COLCHESTER WEA 2008-9                       CLASS 17         27th February 2009
WOMEN: THE VISIBLE RICH AND THE INVISIBLE POOR

READ “The Fates of Women”                                                 DUP. SHEETS

Idealised woman of Late Antiquity – subservient, pious wife (St Paul, Jerome)

 OR virginity (Aldhelm’s “De Virginitate” – written for nuns of Barking)). This 

 Christian concept challenged the “Roman matron” ideal.

How far were these stereotypes true?

Women – the law

              - what did they look like

              - what did they work at

LAW

Laws of Ethelbert ​ Griffiths p. 33     10,11

                                                        34     16

                                                        36     31

                                                        40-1  73-85  (could wives be bought?)

Laws of Alfred:           “        62    8-11

                                                         65     18

                                                         67     25-6

Laws of Cnut – heavy penalties for adultery (woman to lose ears, nose), loss of estates.     

Rights to land:  Wills - Wulfwaru  (notes p. 71)                                     DUP. SHEET

                                   - some very wealthy (Wynflaed, Byhrtnoth’s widow)

Herefordshire lawsuit – son sues mother (notes p. 72)                        DUP. SHEET

Domesday Book – many female landowners (“Leofeva held Aldham for 1 hide less 5 acres; now Aubrey’s wife holds it”).

Rights in marriage: ½ to 1/3 of husband’s land regarded as widow’s rightful portion but if she remarried within a year this would revert to husband’s kin (II Cnut)

Morgengifu – husband gave wife gold/jewellery, later land, after the wedding night.   This was hers to do what she wanted with.

Marriage charters – pre-nuptial agreements between wealthy families (in one bride offered gold if she would accept the man).

Widow with young children could claim support from husband’s kin.

“Concerning betrothal” (notes p. 71)                                                 DUP. SHEET

Divorce: for adultery

               if husband impotent

               “      “        taken into captivity

               “      “        penally enslaved

              to preserve chastity (Laws of Northumbrian Priests)

BUT after Conquest wife was expected to bring land with her, rather than the other way round.

Punishment of witch (Anglo-Saxon Prose p. 35)

How independent was the Anglo-Saxon woman? rich or poor?

i.  thegnly class – could own, inherit and dispose of land

ii. only women who had powerful kindred or who could employ a reeve could probably own/inherit/manage land.

APPEARANCE
Burial Evidence

Jewellery (high status – gold, garnet, emerald, amber)

Other grave-goods – ivory rings, girdle-hangers, weaving battens, crystal ball/perforated spoon sets, “workboxes”.                                  OHP West Stow

Clothes (positioning of grave-goods, corrosion-product textiles) OHP Westgarth

Changing styles – Byzantine, Scandinavian.                                         Gardens

Regional/ethnic differentiation

NB: status shown in burial may be either that of her kin, or her own within family

Bed burial                                                     OHP Swallowcliffe Down

Manuscript and sculptural evidence

None for early period: thereafter stylised, usually religious.     DUP. SHEETS

WORK
Women were responsible for -  keeping the larder stocked : could include corn-grinding (though might be done by a slave), baking, cooking (references to male cooks probably would be about large establishments involving heavy cauldrons).

Food (notes p. 76-7)                            :

                                               - looking after  the family’s stores and possessions (so she had control of storerooms and held keys)

                                               - the dairy (Rectitudines) also selling (Laws of Ethelred refer to “women who deal in dairy produce..who sell cheese and butter” (London)

                                               - clothing and textiles                  OHP loom

Archaeological evidence – wool-combs

                                         - spindlewhorls

                                         - loomweights

                                         - spindles (rare)

                                         - pin-beaters

                                         - weaving battens

                                         - linen-smoothers

                                         - needles

                                        -  shears  

                                         - flax seeds

                                         - textiles preserved in waterlogged conditions, on brooches

                                              tabby and twill weaves, tablet-weaving, shaggy cloth

                                                                                                                 OHP Orsett                            

Literary evidence – Will of Wynflaed – 2 female slaves – crencestre, semestre

                             - word-lists

                             - words such as spinster, webster

High status women – embroidery (though also done by men and skilled craftswomen).

(notes p. 74-6)

Women as entertainers

Musicians – fithelestere, sangestre

Dancers - hleapestre

Actors – scirenige = “clear speaker”

Jesters - joculatrix

Prostitutes – portcwene, miltestre, hore, horcwene (nuns and women going on  

 pilgrimage often died or became prostitutes abroad – Boniface Letters)

Religious women

Abbesses and nuns – monastic life – sainthood

   Hild of Whitby (Bede p. 247)

   Etheldreda        (      “   p. 238)

“Boniface correspondence”: Boniface and Leoba – B. wanted her bones to be buried near his own.   Treated her as an equal.

Queens

Rutland belonged to queen, as well as many other rights and estates.

Powerful – Emma, Edith – also Aethelflaed, Lady of the Mercians., Alfred’s 

 daughter, married to Ethelred of Mercia, who built fortresses after her husband’s   

 death, took Derby, died 918.

Slaves     

Manumission   - Welsh, Cornish names?                                      DUP. SHEET

WOMEN IN LITERATURE
“Peaceweavers” - Beowulf
Badly-treated by men – The Wife’s Lament (absent husband – is he exiled or has he

                                         sent her into exile? male “false friend”)

                                     - Wulf and Eadwacer (obscure meaning – parted, possibly 

                                         adulterous, lovers)

Noble, dominating women of history – Judith (OT heroine who uses feminine wiles to

                                                                 kill Holofernes, returns in triumph)

                                                            - Elene (Helena, mother of Constantine – long

                                                                account of finding of True Cross and nails –

                                                                dominates Jewish leaders)

Saintly martyr – Juliana (daughter who defies father’s demands for her to marry rich 

                            pagan – tortured and finally executed for refusing to surrender her 

                            virginity unless future husband converts).

Riddles

Those referring to women almost always bawdy, in a straightforward, earthy way.

Placenames 

Wulfrun           Wolverhampton

Bebba              Bamburgh

Cynehilde        Kenilworth

Denegifu         Dennington, Sfk

Eadburg         Abberton

Aeschild         Asheldham

Life Expectancy

Poorer health and average age at death lower than men: evidence of malnutrition, deaths in childbirth BUT Nazeingbury shows higher age at death among nuns not doing hard manual work.

