. These people received public assistance and thus did not pay taxes. If we suppose that all these people were heads of household – bearing in mind that some of them were certainly single – that would mean that one fifth of the population was unable to meet their daily needs. It should be noted, however, that there was an economic crisis around 1480. In contrast, circumstances were more favourable in 1437, when only one thirteenth of the Leuven population was living in poverty. Interpreting these figures from a positive perspective, it is striking that a large majority of families in Leuven were deemed to have sufficient income to pay local taxes. Overall, these figures thus seem to indicate that, on the one hand, the future offered opportunities for many, yet, on the other, there were also great social and economic inequalities.

It was better not to be abandoned as a child, for in that case there was no family safety net to rely on in the event of need. Even if it was punishable by law, a number of newborns were nevertheless abandoned, possibly due to the absence of effective contraception, poverty, and the dishonour associated with being a single mother. In May 1420, the Antwerp court sentenced Kateline Meeuws for having abandoned a child and even having paid another woman to carry out this base deed.4 Even darker was the case of a newborn discovered rolled up in straw in an Antwerp dump in November 1490. The town’s governors observed that the child must have been delivered using forceps for its legs were broken. To clarify the matter, a large sum was promised to anybody with further information, for the perpetrator of this malfeasance could not go unpunished.5

Nothing is known about the outcome of this affair, but steps taken in another case clearly show that the authorities did not abandon foundlings. In 1462 in Brecht (near Antwerp), the administrator for the charity known as the “Table of the Holy Spirit” took legal action against Willem van Backenbrugge before the Leuven court of aldermen. One of the purposes of the “Table of the Poor” was to assist inhabitants in need, in this case a girl called Aechte who had been abandoned in Brecht. Her mother, Lijsbette Claes, had died during childbirth. Yet the Table administrator had found the father, Willem, and was taking action against him to recover the childcare costs. Willem denied he was the father, though was contradicted by the midwife who had attended to Lijsbette. During the birth and subsequent agony, Lijsbette had sworn on her soul’s salvation that Willem was the child’s father.6 In this delicate matter, the Leuven aldermen found in favour of the Table. Willem was to pay for the care Aechte had received from the Table, to wit: a half-shilling per day, a barrel of beer, and three shillings for bread. He was further tasked with educating the child. This ruling shows the importance the aldermen attached to having a family: Aechte was at least going to have one, despite not having been born under a lucky star.

Other towns also took measures concerning abandoned children. In 1463, for example, the town of Brussels hired a woman to look after abandoned infants, for their growing number was becoming problematic. In the oath she took on being hired, this carer for foundlings promised to look after these children as though they were the apple of her eye. The position tended to be held by a (rich) widow. She was entrusted with providing basic care to the infants and looking for a home for them. The town treasury paid for the foundling’s first set of clothes, after which they relied on charity. Many of the children were taken in by hospitals; the earliest mention of a foundling appears in the regulations of the Hospital of Saint John in Brussels and dates from 1211. In this document the hospital expresses concern over the financial implications of taking in foundlings. Thanks to a number of donations, including bequests, it could indeed meet various needs, but according to the hospital these funds were insufficient. Eventually the town covered some of the costs, as was also the case in Leuven, where “women who assisted foundlings” received a sum of money from the town treasury; as a rule they took in three or four children per year, probably at home.7 In Mechelen, there was a house for foundlings. It was paid for by the town and through charity. As of 1377, the town also hired a woman to tend to abandoned children, who was to look after them on behalf of the town. As a rule, children lived in a charitable home or institution until the age of seven, when they were transferred to a foster family. An abandoned child could be taken in by a skilled worker, for instance, who found the additional labour useful and taught his trade to the child.

Things were different for illegitimate children like Grietkin, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. They still had a father or mother to look after them. For this care, it was essential to be recognized, as shown by the story of the foundling Aechte. Willem was not the only man to deny paternity of a child. When fathers and mothers confessed about their carnal relations, whether secret or not, the effect could be at times surprising. In the event of doubt, the Mechelen aldermen requested that the mother declare under oath who the child’s father was. If she took the oath with conviction, stating that a child had been “engendered by his body in my body”, then she was in a strong position.8

If, however, the man swore that he had never had “carnal relations with her [the mother]”, then the two parties could call witnesses. If it turned out that the man had well and truly shared his bed with her, the Mechelen court obliged him to pay “childbed” maintenance. A similar arrangement was applicable in Leuven, though not all women resorted to it. In June 1490, Margriete Stockelpot confessed before the aldermen’s court that her youngest child, Metteken, was not her husband’s but had been fathered by a tailor from the neighbouring village of Veltem.9 The fact that Margriete demanded no maintenance payment from the father of the extramarital child suggests that the illegitimate child was taken in by her family. Metteken, though, would never enjoy the same rights as her half-brothers and half-sisters. Illegitimate children were not allowed to inherit from their father and, in certain towns, not even from their mother. Nor were they allowed to go on to hold public office, and in towns such as Vilvoorde, for example, they were not even authorized to act as witness in a trial. The life of an unfortunate illegitimate child was thus severely handicapped by the public dishonour stemming from extramarital relations. Yet things were not uniformly bleak: parents were obliged to meet their needs. Under Antwerp custom, it was mainly fathers who were obliged to house and feed their illegitimate children, while in Mechelen and Lier it was usual for each parent to pay for half their education.10 If one of the parents married, the child was to be taken in by the new family. Otherwise they could be raised by a single parent, as was the case for Grietkin in Leuven. In such situations, the couple generally came to an agreement to share costs.

Additionally, illegitimate children could be legitimized. At their request and in exchange for recompense, the duke of Brabant could grant illegitimate children the benefit of inheritance. Such fortunate individuals had to pay a substantial sum for this ruling, which explains why the procedure tended to be the privilege of wealthy illegitimate children, who otherwise ran the risk of seeing their inheritance elude them. The size of the indemnity depended on the fortune of the person initiating the proceeding; in exchange, the illegitimate child acquired full legal capacity. In Brabant in the second half of the fifteenth century, an average of 12 people per year paid money to be legitimized; four out of ten cases concerned a woman. Liesbet Breukentop, a beguine from ’s-Hertogenbosch, was thus “legitimized” in January 1500.11 She was the (illegitimate) daughter of a priest, Peter Breukentop, who had apparently not taken his celibacy too literally.12 Among the list of legitimized illegitimate children, a striking number issued from a relation with a cleric. The mothers for their part could also obtain legitimacy for children born out of wedlock. In 1462, Janne Schuts paid the requested sum to legitimize both herself and her daughter Johanna. Janne was an Antwerp businesswoman whom we shall discuss in greater detail in a later chapter, in which we will examine her remarkable business activity. The fact that she died a few years after the legitimization proceeding suggests that she sorted this matter out to ensure the distribution of her estate. As observed earlier, however, this procedure was not within everyone’s reach.






From infancy to girlhood

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Half Title



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Acknowledgements



		Introduction A different history of the medieval city



		Focus of this book



		Sources and structure of this book



		Notes









		Chapter 1 From girlhood to widowhood: On the rights of women and children



		Birth



		From infancy to girlhood



		Women’s fashion









		The transition to adulthood



		Adult women and their bodies



		The ideal of feminine beauty









		Once married



		Unmarried women: Spinsters and widows



		Women and poverty









		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 2 Women and marriage: Choice of partner, matrimonial conflicts, and relations



		Marriage: Legislation, preparations, and ceremony



		Gift on marriage



		“Drink money” and colour codes for weddings









		Abductions and (forced) marriages



		Love, lust, and jealousy



		Attentive to ordinary people?









		Matrimonial disputes: False promises and adultery



		Domestic love… on paper









		Divorce and remarriage



		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 3 Industrious women and their life in business



		Access to capital: Inheritance law in the Low Countries



		Adult women: Caught between freedom and tutelage



		The aldermen’s registers: A goldmine for documenting daily life









		Women’s possessions: Threats and protections



		Investment and speculation by women



		The story of Janne Schuts



		The weight of gender roles and traditional views



		Christine de Pizan (c. 1364 – 1430)









		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 4 Pious women: Beguines and their virtuous lives together



		Religious sisters



		The beguine movement in figures



		The foundation and development of beguinages



		Devout women refusing any other union?



		Of good repute and good family?



		Craftswomen: Survival or business?



		Beguine nurses









		Beguines’ words and deeds



		A beguine’s habit









		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 5 Working women: women’s professional activities in and outside craft guilds



		Craft guilds in town



		The “informal” market



		“Women’s fish”









		Women in craft guilds



		“Praying women”









		Married women within the nuclear family



		Artistic women









		Single women



		Widows and work



		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 6 “Bad women”: Violence, crime, and rebellion



		The figures



		Fighting, thieving, and punishing



		On pilgrimage









		On suicide, witchcraft, and adultery



		Insults and disputes



		Popular insults used by women, and those used against them









		Political protest and riots by women



		Urban uprisings









		Conclusions



		Notes









		Chapter 7 Eros and women: Sexuality, consent, and prostitution



		Women and sexuality



		Women and sexual pleasure









		Rape, consent, and forced sexual relations



		Prostitution at the heart and on the sidelines of the town community



		Executioners and sex workers









		A visit to a “stove”



		Stews









		Reluctant sex workers?



		When things took a turn for the worse



		Conclusions



		Notes









		Conclusions Of “wise women” and “witless men”



		Notes









		Primary sources



		Literature



		General works with an emphasis on the southern Low Countries and Brabant



		1. From girlhood to widowhood



		2. Women and marriage



		3. Industrious women



		4. Pious women



		5. Working women



		6. ‘Bad women’



		7. Eros and women









		About the authors

















List of Figures





		Image of the aldermen’s register of Leuven with (at the top of the page) the act in which the aldermen gave their judgement on the case between Liesbet and Thomas, on New Year’s Eve 1490 (City Archives Leuven, n° 7384, 270v). https://www.itineranova.be/in/SAL7384/270V%C2%B0/folio



		General map of the Low Countries at the end of the Middle Ages (c. Iason Jongepier, GIStorical Antwerp). This book focuses on the Duchy of Brabant, which was under the sovereignty of the Dukes of Brabant, together with the Duchy of Limburg. It also included Mechelen, an independent lordship embedded in the heart of Brabant. In 1430, Brabant passed into the hands of the Dukes of Burgundy, as had the counties of Flanders, Artois and Namur. Hainaut, Holland and Zeeland soon followed.



		The Duchy of Brabant and the Lordship of Mechelen in the 15th century (c. Iason Jongepier, GIStorical Antwerp). Maastricht had two lords: the town depended on both the Duke of Brabant and the Prince-Bishop of Liège.



		Image from the prayer book that belonged to Katrien Thomas. The owner is holding out her hands towards her patron saint. Behind her is a clergyman, circa 1500. (Brussels, Royal Library of Belgium, IV, 190, 96v).



		A symbolic depiction of a medieval family tree of a married couple (Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. fr. 202, 15v). https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8470041x/f38.item#



		Christine de Pizan works on her book “La cité des dames”, while some ladies are building a town outside (Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. fr. 607, 2r). https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b6000102v/f11.item#



		Some beguines were able to afford a rich tomb, as was the case with the Leuven beguine Catharina van Neten. She was buried in 1460 under a magnificent tombstone in the Great Beguinage of Leuven. (Leuven, Sint-Jan-de-Doperkerk).



		A couple makes bread – another woman waits to buy it. Such artisanal activities were mainly a family affair, whether inside a craft guild or outside it (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, ms. lat. 1173, 6v). Zie https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b52502694t/f22.item.zoom



		Yael murders captain Sisera (a story from the Old Testament’s Book of Judges). The image on the title page of the book entitled Dat bedroch der Vrouwen [“The deceit of women”] sets the tone (Braekman, Dat bedroch der vrouwen, 19). http://volkoomenoudeherbariaenmedisch.nl/dat%20bedroch%20der%20vrouwen.htm



		Interior of a brothel in the Southern Low Countries in the 15th century. Sex workers and their customers eat and drink, bathe and sleep together. This takes place in a common room, but the beds and curtains still create a certain intimacy. (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arsénal, Ms 5196 réserve, 372r). https://archivesetmanuscrits.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cc853851



		In 1486, Antoine Vérard published an illustrated version of the Cent nouvelles nouvelles in Paris. This woodcut accompanies the story, which takes place in Brabant, where an unfaithful wife confesses to a priest, who later turns out to be her husband in disguise. He discovers his wife’s infidelity, but she uses a clever ruse to fool him in spite of everything. She confessed to having slept with a priest, but said that during her confession she recognised her husband disguised as a priest. So she pretended to confess that she had simply slept with her husband. (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, réserve Y2, 174). http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k22159s/f455.item)















Landmarks





		Cover



		Half Title



		Title



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Acknowledgements



		Start of Content



		Primary sources



		About the authors













Page List





		1



		3



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		231











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
IN THE

WORK

N:T-R [ E' S






OEBPS/Images/fig11.jpg
2 8eeG Gooske Dar v Qooafly G
‘sj Sl P

A JFoend 51

’ﬁ“\u.«s,‘zL sQ) 5;

Seuy g5 R §
Y i

. ?«%w;\sf{‘frz’m.

e

& gertox
el G

S
o \n?‘br

;, ::,*p. — *
6\

P w,@qﬂ.\

X






OEBPS/Images/fig16.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig19.jpg
"s-Hertogenbosch

Bergen op Zoom
Eindhoven
[ ]

Turnhout

Antwerpen
Herentals

Lier
.
o Rarschotbiest
p

Vilvoorde S an
® Leuven
Brussel @ Maastricht

.

®
O Vodoigrb
o (Hannuit

Nivelles
Gembloux






