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LLINOS BEVERLEY SMITH

I

Da Duw fo i’r gwrda doeth,
dydd da i’r wreigdda rywiogddoeth.

(The blessing of God upon the wise nobleman, Good day to his
good wife of honourable lineage)

These were the words in which the poet Lewys Glyn Cothi saluted
Teuan ap Llywelyn Fychan and Edudful, his wife, master and
mistress of the house of Llanifan, in the lordship of Radnor in the
mid-fifteenth century. In form and structure as well as in the equal
attention lavished on husband and wife, the cywydd represents not
only the poet’s awareness of the strength of the conjugal bond but
also of the social persona of the wife in marriage. Equal in lineage
and nobility, the couple stand together as co-operative partners and
as joint respondents to the obligations of largesse and patronage.'

This resonant and compelling image of mutuality, interdependence

and equipoise in the relations of husband and wife invites further
investigation of the réle and status of women in late medieval
Wales, a subject which, with some notable and honourable excep-
tions, has not hitherto commanded extensive attention.”? Women
are far from invisible in the period’s literary and record sources;
indeed, in some important respects, it is not the dearth but the
sheer volume of the surviving information and the many problems
of analysis and interpretation which it presents that has inhibited
rigorous study’® For while a good deal can be said about the
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fortunes of individuals, the generalities of women’s experience and
the influences that helped shape the thythms of their lives are not
so easily reconstructed. Which of the many and often conflicting
descriptions of the status of women in other medieval societies
best typifies the place of the woman in late medieval Wales? A bon
vieux temps, a ‘precapitalist Utopia’, a golden age of ‘rough and
ready’ equality between the sexes, a complementary but unequal
partnership, or a bounded, circumscribed world where men
‘travailed abroad’ and women ‘tarried at home’?*

Although no clear idea of the wealth and material status enjoyed
by Ieuan and Edudful can now be formed, there is little doubt that
both were of prosperous gentle stock, as the poet’s deferential
obeisance to the honour, nobility and hospitality of his patrons
makes clear. By contrast, a smaller, albeit significant body of
poetry whose themes evoke the pastourelle and the fabliau, not to
say the themes of the querelles des femmes of the European
tradition, reveals the virago of robust and aggressive sexuality, the
denizen not of the hearth and the home but of the raw, trans-
actional realm of the tavern and market-place.’ Such contrasting
literary presentations must serve as reminders that, although
women undoubtedly shared many common experiences, gender
alone is a very blunt instrument with which to dissect the history of
women in late medieval Wales. For one thing, social, legal and
marital status exercised profound influences on the public role
which a woman might hope to enjoy. Likewise, her property rights
were regulated not by one but by several bodies of law — by canon
law, English common law, native Welsh law, local custom and,
increasingly at the end of our period, the courts of equity — whose
principles sometimes flowed together but also exerted contra-
dictory pressures.® Nor does our period constitute a clear and
definable whole in so far as it concerns the history of women. On
the contrary, it has been well said that the economic and social
status of women in the pre-industrial period in its entirety ‘was not
one that appears either uniform and unchanging or subject to a
simple linear development’.” The period between the conquest of
1282 and the Union was punctuated by decades of profound
shortage of labour which may have served to enhance the
importance of female productive employment while, conversely, by
the latter part of our period the rhythms of women’s work were
deeply affected, so it is claimed, by an ‘altered ideology of gender
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and labour’ when economic recession began to erode the work
opportunities available for women.

Geographical and ecological setting may also have played their
part in helping to shape the role and status of women. Pastoral
economies may well have presented females with greater work
opportunities and the means to accumulate wealth, just as women
were increasingly drawn as productive members into urban
communities. But moral sentiments and entrenched social attitudes
and the interaction of both with economic forces must also be
taken into account.® Besides, the investigator of the role of women
in late medieval Wales is confronted with the extreme unevenness
of the primary sources, both over time and in geographical range.
Conclusions drawn on the basis of the experiences of the north-
east March, an area of relatively rich documentation, may not
necessarily apply to the country in its entirety, while, equally,
theories of regional contrast and chronological ‘change’ suggested
by the available sources may not accurately reflect the state of
affairs on the ground. Bearing this in mind, a start can best be
made with those issues which are most amenable to investigation,
that is to say, the legal status, the property rights and the economic

role of women, even if many of the arguments advanced in this:

chapter undoubtedly need to be tested by further research.’

We may begin with the question of status, for men and women
alike an issue not only of pride and prestige but of very
considerable practical consequence. In earlier times, a person’s
honour or worth, measurable in material or monetary terms, was
directly linked to his or her status, but in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, in many regions of Wales, legal and racial con-

siderations — the distinctions between free and unfree and between’

English and Welsh — remained major determinants of obligations
and - rights. Despite its importance, however, status was never
subjected to critical, learned analysis and its governing principles
must be assembled from a number of disparate and sometimes
conflicting cases when status was the matter at issue.'?

Broadly speaking, in late medieval Wales a woman’s racial and
legal status depended on those of her father and husband,
although her own lineage and pedigree were clearly important
matters of pride and even of practical consequence to her own
issue.!! For an unmarried woman, it was her father’s status which
counted and it was his status that determined that of his daughter.

r
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When in 1372 the amobr (virginity fine) payment of a young girl
was claimed by the lord of Dyffryn Clwyd on the grounds that the
girl was a Welshwoman and thus liable to pay, the woman retorted
that her mother was English, and no payment was due. Not so,
said the lord, for a Welshman, one Madog Sclatier by name, had
acknowledged her as his daughter and the due should therefore be
levied. At the end of the fifteenth century, likewise, a woman was
dunned for amobr because it was shown that she was the daughter
of one of the lordship’s Welsh freemen (uchelwyr) while another
was explicitly excused the payment because she could prove that
her father was English. Such evidence, culled from the prolific
Dyffryn Clwyd court rolls, may be replicated elsewhere. Beyond the
north-east March and in a quite different cultural milieu, the same
principle seems to have operated. In the manor of Porthcaseg, for
instance, which formed part of the territorial endowment of the
abbey of Tintern, a woman attached to answer the lord for her
first payment of leyrwite (pregnancy fine) argued in court that,
although her mother was bond, her father’s status as a newcomer
(adventicius), and therefore a freeman, to the manor exonerated
her from the burden of payment. Marriage, and especially
remarriage, however, might raise several knotty problems of status.
In general terms, a woman’s marriage attached her status to that of
her husband, although even then and especially when seigniorial
financial advantage was at stake, exceptions, might be admitted.
The father’s status might remain the determinant of that of his
widowed daughter as was the case for a Dyffryn Clwyd woman
whose English status, on account of her inheritance, after her first
husband’s death, of the English lands of her father, was upheld
although she had married a Welshman. So too, a bondman’s
widow, a burgess’s daughter, was allowed to retain the liberty of a
burgess. Per contra it was also maintained that the status of a
woman’s first husband should be the touchstone of her own status
until such time as her status was ‘changed by the lord’ or by her
remarriage. Without doubt, a woman’s status might be the subject
of tricky legal conundrums but, for the most part, it was the status
of her menfolk which counted in determining her own.*?

Nowhere was the issue of status — marital as well as legal and
racial — of greater importance than in determining the property
rights of a woman. The result was a bewildering tangle of rights
and restrictions compounded not only by local practice and
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profound regional contrasts in the tempo of change but also by the
deliberate steps taken by families to provide for their wives and
daughters as they saw fit. In so far as her right to inherit land was
concerned, in no system of law in operation in Wales was a woman
allowed priority over, nor even parity of inheritance rights with,
her male siblings. Unlike the legal practice of some European
communities which accorded the right to inherit land to the eldest
child irrespective of sex, by the common law of England and by the
manorial customs of the Welsh localities, males were invariably
favoured over females of the same degree, although female lineal
descendants were normally allowed to inherit in preference to
collateral males. In the customary holdings of south-east Wales,
for example, it was usual for daughters to inherit only in the
absence of sons, as is shown by the custumal of the manor of
Rumney (where borough English prevailed), which provided that
the youngest daughter or the youngest next of kin should inherit ‘if
ther be no man childe heir’.'¥ Where Welsh laws of succession
prevailed, however, the exclusion of women from rights of inherit-
ance was complete, as is clear from the prolific Dyffryn Clwyd
evidence. When Ieuan ab Einion Wyndout who held by both
English and Welsh tenure in the commote of Colion died during
the first visitation of plague, leaving no sons, nor indeed, any heirs
within four degrees of his blood to inherit, his Welsh lands fell to
the lord as escheat, but his English lands fell to Dyddgu, his
daughter and heir. Equally revealing is the contrasting fate of the
lands of Llywelyn ap Madog, whose English tenements after his-
death in 1342 were divided between his daughters and grandson
(the latter inheriting as the heir of his deceased mother) while his
Welsh estates in the lordship devolved on his male kinsmen and
collateral heirs. Equally, when the son of Tudur ap Ieuan ap Einion
of Colion died in 1451, his widowed mother, left destitute and with
six ‘yonge maydchildren’ to raise, petitioned the lord to be granted
the land although by right it should fall to the lord ‘for lack of eyr-
male’. So too, when a Welsh landowner died leaving a pregnant
wife, the court might postpone its decision on legitimate succes-
sion until the sex of the child could be ascertained. If the child
were a male, his succession would be allowed, but if female, the
collateral male heirs of the father would be preferred. Even in areas
where the Welsh law of succession prevailed, however, there was
some variety. Bondwomen in Dyffryn Clwyd, for example, were
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often allowed their rights of inheritance and. both daughters-and
sisters of bond tenants may be seen paying the customary ebediw
and succeeding to the lands of their male consanguines. By
contrast, in the lordship of -Chirk, bond and free tenements alike
were subjected to laws of succession which prescribed their
division on the death of the tenant among male co-heirs alone.™

Just as important as a woman’s right of succession to her family
patrimony were her legal rights in the land that was hers by
inheritance and, if she were married, in those of her husband. A
widow with lands of her own inheritance or an unmarried heiress
might, in theory, dispose of their lands as they thought fit,
although in practice such unfettered freedom was doubtless
controlled by the advice of relatives or family friends who might be
charged with their ‘guiding’ or ‘keeping’.!> The landed inheritance
of a married woman, however, fell under the guardianship of her
husband who was entitled to profit from it during the marriage
and, on his wife’s death, if a child had been born of the marriage,
to enjoy it ‘by the curtesy of England’.!® If an action were brought
by a third party in respect of the wife’s inheritance, such an action
would need to be sued against husband and wife and, likewise,
husband and wife were, together, required to sue for the land which
was held in the right of the wife. Even so, the husband did not
secure unlimited rights in his wife’s inheritance.' If land had been
given with the wife in marriage (a not uncommon practice in late
medieval Wales) the grant might specify that the land should
descend only to the legitimate heirs born of the wife and if no heirs
had been born to her, the estate, subject to the husband’s life
interest, should revert to the wife’s family. Likewise, had the
husband disposed of his wife’s lands without her consent, a writ of
cui in vita was available to her for her redress and such writs were,
not infrequently, prosecuted in the royal and seigniorial courts in
Wales.!® In addition, if part or the whole of the wife’s inheritance
were being conveyed, it was necessary for her to be separately and
especially examined to ensure that her consent be given ‘neither
coerced by force nor led by fear, but of her own free wish’."” The
wife’s interests were also upheld where there were no direct heirs of
the marriage. If the lands were the wife’s, it was her relatives who
stood to inherit to the exclusion of those of her husband.

A wife joined to her husband in lawful wedlock, unless she had
committed adultery and remained unreconciled to her spouse at
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the time of his death, was entitled to a part of his lands to sustain
her during her widowhood.? Although a husband could endow his
wife with such dower lands on the occasion of the marriage (to
take effect on his death if he were survived by his wife), by the end
of the thirteenth century it had become established in common law
that 2 widow was entitled to a life estate in a reasonable share of
her husband’s lands, normally fixed as one-third.?!. Customary
tenants, however, had different entitlements whose precise details
show considerable regional differences. The customary law of
some manors allowed the widow the right to the whole of her
husband’s lands while she lived, although several added the proviso
that she should remain chaste and unmarried, or, in the quaint
phraseology of the custumal of the manor of Boverton, that wives
should ‘enjoy their widowhood and no longer’, a rule which was
exercised also in the manor of Rumney where, in 1447, three
widows gave up their lands on remarriage.? In the manor of
Aston, a constituent manor of the lordship of Oswestry and a
region of rich agricultural land, where the widow’s right to the
customary holding of her spouse may be surmised, at least six
widows took up their late husbands’ tenements between 1380 and
1400, although why some chose to exercise their right while others
did not, opting instead for tenancies or cottages or to swell the
ranks of the lord’s avowry tenants, is not entirely clear. Personal
aptitude, family circumstances, the ease of subletting or obtaining
hired labour must have been material considerations.” It must also
be noted that, during the course of the fourteenth century, pro-

visions other than dower came into increasingly widespread use to
provide for the widows of free and bond tenants alike.?* At the

highest social levels, a marriage settlement might be arranged so as
to provide the wife with a jointure of land while she survived, in
lieu of her rights to a dower. When, to take one example, Owen ap
John Owen of Ystumcegid in Eifionydd took as his wife Lowri

daughter of Madog ap leuan ap Gruffudd, in 1530, the groom’s’

father undertook to make a ‘sufficient estate’ of lands to the yearly
value of 33s. 4d. to the bride for the time of her life, ‘for and in the
name of her joynter’. Within the ranks of the peasantry, too, a
landowner might also arrange that his spouse, should she survive
him, should receive land for the term of her life, sometimes with
the proviso that she should remain chaste after his death. Another
device to which increasing recourse was had was the joint tenure by
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husband and wife of all or part of a landed estate. Such an
arrangement might be effected when land was acquired or might be
accomplished by means of a conveyance by the husband alone to a
group of feoffees who would reconvey to the conjugal pair. Many
advantages accrued to the wife by these means and its use may be
seen at all social levels and tenures. By the fifteenth century, too, if
not earlier, some tenants of customary land were being admitted
on a lease for three lives, to the husband and wife successively and
to one of their children, and with the growing use of written copies
of such admissions, such an arrangement might offer the widow a
more favourable estate than her entitlement to the customary
dower would allow? To these general practices of providing an
interest in land for the wife and the widow, however, there was one
notable and important exception. Just as land held under the terms
of indigenous law was not heritable by women, so was a woman
precluded from being endowed with a dower of land. The rule is
proclaimed starkly and without an iota of compromise in the
statute promulgated by Richard Arundel for his lordship of
Bromfield and Yale in 1391, but its effects may also be witnessed in
a number of lordships in Wales. While the widows of those who
held land under English tenure were to be allowed their dower of
land, those of the tenants of Welsh tenures were to enjoy no such
rights, A Dyffryn Clwyd woman was, likewise, debarred from her
dower of land because the land in question was ‘Welsh land and of
Welsh tenure and thus she should not have her dower’.26

Despite regional and chronological variations, a steady and
sustained progression towards the right to hold land was a major
development in the history of the property rights of Welshwomen
in the late Middle Ages. By the end of our period the right of
women to inherit and to be endowed with land was clearly estab-
lished. In the king’s shires of north Wales, it was the statute of 1284
which initiated the change. By its provisions, women, on the failure
of male heirs of their ancestor might, by the king’s special grace,
have their portions of their ancestor’s land assigned to them in his
court, while the same enactment provided for women the writ of
dower, although ‘heretofore women have not been endowed in
Wales’.”” Within very few years of its issue Welshwomen of the
principality lands, like the daughters of Anian ap Caradog, were
staking their claim to their paternal inheritance after the death of
their brother ‘by virtue of the king’s statute’, while the writ of
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dower was regularly pursued through the courts, as the records of
the county of Flint make abundantly clear. In the royal lands of the
south, likewise, women were granted the right to inherit, although
in the early fourteenth century the heirs of a freeman could still
demand an inquiry ‘whether they ought to dividé their lands with
the heirs of a woman or not’.28 Elsewhere, however, the establish-
ment of female rights to inherit was more slowly and patchily
achieved and nowhere was the geographical diversity more graphic-
ally illustrated than in the north-east March. In the small lordship
of Whittington, which protruded into the lordship of Oswestry,
effectively dividing the latter into Duparts and Traian, female
inheritance appears to have achieved full recognition in the course
of the fourteenth century, and heiresses were successfully claiming
and being admitted to lands in the courts. By contrast, in the
lordship of Oswestry, not until 1429 was. the right of female
inheritance formally acknowledged by seigniorial charter and a
surviving survey of parts of the lordship shows the persistent and
decidedly masculine flavour of the lordship’s tenurial structure at
the end of the fourteenth century? Further to the south, the endur-
ing strength of agnatic kinship in so far as land is concerned may
be seen in the lordship of Deuddwr where, in the early sixteenth
century, its lord, Edward Sutton, Lord Dudley, was granting some
of the escheated lands of his lordship to new tenants and ‘the male
heirs of [their] bodies lawfully begotten . . . according to the law
and custom of Powys’.® Indeed, even within the confines of a
single lordship, much variety could exist. In the lordship of
Dyffryn Clwyd, although Welshwomen were increasingly enjoying
the right to inherit, a plaintiff as late as 146970 could successfuily
challenge the claims of a man to inherit his grandfather’s lands
through the female line by alleging that his opponent’s ‘modre may
not enherite no Welshe londe’.3! None the less, by dint of seignior-
ial provision, by individual petition as well as by changes of tenure,
Welshwomen, by the eve of the Union with England had attained
property rights in land which were broadly comparable with those
of women in England. By the end of the fifteenth century, indeed,
John Edwards of Chirk could express in the Welsh language several
important principles of the common law of England in relation to
the landholding rights of women, a clear indication of the way in
which women had come to inherit their families’ lands and had
acquired the right to be endowed with their husbands’ estates.??

AY
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It is tempting to ascribe these important extensions to the
property rights of women solely to the liberating effects of English
common law. However, native arrangements had been undergoing
an independent process of adjustment and accommodation to a
new social milieu. For instance, already during the thirteenth
century among the highest social echelons, an assignment of land
was being made by husbands to wives on the occasion of marriage.
In several cases such grants were made to women of English or
Marcher lineages and may reflect the practices of their families of
origin, but, even so, the records convey that the gifts were some-
times construed as ones made ‘according to the law and custom of
Wales’.®®> When, for example, inquiry was made into the
circumstances in which Gruffudd ap Madog, prince of Powys
Fadog, endowed his wife, Emma, with lands, the grant was
specifically associated with the custom of Wales which, it was
claimed, allowed any Welshman ‘at his own wish to give his lands
and tenements to his wife either before or after espousals’, while an
earlier assignment of dower was, likewise, described as one made
‘according to the law and custom of Wales’. Equally revealing is
the use made by landowners of the device of prid (a form of gage)
to provide for their daughters a landed endowment. Land held in
prid was, not uncommonly, used to provide a daughter with an
estate in land, just as it was also a practice to mortgage or prid the
land to a son-in-law on the occasion of nuptials.>* Sir John Wynn
of Gwydir refers to the practice in his family memoirs and
surviving deeds show its use at all social levels. Although the
endowment of daughters with land cut clean across the strictest
rules of Welsh inheritance law, the prid device, a protean and
supple instrument, allowed landowners to provide for their
daughters whilst at the same time paying lip-service to the norms
of a patrilineal society. Such examples certainly teach us to be on
our guard lest the emancipation of Welshwomen from the tenurial
shackles of an outmoded and conservative inheritance law be
attributed entirely to the liberating forces of English land law.

Despite the increasing importance of the Welsh heiress and
dowager in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Wales, it was move-
able property — household chattels, livestock, clothing, ornaments
and cash — that formed the bulk of most women’s wealth in
the period. The maritagium of land, it is true, is sometimes
encountered. For instance, on the marriage of a Whittington
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woman in 1322, her father granted to her at the church door (ad
portas ecclesie) an estate of land in free marriage; some time before
1486 a messuage and eight acres of arable land in Hiraddug, with
seigniorial permission, had been made over to a Flintshire bride by
her parents, while in early fifteenth-century Llannerch (Dyffryn
Clwyd) reference was made to a recent grant of land ‘in frank
marriage’ in the commote.? But daughters were normally the
recipients not of land but of chattels. Such an arrangement did not
of necessity disadvantage the women, and many benefits might
accrue to her from the possession of liquid assets rather than land.
The relative value of land and moveable wealth in’ earlier
agricultural societies was often much closer than is true of today*
A dowry or portion, however, represented far more than a
transfer of assets or a conspicuous display of a family’s wealth and
esteem. For, as a token and symbol of the woman’s prized sexual
honour, it constituted a public statement of the greatest import-
ance. The point may be vividly illustrated by the circumstances
surrounding the elopement of Margery, daughter of Rowland
Gruffudd of Porth-aml with Hugh ap Robert ap Rhys sometime
before 1539. She was subsequently reconciled with her father by
means of an elaborate and detailed arbitration award, and the
payment by Rowland of the dowry of clothing and livestock
prescribed by the doomsmen not only signalled the resumption of
normal, loving relations between father and daughter but also the
reinstatement of her sexual credit in the eyes of the world.’” Most
parents, whatever their legal or material standing, sought to ensure
that their daughters were fittingly stocked with appropriate goods
on their marriage. The provision of items of clothing or measures
of cloth, bedding and linen were common endowments. Hywel ap
Hywel Young of Newport in the lordship of Cemais delivered to
his daughter’s prospective husband a quantity of satin, velvet,
kersey and holland along with a number of blankets, sheets and
pillows, a substantial dowry amounting to £16 in value; a royal
bondman of north Wales sought and secured permission to endow
both his daughters with six cows and ten ewes apiece, a not
inconsiderable gift, while more lavish still was the dowry of eighty
oxen, kine, heifers and bullocks which Kathryn, daughter of John
ap David ab Ithel, brought to her marriage with Edward, son of
Ebulo Thelwall, in 1491.38 Likewise, several wills of the period
contain specific injunctions to furnish bequests, in cash or.in kind,
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for the donor’s kinswomen or servants on marriage. Sometimes,
indeed, well-to-do donors considered it part of their moral duty to
provide for the marriages of poor maids of their parish and such
bequests may also be found in the wills of the period.*

Just as single or widowed women possessed very considerable
rights in their landed endowments so, too, were they able to
exercise substantial control over their moveable wealth. Unmarried
women and widows, for instance, might bequeath their chattels as
they saw fit and the small number of women’s wills that have
survived from our period are almost exclusively those of widows
and maidens.® If, however, we are to understand fully the rights of
married women in Wales with regard to their moveable property,
some attempt must be made to identify the several ways of
regarding the property rights of husband and wife in the period.
The principles which governed the marital property system in
native Welsh law are revealed with some care in the legal
recensions. Briefly stated, both a common pool of moveables and
the separate right of the partners to particular items were acknow-
ledged. While the union endured, the husband retained much
control over his wife’s property as well as his own, but when the
union was ended, by death or divorce, the notional rights of each
partner over the stock of chattels and livestock were activated. As
far as the wife was concerned, provided the union had lasted seven
years, separation entitled her to half of the household moveables
and, in addition to her clothing and ornaments, to any identifiable
items of dowry (argyfrau) that she had brought to the partnership.
The ending of unions by death would, likewise, precipitate the
division of moveable goods, the dying partner, so the law texts
reveal, with the aid of the parish priest, dividing and the surviving
one choosing. The wife’s share, we must emphasize, represented
her entitlement to the common property of the union and was not
hers by the gift or bequest of her husband.* In marked contrast
stood the common law of England, already a profoundly import-
ant influence on the law of marital property in several regions of
Wales by the fourteenth century. Although, as Maitland surmised,
the common law of the thirteenth century was one which had not
‘decisively made up its mind’ against a community of chattels
between husband and wife, the developed law of marital property
unequivocally vested the ownership in the husband alone.* The
‘conglutination of persons in baron and feme’, as a later authority
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referred to the legal relationship of husband and wife, served to
subsume the woman’s property rights within those of her spouse.
A married woman, save when she enjoyed the privileged status of
feme sole was covered (couvert, cooperta) at law by her husband.
Moveable property that she brought to the marriage or that she
acquired during the course of the marriage fell under her
husband’s control and, ‘excepting her personal ornaments or
paraphernalia, might be disposed of as he thought fit. As feme
covert, moreover, she could not make contracts nor might she sue
or be sued independently of her husband, while by the fifteenth
century, if not earlier, it was assumed that her testarmentary powers
extended only so far as her husband was pleased to allow and only
the testaments of married women specifically permitted by their
husbands to make them were regarded as valid. Despite the moving
protestations in wills and in epitaphs of the joining of mind and
body in marriage, the union of flesh and of spirit clearly did
not extend to the common ownership or control of earthly
possessions.*

That such was the lot of many late medieval Welshwomen is
amply confirmed by the evidence, as a few illustrative examples
make clear. Women in Wales were often described as covered
(cooperta) by their husbands: a Dyffryn Clwyd man, accused by his
wife of eloigning her livestock and grain, advanced the defence
that, as his espoused wife, he did her no injury; William Edwards
of Chirk claimed that his wife had sought his permission to
bequeath ‘such apparel that belongyth to hyr body’, but had not
his permission to bequeath the rent from her lands which he ‘did
never agre nor assent thereto’.** This draconian regime was
tempered, however, in several important respects. We may suspect
that some of the notions enshrined in indigenous law were not
entirely forgotten. We hear of the common goods (bonis commun-
ibus) of the couple, of the division of chattels after divorce ‘in the
accustomed manner’ (modo debito), of the enjoyment of a
mother’s bequest and of the return of a dowry* How strong and
persistent such notions may have been we are not now in a position
to judge. More visible in our sources is the effect of legitim, or the
division of the deceased person’s moveable goods into part or
aliquot shares — one for his wife, if she survived him, one for his
children, if he had issue, and a third reserved for his own
disposition.* The custom’s-antiquity is not to be doubted even if
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its origins in secular custom or, as Maitland suggested, as ‘the
temporal side of an ecclesiastical fact’, cannot now be
determined.” Its survival in late medieval Wales can, however, be
amply confirmed. A Dyffryn Clwyd widow petitioned her lord for
the right to remarry and undertook also not to remove from the
lordship the goods of her first husband, neither the part which
pertained to her nor the part of her sons (nec de parte sua nec de
parte filii sui) while a sixteenth-century petition to Chancery
referred to the ‘equal division of the goods, chattels and substance’
of every man dwelling within the lordship of Denbigh ‘between the
wife and children of the party so dying’.* Ecclesiastical records,
likewise, refer to the custom’s importance. A note on testaments
included in a valuable volume of legal precedents compiled in the
north-east March in the early sixteenth century enjoined the
partition of the goods of any testator who had a wife and children
into three equal parts and such a division is sometimes encountered
in the wills of the period.”’ Nor was the custom confined to the
northern regions of Wales. A fragment of the record of the
consistory court of the deanery of Cemais in the Diocese of St
David’s reveals how one Alice Large claimed for herself a third part
of her father’s chattels on the ground that a custom obtained in the
diocese, and especially so (prescipue) in the deanery of Cemais,
which obliged a testator to divide his possessions into three equal
parts, retaining one for his own disposition and assigning the other
two-thirds to his wife and his children.®

The enduring strength of legitim in Wales after its general
demise in the province of Canterbury has long been acknowledged
by many historians. But there are grounds for believing that the
fate of the practice in Wales was also one of gradual withering
before its formal annulment in 1696. The process was, it is true, an
uneven one, but by the reign of Elizabeth, George Owen of Henllys
bore witness to its decline in his own native shire. Despite the
‘manie ripe wyttes’ and the ‘readye tongues’ of the Pembrokeshire
wives, Owen remarked how the custom ‘for weomen to haue the
thirds of all their husbands goods and leases . . . hath beene of late
sore shaken and yet languisheth verie weake’, although he was also
able to add how ‘many have yt without deniall’. In Glamorgan,
likewise, while a threefold division is sometimes encountered in
wills, the custom’s decline must also be noted. A Lisvane widow
who laid claim to a third of the goods and chattels of her dead
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husband as her reasonable part, ‘according to the custom hitherto
in use in the county’, was answered by the defendant’s retort that
such a custom was unknown in Glamorgan. None the less; while
the custom survived, it provided a widow with some measure of
certainty that she could not be left destitute by the capricious
whims of a vindictive spouse and, to that extent, the rigours of
common-law notions of marital property were softened in Wales
to a woman’s advantage.>! ‘

Customs such as legitim, combined with the residual influence of

concepts of marital property derived from native traditions,
provided the late medieval Welshwoman with some guarantee of
her right to share in the wealth of the household. But women also
took practical steps to ensure that their rights were respected. The
argument has been advanced that the informal or ‘free’ unions of
which abundant evidence survives were consciously entered into by
women .with the specific intent of safeguarding their property
rights. Such irregular, unblessed unions, so it is argued, avoided the
worst excesses of coverture, but their incidence in Wales, as
elsewhere, should be more properly regarded as a deeply ingrained
social habit rather than an intricate calculus of material
advantage.® Far more important in ensuring a woman’s rights was
the property contract made on the occasion of marriage. The
marriage contract survives, in the main, in two forms, the first
being a simple agreement between the bride’s kinsmen on the one
part and the bridegroom or his consanguines on the other for the
transfer of money or chattels, with contingency clauses obliging
the defaulting party to pay a substantial financial penalty, usually
divided in two between the lord and the party so wronged. A
second, more commonly used towards the end of our period, took
the form of the conditional bond which might be sued in a court of
law as a debt sur obligacion and, indeed, it is in this way that many
property contracts entered into at marriage are revealed in our
sources. The marriage contract, it is now increasingly realized, was
not the sole prerogative of women of high social status (although
the contracts drawn up at the marriage of gentlewomen are often
elaborately and skilfully contrived) but may be encountered at all
social levels. A relatively early example, one dating to -1357-8, is
revealed in the extant court rolls for the town of Caernarfon,
and many more are to be found in the court rolls of the lordship
of Dyffryn Clwyd in our period.®® Although the property
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arrangements enshrined in a marriage contract vary considerably —
if the contracting parties were children, their care and sustenance
might be prescribed in the contract, and if the man or the woman
were the heir to family lands, especial provision would need to be
made — the majority obliged the bride and her kinsmen to honour
the payment of dowry while the groom and his kinsmen undertook
to provide for the woman in the event of the death of her spouse or
the ending of marriage by separation or divorce.” Sometimes the
dowry itself was reclaimed by the bride’s kinsmen and we may
presume that the costs of maintaining the widow might then be at
issue. When Dafydd ap Llywelyn ap Tudur of Abergele took to
wife the sister of Dafydd Lloyd ap Bleddyn, a payment of 20 marks
was made to the groom on condition that he should provide for his
wife by means of goods or chattels or lands to the equivalent value.
His failure to do so and his subsequent death involved a suit
between Dafydd Lloyd and the surety to the transaction, the
outcome of which was the return of the 20 marks to the bride’s
brother.’> On other occasions a divorce might prompt a payment of
money by an erring husband to his discarded wife or her kinsmen
or, if the wife herself were at fault, she and her kinsfolk might be
held liable for any financial penalty which should be incurred.’
Where no formal property contract can be shown, it may well be
that an informal agreement governed the disposition of property.
In some of the wills of the period, for instance, a bequest of the
dowry which she had brought to the marriage might be made by
the testator to his wife. When Thomas ap William ap Jankyn drew
up his will in 15267 he left to his wife the beasts and the sheep
‘which I had with her’, just as a later testator bequeathed to his
wife all the household stuff and bedding she had brought with her
at marriage ‘for and in the name of her gwatholl goods’.%’

One of the clearest indications of the property rights of a Welsh-
woman, however, derives not from the record evidence nor from
the wills of the period but from the corpus of poetry. A genre of
cywyddau addressed to both sexes survives where the poet,
flaunting his prowess at imagery and fanciful metaphor, solicits
gifts for himself or on behalf of a mentor.”® From men, steeds,
oxen, hounds, hawks or armour and weapons — objects associated
with the virile and vigorous pursuits of the chase and the battle-
field — were commonly sought. But an important, albeit smaller,
body of poems also solicits gifts from the poet’s female
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benefactors. A mantle (ffaling) was sought by the poet, Lewys Glyn
Cothi, from Elen, the wife of Gruffudd ap Llywelyn ap Gruffudd
which, claimed the poet, would earn her a song in return. An
intricately embroidered coverlet, a ‘woman’s handiwork’ (gwaith
dwylaw merch) was desired from one and an exquisite tapestry
bed-curtain, lavishly and punctiliously described by the poet, was
sought from another. Two milch cows, cunningly disguised in the
poem as two barrels of Weobley ale, were sued of two Maelienydd
ladies, a gift which, so the poet maintained, could not be denied by
their husbands (ni wrafun un o’ch dau tbr). We may assume that
these were the items which a woman was at liberty to give without
let and, not unexpectedly, compare very closely indeed with the
items of clothing, bedding, personal ornaments and livestock
which regularly constituted a Welshwoman’s dowry.

II

So far in our discussion, the issue of a woman’s property rights has
been framed almost entirely in terms of the possessions bestowed
on a woman by family and kin or which accrued to her from her
husband in consequence of her marriage. This however, begs the
important question of a° woman’s .own productive and earning
capacity. That women are visible in the labour market in the period
after the plague is beyond any dispute. Over a half of those who
made fine for infractions of the Statute of Labourers in the county
of Flint in 1355-6, were women who had ‘taken excess’ for their
labour, while in Dyffryn Clwyd, nearly twenty years later, women
constituted a smaller, but by no means insignificant proportion
(one-quarter) of those similarly fined.” Whether or not the female
wage-earner was a novel phenomenon, why apparent contrasts are
visible in contiguous areas and whether the proportion of females
indicted and fined reflects the proportion of women in the work-
force in its entirety are, of course, important questions which
cannot at present be answered with any certainty.® Indeed, in our
attempt to identify the working roles of medieval Welshwomen,
one caveat has at once to be entered. No comprehensive and un-
ambiguous source giving a clear indication of the economic role of
women survives from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and
some occupations, like brewing and weaving, the retail trades and

o
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prostitution, which will loom large in our discussion do so because
these were the ones which were regulated and controlled by secular
and ecclesiastical authorities and may or may not be the ones in
which women were mainly engaged.5! The assize of bread and the
assize of beer operated in several Welsh jurisdictions from the late
thirteenth century, yielding detailed lists of those engaged in
baking and brewing, just as the civic control of the meat trade and
the regulations concerned with regrating and forestalling the food
supply reveals the names of those concerned with the occupation
of butcher and huckster (aucciauatrix). Likewise, an .assize of
weaving was implemented in several jurisdictions and sometimes
provides valuable lists of those involved in the production of cloth
in a given locality® Again, servants and wage-earners are con-
spicuous in our sources because the regulation of contracts of
service and the exercise of control over wages were matters of
serious concern to the secular powers, while both they and the
organs of ecclesiastical discipline attended to the sexual comport-
ment of women (for the former, indeed, there were financial profits
in the form of amobr and leyrwite to be made from the sexual
delicts of females), with the result that the prostitute (meretrix
communis) is unusually visible in our sources.> By contrast,
callings which may have absorbed a high proportion of females are
more obscure. Most difficult of all to identify is the woman’s
contribution to the work of the family holding and the nature of
her domestic endeavours. The word ‘housewife’ (W. byswi, hwswi)
had not the connotation of domesticity which the term later
acquired and suggestions of a clear division of labour, with distinct
gender-specific spheres of activity, derived in the main from the
coroners’ rolls of the period, have been challenged as an ‘optical
illusion’ based on a ‘flawed methodology’.¢* In this sphere, too, our
literary sources, so effusive in their praise of the gentlewoman’s
domestic proficiencies, fail us almost completely, and those few
which portray the work patterns of ordinary women do so in ways
which are often contradictory and puzzling. A scabrous poem,
drawing its themes from the genre of the fabliau, for instance,
portrays the woman minding the house on her own while the
husband and his co-ploughman (cyfarwr) are at work in the fields;
another, by contrast, invokes the traditional and highly suggestive
image of the man and the woman sharing the guidance of oxen
and plough.5 For all the necessary qualifications, however, some
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firm impressions of the world of the medieval Welshwoman’s work
can be presented.

We may begin with brewing, an activity traditionally associated
with women. The increased consumption of ale has been identified
as one of the critical changes in diet experienced in the late Middle
Ages, a trend also reflected in the concentration of brewing in the
hands of better-off householders retailing their surplus and the
advent of permanent alehouses and regular tranters in town and
country alike.® Although the brewing industry in late medieval
Wales needs to be studied in detail, the developments witnessed
elsewhere were also quite evident here. Brewing for domestic con-
sumption was ubiquitous throughout much of our period, as the
references in surviving household inventories to mash-tubs, to vats
and lead weights for brewing amply bear witness. Indeed, the
traditional requirement that households should brew by Candle-
mas (2 February) and known in several localities by its Welsh name
of cwrw gyl San Ffraid was an obligation commonly set on
villein communities.” Brewing for sale, however, was mainly
confined to the towns, and several seigniorial regimes attempted to
set up monopolies in the urban centres of their domains and
severely proscribed not only the brewing and illicit sale of ale in the
countryside but also the use of measures other than those of the
individual town. In the lordship of Dyffryn Clwyd, for example,
only those resident within the borough of Ruthin or who had
liberty to brew by charter were permitted to do so, under penalty
of forfeiting the ale and the vessels and of imprisonment; several
Clynnog residents were amerced for brewing and selling ale in the
township ‘contrary to the regulation and the liberty of the town of
Caernarfon’, while in Carmarthenshire, likewise, those who
brewed ale or mead within 5 leagues of the town of Carmarthen
were punished.®® True, the beers of Weobley and Shrewsbury were
highly regarded, the esteem of the latter attested by the ban
imposed by the earl of Arundel on its sale in the town of Oswestry
and within its adjacent manors and by the poet’s affirmation
that Shrewsbury beer was the favourite tipple of the Sycharth
ménage, just as the ale of Weobley was imbibed at the Maelienydd
houses visited by Lewys-Glyn Cothi.®’ The bulk of the ale
consumed was, however, undoubtedly produced by domestic
brewers, who brewed in the towns and larger villages for local
consumption.
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Amercements for breaching the assize of ale were so regular a

source of seigniorial income by the fourteenth century that they

must be considered, to all intents and purposes, as a licensing fee.
The names of those regularly amerced suggest that brewing, a
virtually female monopoly at the start of our period, became
progressively masculinized over the ensuing decades.” But this may
also reflect changes in recording procedures whereby husbands
were held liable for the fines which were, in practice, incurred by
their wives. We may suspect, indeed, that brewing remained a pre-
dominantly female activity. Sometimes the records refer specifically
to brewsters (braciatores, pandoxatrices), as was the case when the
ale-tasters of Ruthin were accused of taking with them on their
ale-tasting rounds three or four comrades ‘to taste the ale to the
impoverishment of many women’; on other occasions, a tenement
might be let with specific permission for the wife to brew on the
premises, while women may also be found hiring out brewing
implements or appearing in court, alone if they were widowed, or
with their husbands, when married, as plaintiffs demanding
payment for ale sold by them to others.”! Very frequently, too, in
our evidence, widows of men who were regularly presented for
brewing may be encountered, clearly continuing their husband’s
trade, a fact which suggests that they may well have been joint
partners if not entirely responsible for the production of ale in
their households while the spouse was alive. True, our evidence
also suggests the active involvement of menfolk as brewers and, if
the ale-tasters of Ruthin are typical of those in the country at large,
the monitoring of standards was virtually exclusively a male
preserve.”> The production of ale in late medieval Wales was,
however, if not entirely a female monopoly, certainly dominated by
women. Here, it seems clear, the productive capacities of women
were used to full strength.

Slightly less evident, but by no means insignificant, was the
presence of women bakers, as peasant diet shifted from the boiling
of grains in pottages to baking and eating more bread.” In several
towns an assize of bread operated, and the appearance of regular
bakers signalled the growing importance of bread in the urban
diet. Although their numbers never equalled those of the brewers, a
town of relatively modest size, such as Ruthin, could in the 1390s
support some twenty regular bakers.”* As might be expected, too,
there was much overlap between bakers and brewers and, among
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the former, there was a small but consistent minority of women.
Most were the wives or widows of bakers and brewers, many
clearly pursuing their late husband’s trade. The close connection
between women and victualling is also exemplified by the regular
presentment of females for the offences of regrating and fore-
stalling. Indeed, of the victualling trades, only butchery was,
apparently, not open to women. No woman was presented in
Ruthin for breaching the assize of meat nor, it would seem, were
the wives and widows of butchers encouraged to share in their
husbands’ ventures.

Just as brewing provided a major outlet for the business acumen
and productive capacities of townswomen, so in town and country
districts alike the production of cloth — both woollen and linen —
and the numerous processes involved in the work absorbed a high
proportion of female labour. If reliance may be placed on the
occupational labels accorded to women — in Latin, English and
Welsh — the processes of combing and spinning the wool were
undertaken almost exclusively by women, while the occasional
female lister or dyer is also revealed. Not only are by-names like
kempster, cribwaig and spinster often encountered but references
to distaffs as well as the prevalence of spindle-whotls on excavated
sites, in locations of both permanent and seasonal settlement,
suggest the ubiquity of spinning.”® Spinning wheels too, which,
unless they were hired, almost certainly involved a greater capital
outlay than the cheaper distaff, were in use by the end of the four-
teenth century and used by women.”® More difficult to determine,
however, is the relative importance of women as weavers. The
impressive preponderance of female weavers is certainly suggested
in some of our sources. When in April 1330 presentments were
made of those who had contravened the assize of weaving in
Dyffryn Clwyd, all save two of the 138 persons presented were
women and, unless female weavers were being especially targeted,
this betokens a highly feminized industry. Per conmtra, a very
substantial number of men are also described as weavers (W.
gwehydd, weeth, L. textor) and incurred penalties for taking excess
wages for their work.” Too little is known of the technology and of
the exact organization of clothmaking in late medieval Wales to
speak with complete confidence of the internal dynamics of the
weaver’s household. But the strong impression conveyed is that
weaving, for women, was an activity ancillary to the work of their

™
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husband, if he were a weaver, or a seasonal by-employment to an
agricultural household rather than a full-time means of support.”®

Victualling, weaving and spinning apart, a whole range of
female occupations are also revealed. Laundresses (L. lotrix,
lavander), sempsters, kellmakers (kell or caul was a woman’s
headcovering), nurses — activities traditionally associated with
women — were common, as were female servants, even if we cannot
be certain to what extent these were lifecycle servants and resident
in the homes of their masters.”” The records of secular and
ecclesiastical courts, despite the difficulties of distinguishing
simple promiscuity from the exchange of sexual favours for
payment, likewise reveal the ubiquity of the prostitute (meretrix
communis) within urban and rural communities.® Women may
also be found on the building sites of the period. Thirty-six
formidable ladies, drawn from the towns and villages of Radnor,
Brecon and Herefordshire were working as hodwomen for 6d. a
week on the castle of Builth in 1282 and it may well be that the
manual labour of women is concealed among the minuti operarii
of the period’s building accounts.®! Just as evident is the range of
agricultural routines in which women participated. In agrarian
economies, women are recorded as cleaning the seed, weeding,
winnowing and gleaning and taking charge of the poultry, while in
pastoral and agrarian economies alike the dairy maid (daye) was
charged with the care of the livestock.?? Most impressive of all is
the evidence for female participation as harvest workers. Such
activities, although they were not entirely novel in the period after
the plague, can be securely documented from the mid-fourteenth
century onwards and records of Michaelmas court leets or turns,
where they survive, almost invariably reveal how women were
joining the bands of itinerant harvest workers and leaving the
lordships to seek temporary employment in autumn. Although
much work remains to be done, both on the sexual division of
agricultural labour and on the wage rates of women, it would seem
that, where men and women were engaged in similar tasks, an
equivalent remuneration was earned. In the lordship of
Monmouth, to take one mid-fifteenth-century example, whereas
mowers were exclusively male and paid 6d. per day for their labour,
men and women were employed as reapers, both sexes earning 2d.
per day for their work.%
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What conclusions, then, may be drawn about the réle and status of
women in late medieval Wales? In several important respects the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, if not a ‘golden age’, were a
period in which Welshwomen secured important advancements. A
society once resolutely patrilineal in its stance towards land slowly
but inexorably came to accept the rights of women to a share of
the patrimony. Indeed, there are some grounds for believing that
devices such as the entail, increasingly used in the course of the
fifteenth century, were deployed to favour direct female heirs over
more distant collateral males and the ‘defeat of the cousins’ was a
policy actively espoused by many Welsh landowners. In the same
way, in so far as their moveable goods were concerned, the safe-
guards accorded to women by the ecclesiastical courts and by the
residual influence of indigenous law were bolstered by increasing
resort at all social levels to the marriage contract, which helped to
ensure to married women a measure of control over the property
brought to the union. Increasingly, too, women were drawn into
remunerative employment — the victualling trades, the production
of cloth, the institution of service, agricultural labour, as well as
the occupations traditionally associated with women. But too
sharp a distinction should not be drawn between the private,
domestic sphere and the great public forum beyond. On the
contrary, as the poetry amply reveals, the gentlewoman stood, not
as a remote and peripheral figure, but as one at the centre and core
of those hospitable gestures of charity, sociability and reciprocity
which transcended the realm of the household and home -and
helped to link kinsmen, neighbourhoods and communities with
each other. Moreover, if the choice of a wife as her husband’s
executrix stands as one of the clearest ‘tributes to the practical and
economic competence of women and to the trust placed in them by
their husbands’, here, too, the acumen of Welshwomen —bolstered,
admittedly, by kinsmen and sons — was being displayed.®* Another
indication of the enhanced public profile of women, albeit one that
requires careful and sensitive analysis, is the increasing visibility of
the scold in our sources. From the mid-fourteenth century
onwards, town communities in particular were presenting the scold
or the chider (rixatrix, tensatrix, litigatrix, obiurgatrix, garulatrix
are some of the terms employed to describe her) with some
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regularity, as the court rolls of towns such as Ruthin and Clun
make abundantly clear. By the mid-fifteenth century the authorities
of the lordship of Raglan were finding it necessary to legislate
against the presence of the dispersonatrix within the bounds of the
lordship, while, by the time of the Union, the scold was more
widely identified in the dramatis personae of the popular literary
tradition. Just as Thomas ab leuan ap Rhys of Glamorgan
bemoaned the ‘upper hand’ ({law’n ywcha) of his wife and her
stinging and wounding remarks, so did a contemporary refer to the
scold (ysgowld) as a woman of ‘sword sharp tongue’ and as one
best avoided. Although it would be wrong to interpret such
evidence solely in terms of a “crisis of gender relations’ — the barbs
of the scold, after all, were not exclusively directed at men — much
less as a patriarchal conspiracy to silence the discourse of women,
in encouraging the rise of the scold and her verbal assertiveness,
the intensified presence of women in business and market-place
and the burgeoning sense of independence and self-sufficiency on
the part of some women must surely be relevant.®

It is right that such confident, even progressive, resonances
should receive their due recognition. At the same time, formidable
structural obstacles remained to frustrate the advancement of
women. For one thing, the practical benefits which accrued to the
heiress of lands may be questioned. The exploitation of land
remained primarily a masculine preserve and rarely did women,
unflanked by the support of husbands or kinsmen, undertake the
active management of lands that was theirs by inheritance. Nor did
the unmarried woman or widow normally enter the market as
purchaser; on the contrary, she is to be far more often encountered
relinquishing property or else undertaking temporary leasing
arrangements for a set term of years. Indeed, the sense of a
woman’s custodial interest in land, a vehicle for transmission to
sons and to husbands rather than as an autonomous beneficiary of
liberal inheritance laws, remains very strong.® We may suspect,
too, that the careful calculus enshrined in the contract of marriage
redounded as much to the benefit of family members by blood or
by marriage as to the woman herself, the agreement often ensuring
that kinsmen or affines would not be encumbered by the need to
sustain and provide for a bereaved or discarded wife.

Equally questionable are the advances ostensibly made by means
of the enhanced economic opportunities available for women.
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Many women, as we have seen, were active participants in the
workforce of the period, but such gains as were made were limited
both in kind and in the numbers of women whose lives were
thereby affected. The overwhelming impression conveyed by our
sources is that marriage or widowhood were the essential passports
to work opportunities.¥” Indeed, if anything, the number of
married women or widows engaged in productive employment
may well be a gross underestimate, for women did not always take
the names of their husbands in marriage. Many families, however,
preferred to cherish their unmarried daughters at home, and rarely
allowed them the freedom of servanthood or the public profile of
the paid employee. Likewise, women’s work tended to cluster at the
menial end of the market, in tasks where the craft element was
small and where, as was the case with brewing and baking, skills
learned in the home could be put to productive commercial use. It
is possible, too, that the transition from the consumption of ale to
the consumption of beer, and the industry’s transformation from a
domestic and female-dominated mode of production to one which
was capitalized and male-dominated, together with a growing
identification of ale-wives with wantonness and loose living, not
only undermined the opportunities available to women but
discouraged many from pursuing the work.®® The lack of specific
occupational training must also be noted. The work experience of
females often embraced a number of flexible, varied and diverse
pursuits.? The celebrated statute of 1363, implemented in several
Welsh jurisdictions, explicitly exempted women from its pro-
visions, whilst enjoining craftsmen to ‘hold every one to one
mystery which he will choose’.*® Tools and equipment of crafts
were more often bequeathed to sons or male kinsmen, as was the
case with a Presteigne parishioner who bequeathed to his son ‘all
my weaving loomys with all geers and other appurtenances’.”
True, the disjunction between women as eternal amateurs within a
workforce where men were trained in a craft can be exaggerated.
The sense of distinct occupational identity of the kind which is
reflected in visual evidence such as the sepulchral slab of David
Smyth of Brecon, proudly displaying a farrier’s rasp and a
horseshoe, is sometimes in evidence. But the male artisan, so we
are told, was also versatile in his skills and rarely restricted himself
exclusively to one calling.”? Nevertheless, the impression remains
that for Welshwomen, set within the interstices of the world of
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work, theirs was truly an ‘economy of makeshifts’, and their
productive energies were channelled in diverse directions according
to need and demand.

Above all, in their public function, women in Wales, if not
entirely invisible, were severely limited in scope and Maitland’s
comment that ‘in camp, at the council board, on the bench, in the
jury box there is no place for her’ is as relevant to the late medieval
Welshwoman as it is to the Englishwoman of earlier ages whose
role he describes.”® By any criterion now available for analysis, the
political status of women in late medieval Wales must be deemed
negligible. Rarely, if ever, were women entrusted with official
duties in their localities, nor did they normally serve on juries.
While the individual female petitioner persistently pressing her
claims, or even occasionally the female rebel adherent, may be
encountered, just as the foci of female sociability may sometimes
be glimpsed, the capacity of women for joint action or to formul-
ate protest on matters of shared concern remained small.** Only in
one sphere, albeit an important commitment, was a collective
female presence accorded official acknowledgement. In both
secular and ecclesiastical courts, when resort was made to the
testimony of compurgators, a woman was expected to bring to the
court a group of honest and trustworthy matrons to support her
oath.”> With this exception, however, the official personae of
women, in so far as can now be determined, were small.

In one of his most sentient and delicate cywyddau, the poet
Lewys Glyn Cothi addressed Edudful ferch Gadwgon, alone. The
scene he depicts is a woman at prayer, offering oblations and
lighting wax candles for the safety and weal of her sons. The
rituals of domestic protection, here clearly in evidence, exude a
sense of the power of women not only as the guardians of religious
and moral concerns but as custodians of their families’ material
well-being.”® Equally, as we have seen, his compositions convey the
woman of open and generous hospitality, reaching beyond the
concerns of her household and home, mediating and deepening
those ties of kinship, friendship and dependence which formed the
tissues of medieval society. If the poet’s portrayals suggest, on the
one hand, the enduring perceptions of womanhood in a society of
deeply conservative instincts, they also betoken the forces making
for change which this chapter has attempted to sketch. In short, the
history of women reflects the creative tension between tradition
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and change which formed the distinctive characteristic of. late
medieval society in Wales.
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