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Kin and Sexuality: 
the legal status of women in Medieval Wales
The study of medieval law has garnered its fair share of attention from scholars and the medieval Welsh legal text known as the Laws of Hywel Dda, is no exception to this. The text itself was composed of two main parts: the Laws of the Court and the Laws of the Land, and it was within the latter of these that one can find the Laws of Women. This text is important because it provides a wealth of information on the different issues and concerns that surrounded women and their society in medieval Wales. Yet, despite the attention paid to this text, very little has been said about what this text may tell us about the legal status women had in medieval Wales. The legal tract differentiates two different spheres of status: there is a base status, founded on a person’s place in society, and then the various changes that base status may be subject to throughout a person’s life. While the first aspect of their status is fixed, the other is variable and, subject to change based on how they act or participate in society. As will be seen throughout this paper, these two aspects work together to form and shape an individual’s status, but are influenced by different things. While the foundation of a woman’s status was influenced by the closest male figure in her life, usually the father or husband, it was the woman’s sexuality which influenced the variability of that status, that affected the everyday changes and fluctuations that could occur to a person’s status. This paper will be divided into two parts: it will lay out the importance of status in medieval Welsh society and law as well as define sexuality before delving into an analysis of women’s status, looking both at her base status as well as the influence of her sexuality through the institution of virginity. 
Status and Law in Medieval Wales
To begin, what is legal status and why was it important to the everyday lives of those living in medieval Wales? Status on its own is a societal tool that ranks and differentiates people within a society based on a system of valuation.[footnoteRef:1] These values or attributes that formed the benchmark of status were by no means static and could differ among periods and society, as well as even within a society – the ranking of different groups of people within a society, such as men and women, may have been measured according to different  values. However, in medieval Wales, there appear to have been two different systems of valuation in place that were used to rank people. On the one hand, status stratified society based the individual’s kind, which medieval Welsh law defines as “the difference between persons (…), such as the difference between a king and noblewoman, man and woman, eldest and youngest, nobleman and bondsman.”[footnoteRef:2] According to this, an individual’s status was based on the value ascribed to the conditions surrounding their birthplace in society and, subsequently, the place they would later have in society. It meant a person born into a high status would be expected to not only act according to their status, but also dress, work, and otherwise live the life of that status. It established the parameters for every sort of interaction individuals may have both with society or other members in society.[footnoteRef:3] This particular system of valuation then has a fixed, set quality to it – it suggests that status is a stagnant feature of a person’s life, one that is unlikely to change regardless of how they interact with that society. It places value on the physical social place a person occupies from birth, the conditions surrounding their place in society, rather than ranking people based on abstract values such as morality and characteristics such as honour.  [1:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Eriu vol. 29 (1978), accessed online October 15th, 2023, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, p. 123-124. ]  [2:  Sara Elin Roberts, The Legal triads of Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), p. 217. The native law of Wales specifically identifies three vital, inter-related characteristics that made up the legal worth of its citizens and the basis of what formed an individual’s status: “kind [of person], and status, and inheritance; inheritance is according to status, status according to kind, kind because of the difference between persons according to the law, such as the difference between a king and noblewoman, man and woman, eldest and youngest, nobleman and bondsman;”(217). The original Welsh version states “Tri phriodolder yssyd: ry6, a breint ac etiuedyaeth; etiuedyaeth hagen her6yd breint, breint her6yd ry6, ry6 her6yd y g6ahan a vyd r6ng dynyon her6yd kyfreith, megis g6ahan brenhin y gan uchel6r, g6r a g6reic, hynaf a jeuaf, breyr a bilaen” (p. 216).]  [3:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Eriu vol. 29 (1978), accessed online October 15th, 2023, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, p. 130-131.] 

This contrasts with the second system of valuation that forms the basis of status in medieval Wales. An essential part of the mechanics of status are the ideas of honour and shame, the publicly declared positive or negative valuations put on individuals by those who know them in society.[footnoteRef:4] The importance of honour, and its opposite shame, is found as a theme throughout Celtic cultures and across its various forms of literature.[footnoteRef:5] These values had to be publicly declared through things like verbal praise, satire, symbolic actions, or rituals in order to have any kind of effect on a person’s social status.[footnoteRef:6] The relationship between status and this system of valuation can be described as follows: “honour is the aspiration to status and the validation of status, shame is opposed to honour and is the restraint of such an aspiration and the recognition of the loss of status.”[footnoteRef:7] This suggests that a person’s status can fluctuate and change throughout a person’s life depending on how they act and behave in the public sphere. Despite the contrast, these two systems of valuation work together, one to form and the other to continuously shape a person’s status. It means that everyone in medieval Welsh society was born with a social status, what I will refer to as their base status from the first system of valuation, that is then subject to change and influenced by how their behaviour is viewed and valued by others in their society. It meant that there was a symbiotic relationship between an individual and their status: not only would an individual’s status dictate and affect every aspect of their lives, both at the individual and societal levels, but their behaviour in these two spheres conversely affected their status.  [4:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Eriu vol. 29 (1978), accessed online October 15th, 2023, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, p. 123.]  [5:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Eriu vol. 29 (1978), accessed online October 15th, 2023, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, p. 123-124; examples of these in the Welsh and Irish saga tales can be seen throughout Charles-Edwards’s article where he discusses the idea of relative status and the importance that honour and shame had in shaping this status.]  [6:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Eriu vol. 29 (1978), accessed online October 15th, 2023, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, p. 123; Charles-Edwards further elaborates that “the public verdict, once given, the person upon whom it has been given may be required to mark his recognition of the verdict by confirming his own behaviour to the valuation put upon him” (123). Though not related to the discussion of this paper, it is interesting as it demonstrates the dynamic relationship between a person, society, and status.]  [7:  Morfydd E. Owens, “Shame and Reparation: woman’s place in the kin,” from The Welsh Law of Women (ed. by) Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017) p. 50. ] 

The use of status as a structuring element in medieval Welsh society is both exemplified in, and perhaps most important to, the native legal system. Much like today, law in medieval Wales was practiced by lawyers. Though it is possible that the profession was kept within lawyer families whose knowledge was passed down orally from father to son, it is also likely that they acquired their legal knowledge in schools of law.[footnoteRef:8] The main legal text attributed to these lawyers is called the Laws of Hywel Dda and the earliest written versions of it date to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries – though there is much debate as to the texts actual age of the text itself and exactly how far back it dates to beyond the emergence of it in written copies.[footnoteRef:9] The legal texts are affiliation with Hywel Dda, a king who managed to unify a large part of the southeastern part of Wales before his death around 950CE.[footnoteRef:10] But the specific reasons for this link between the king and the legal text is not entirely certain: it may be that he was associated with legal activity at the time of its composition but it is equally likely that he was retroactively associated with it in order to lend the text credibility and strength.[footnoteRef:11] Regardless of its origins, at the heart of almost every law in medieval Wales, and the legal system as a whole, was the idea of status.  [8:  Sara Elin Roberts, The Legal triads of Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), p. 3-4.]  [9:  Robin Chapman Stacey, “Divorce Medieval Welsh style,” Speculum vol. 77: no. 4 (2002), accessed online Jan. 6th 2024, p. 1108.]  [10:  Huw Pryce, “Lawbooks and Literacy in Medieval Wales,” Speculum vol. 75: no. 1 (2000), accessed online Jan. 9, 2024, p. 34.]  [11:  Huw Pryce, “Lawbooks and Literacy in Medieval Wales,” Speculum vol. 75: no. 1 (2000), accessed online Jan. 9, 2024, p. 34; Sara Elin Roberts, The Legal triads of Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), p. 2.] 

There are two foundamental characteristics of medieval Welsh law that are based on status as well as demonstrate the relationship between the two aspects of status mentioned above. The first was that medieval Welsh law saw legal infractions as a public insult, it equated an offense to the public affliction of shame on a victim. This is perhaps best demonstrated in three important medieval Welsh legal concepts that denote various types of payments owed to people for various crimes. The idea of sarhead, literally translating to insult, “has the primary meaning of the offence (…), and the secondary meaning of the compensation payable to the victim, which varies according to his status.”[footnoteRef:12] Second is galanas, which, in most instances, means life-price, similar to the Anglo-Saxon wergild, but can also mean homicide and feud or enemy. [footnoteRef:13] Finally, wynebwerth, “literally face-value, is perhaps the oldest word for honour price in Welsh, and is related to several Irish words based on enech and connected with honour (…) In the law texts it may replace sarhead as the term for compensation for insult in general (see Ior $ 19/8), but its usual use is for compensation for a sexual offence within marriage.”[footnoteRef:14] A crime was a falsely-inflicted insult that shamed the victim and, as a result, had a profound impact on a person’s status. Part of the wrongful quality of illegal activity had to do with the disruption it caused to the organization status imparted to society. When this public devaluation occurs unjustly, it created an imbalance in one of the systems of valuation that governed society and the victim’s honour and status needed to be publicly restored for the structure of society to rebalance. As seen in these definitions, this restoration often took the form of payments made according to the victim’s status, or rather his base status.   [12:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 242.]  [13:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 228; The author explains the link between the three definitions, explaining that “a state of enmity between kins was at one period created by other actions, as well as by homicide (…). This enmity was probably originally settled by a payment agreed between the two kins; the payment later became a fixed sum which varied according to the status of the victim and was related to the sarhead” (228).]  [14:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 246. ] 

This then leads to the second key feature of the medieval Welsh legal system, which was the translation of status into a tangible monetary worth. For example, the specific amounts owed to a lord for a woman’s virginity or sexual favours, known as the amobr, went according to the base status or class of the father: 
“The amobr of a maer cynghellor’s daughter, a pound. The amobr of a maer’s daughter, six score pence. The amobr of the head of kindred, a pound and six socre pence. The amobr of an uchelwr’s daughter, six score pence. The amobr of a villein’s daughter, four score. The amobr of a foreigner’s daughter, twenty four. The amobr of the daughter of any chief official, according to some a pound, according to others six score, according to others three score. The amobr of a slave’s daughter, twelve pence.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), 197.] 

The monetary value demonstrates the legal importance and use of an individual’s base status. Though it may seem like a small thing, this monetary value ascribed to individuals based on their status was important as it formed the basis for all future legal proceedings. The specifics of many, if not all, legal transactions and procedures depended on the status of both parties involved in the conflict. It put a tangible number to their status so, when conflict would arise between two individuals, the exact amounts each would owe the other for their insult-price or sarhead, would already be laid out for the lawyers settling the disputes.  
Therefore, when it comes to medieval Wales, social status is legal status. There are not two different forms or strains of status, but rather one that is used in two different spheres of society. This means that the medieval Welsh legal text is vital source of information for any discussion on status not only because of what it directly says about the values of certain individuals, but also because a large focus of the legal tract will be on the practice of shame and restoration of honour. It will always aim to right the wrongful valuation of shame through the restoration of the victim’s honour and, conversely, shaming the wrongdoers to maintain order in society. When trying to decipher a person’s legal status, especially that of women, it is important to then look to two different areas of influence, both of which can be found in various ways in the legal tracts. It is important to figure out both the specifics of the place they occupied in society and but also what formed the basis of their honour-shame valuation. It is likely that a person of higher or lower status may have been valued, as in honour or shamed, based on different characteristics. 
Before turning to the topic of a woman’s legal status, it is important to first explain what is meant by sexuality and how it is likely to appear in the legal text. There are many ways of understanding or interpreting sexuality, but for the purposes of the paper it is going to be used broadly to mean “the quality or state of being sexual”.[footnoteRef:16] While this definition may be problematic to some, I believe a broader definition is required here as it better encompasses the uses of sexuality in a medieval context. For instance, in the context of the medieval Welsh legal scene, the idea of marriage fits under the heading of sexuality as it was viewed as a characteristic of a particular branch of sexual unions.  [16:  Mirriam-Webster Online Dictionary, s.v. “Sexuality,” accessed November 3rd, 2023, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sexuality. ] 

In the medieval Welsh context, marriage refers to a union between a man and a woman, bound by a contractual agreement, either written or oral, characterized by the transfer of goods and a promise of sexual activity.[footnoteRef:17] The characteristics of each marriage union could vary quite broadly and it appears as though there were nine different types of legally recognized marital unions with varying levels of legal status ascribed to them.[footnoteRef:18] Each type was characterized in its own way based on the consent of the woman and/or family, the amount of moveable goods each party brought to the union, as well as the circumstances surrounding the sexual activity.[footnoteRef:19] For example, among the two marriages characterized by both family approval and moveable goods, you had the priodas as the first, where the wife contributes at least half the husband’s value of moveable goods to the marriage which was seen as higher in status than the agwedi, where she contributes less than half.[footnoteRef:20] In contrast, however, there was also the caradas, a marital union among those without any transfer of moveable goods but garnering the approval of both the woman and her kin – it is described as a union where the woman is openly visited by the man at her house.[footnoteRef:21]  [17:  R.R. Davies, “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales,” in The Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 123-124.]  [18:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Nau Kynywedi Teithiauc,” in the Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 29. ]  [19:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Nau Kynywedi Teithiauc,” in the Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 39-40. ]  [20:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Nau Kynywedi Teithiauc,” in the Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 39. ]  [21:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, “Nau Kynywedi Teithiauc,” in the Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 39. ] 

While this may not follow modern understanding of marriage, it does show that in medieval Wales marriage was a union that encompassed a broad range of relationships with sexual activity as the common factor throughout them all. Similarly, in the legal context, it also includes the idea of virginity. While this may seem contradictory since virginity is by its very nature, a state before and without sexual activity, its existence as a societal institution deals with a whole range of sexual qualities that are shamed for being sexual and honour for not being sexual. It was a sexual quality that women were expected to preserve until marriage. 
Women’s Status & Sexuality 
In inspecting the legal tract, there are two main sources of influence that formed and continued to shape her status: the former was her closest male kin and the latter, which will be discussed in much greater detail was influenced by the institution of virginity, by her sexuality. When it comes to a woman’s base status, the legal tract does not go into much detail about the specifics of the value women may have brought to society or the exact monetary value they had in and of themselves. Instead, it links her value to that of the closest male influence in her life. For example, it states that “the sarhead of a married woman is according to the status of her husband, namely, a third of her husband’s sarhead. Before she is given to a man, it is half the sarhead of her brother.”[footnoteRef:22] Also, a woman’s galanas, regardless of her marital status or whether she is the one giving or receiving the payment, is half the amount of her brother.[footnoteRef:23] On this issue, the legal tract leaves no doubt that, the base social value of a woman is measured based on the status-value of the men in her life. While this is important because it means that women, as a whole kind, had status and social value, the legal text does cap this value at a fraction of the value men can achieve. Regardless of the status of the man in her life, there is a natural limit to what status a woman can achieve given it can only ever be a third of that of her husband or half of her brother.  [22:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), 187.]  [23:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 199. What is interesting is that the legal tract states that women only pay the galanas on behalf of her future children, so “if she has no children, and she swears that she will never have any, she is not obliged to pay anything” (199).] 

This value and status, which for women is not only formed at birth but also undergoes a change in marriage, is not mentioned very often throughout the legal text but is rather explicitly stated as a large factor of her status. In contrast, many, if not most, of the topics covered throughout the legal tract on women focuses on issues and topics related to her sexuality, particularly the idea of virginity. Virginity can be defined as a passive or active state/period of life before the introduction to sexual activity, but across time and space has had an important place in larger society. While on this issue the legal tract does not always explicitly state what aspects are shameful and which are honourable, the use of the virginity as a benchmark of the honour-shame component to her status is often evident in a deeper reading of these sections. This section will demonstrate how virginity existed not only as a state of being but as an important, larger, very public institution in medieval Wales and, as such, was the basis for how women were valued in society and the impact this had on their status.
Though it may seem strange to modern readers, virginity was not only a quality of an individual’s life, and a private, personal one at that. In medieval Wales, virginity was not only a public affair, but one that took can be considered a societal matter: it was not for individual women to decide when to give away or end their virginity, but rather a group decision or arrangement. Should “anyone’s daughter, or niece, or other female who was in his care, [elope] with someone, her father, or uncle as the case may be, shall render the lord that which is his right, because he has not guarded her.”[footnoteRef:24] Underlying this law was the idea that a woman’s virginity had to be protected by not only the woman herself, but both by her male relatives and the local ruler. It was the responsibility of the closest male relative, whether it was the father, uncle, or other male relative, to ensure the protection of the virginity of the women under his care. Should he neglect this duty and the virginity be stolen from – as in the cases of rape that will be discussed later in this section – or given away by the woman herself, the male relative owed the lord on whose land he abides, a fee for the crime.[footnoteRef:25] The idea behind this payment was that of nawdd, that the local lord afforded his protection to those who lived on his land, and, in this case, the father’s neglect infringed upon the lord’s nawdd of the virgins under his care.[footnoteRef:26] Given all this, virginity was seen as something that had to be preserved and protected, the responsibility for which fell not on a few individuals but on the whole of society.   [24:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 179.]  [25:  This is not to say, however, that women were not in control of their own virginity in that they were unable to give themselves away. In fact, the legal tract notes this as a possibility, saying “If a woman elopes, let her alone render [sc. to the lord] that which is his right, or her husband, or the man who took her” (179). While it does not say whether this was common or uncommon, seen as socially correct or incorrect, it does provide us with the legal course of action when such a situation occurred. Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 179. ]  [26:  Morfydd E. Owens, “Shame and Reparation: woman’s place in the kin,” in the Welsh Law of Women (ed. by) Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 55.] 

While there were no doubt ideological and moral beliefs underpinning this, there was also an undeniable economic importance to virginity that would have prompted its protection. The loss of a woman’s virginity was marked by the transfer of wealth to and from a number of parties across society and some of these payments were even legally enforced. Among the latter were the cowyll and agweddi which were both gifts owed to the woman for her virginity, the first by her husband the morning after their marriage and the latter was the amount of property owed to the woman should the couple ever separate.[footnoteRef:27] There was also the amobr, which was paid by whoever was giving the woman away in marriage and received by the lord for the loss of her virginity and new sexual relations.[footnoteRef:28] In addition to these, there would have also been other payments, or transfer of goods, such as a dowries, that were not legally obligated but when given, were often included in the marriage contract. As mentioned above, marriage in early medieval Welsh society was as much a social event as a contractual agreement.[footnoteRef:29] The subject of these marriage contracts often included promises by the bride’s family ensuring her virginity as well as an exchange of moveable goods.[footnoteRef:30] These goods were paid by the father and or brother to the husband and the amount given as the tâl cynhysgaeth or the marriage portion “formed not an inconsiderable drain on the moveable wealth of Welsh peasants.”[footnoteRef:31]  Though not all of these payments were strictly made for virginity, even when the payments are more a by-product of a marriage, there was a definite emphasis on the importance of virginity in these marriages, and more importantly for here, the economic importance of virginity.  [27:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 195 & 221 (cowyll), 211-212 (agweddi).]  [28:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 191, 214. What is interesting here is that the legal tract once again provides detail as to who pays the amobr fee should the woman be giving herself away: “Whoever gives a woman to a man, it is for him to pay amobr for her, or he shall take sureties for her for its payment. And if she gives herself, let her pay her amobr, for she herself has been her own giver” (191).]  [29:  R.R. Davies, “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales,” in The Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 123-124.]  [30:  R.R. Davies, “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales,” in The Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 124.]  [31:  R.R. Davies, “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales,” from The Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 124-125.] 

Furthermore, the legal tract explains the social and economic issues that would arise should the woman not be a marriage with the promise of a virgin deliver a woman who was not in fact a virgin. It was not uncommon for a marriage contract to include some sort of assurance that the woman being married was in fact a virgin in medieval Wales.[footnoteRef:32] However, issues would arise when and if the husband found out that his newly-wed wife was not a virgin since then he was no longer bound to his end of the contract, including any payments he may owe to his wife or her family: “If a girl is given to a man, and the man finds her to have been deflowered and put up with her in that condition until the next day, he is not entitled to subtract anything the next day from her due. If he gets out of bed during the wedding celebrations after he has found her to have been deflowered, and does not sleep with her until the next day, she is not entitled to anything the next day from him.”[footnoteRef:33] Given the sheer amounts of wealth moving around society at the time of marriage and the loss of virginity, for one party to not receive their due would have been devastating. At the heart of the issue of false virginity then was not only contractual agreements, but the economic importance of that contract. Through the legal tract then, we see a world where virginity was an important, highly valuable commodity that was not only guarded and insured, but also sold under the guise of marriage. We see a world where virginity is not a private matter, but a larger social institution that was essentially public by nature.   [32:  R.R. Davies, “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales,” in The Welsh Law of Women ed. by Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 124.]  [33:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p.189.] 

Given the public importance of this social institution, it is then not a big leap to say that it was through this institution that women gained their public valuation – the public’s valuation, their declaration of a woman’s shame or honour, was based on how their behaviour held up to the ideals of virginity. For while virginity was a woman’s greatest honour, its loss was her greatest shame. This idea was rather explicitly stated in a legal triad, stating “there are three shames of a maiden: one is when her father tells her ‘I have given you to a man’; the second is when she goes for the first time to her husband’s bed; the third is when she goes for the first time from the bed amongst men. For the first her amobr is given to the lord; for the second her cowyll is given to her; for the third the father gives her agweddi to the husband.”[footnoteRef:34] This passage suggests that the loss of virginity, perhaps even sex in general, was an insult or shame to women: not only are the sexual acts explicitly stated as shameful here, but it is also echoed in the meaning of the payments. The imbalance of status the insult of sex created, both to the woman who lost her virginity and the lord whose protection failed, was rectified through the payment particularly of the cowyll and the amobr. Even when the circumstances revolving around the loss of the woman’s virginity were legitimate and publicly recognized, the payment of these fees suggested that there was something inherently shameful about sex for women, that sex had a profound impact on her status. While the payments rebalance act as a sort of rebalancing of the woman’s status, the severity and damage to her status and the overall degree of shame inflicted on the women is affected by the legitimacy of the sexual union, on the circumstances revolving around the loss of virginity. [34:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 181; Sara Elin Roberts, The Legal triads of Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), p. 153; in the latter, the original Welsh version goes “Tri chy6ilyd mor6yn yssyd: vn y6 dy6edut o’e that 6rthi ‘mi a’th rodeis y 6r’; eil y6 pan el gyntaf y g6ely y g6r; trydyd y6 pan el gyntaf o’r g6ely ym plith dynyon. Dros y kyntaf y rodir y hamobyr y’r argl6yd; dros yr eil y rodir y chy6yll idi hitheu; dros y trydyd y dyry tat y heg6edi y’r g6r” (152). ] 

At the bottom of this legitimacy scale are the cases of rape. In a society where virginity is a highly valuable commodity, rape is especially problematic and relevant from a legal standpoint because it falls into the realm of theft, lacking the consent of not only the woman herself, but her family, society, and lord. For this, the legal tract has a lot to say depending on the specifics of the situation. Should there be irrefutable proof of the rapists’ actions, then the legal repercussions are quite simple: “he who rapes a woman, let him pay her amobr to the lord and her dirwy; and her dilystod and agweddi and sarhead he pays to her.”[footnoteRef:35] While this passage recognizes the economic impact of rape in that the rapist is responsible for all the payments that are typically done by the family for the loss of a woman’s virgnity, it also recognizes the big impact this had on the woman’s status. Not only was the rapist required to pay the woman’s sarhead, but a woman’s sarhead was augmented by a third of its usual value for cases of rape.[footnoteRef:36] Following the logic that a punishment usually befits the crime, rape must have had an especially severe impact on a woman’s status, more so than other sexual transgressions or crimes, that required a payment higher than the usual cost in order to rebalance the status-order of society.  [35:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 159; The Welsh version states “Y neb a dycco treis ar wreic, talet y hamobyr y’r argl6d a’e dir6y, a’e dilysta6t a’e sarhead a tal idi hitheu” (158). ]  [36: Sara Elin Roberts, The Legal triads of Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), p. 57. The legal traid in question further distinguishes three different types of sexual transgression, but it is unclear whether it is only the third or all three that would be considered rape. It says “these are the three insult [payments] for a woman: one of them is giving her a kiss against her will; a third of her sarhead is paid to her. The second is to grope her against her will; and that act is complete sarhead to her. The third is to have intercourse with her against her will; and that act augments for her, namely [by] a third of her sarhead. If she is married, her sarhead is paid according to her husband’s status.” ] 

While the legal text demonstrates a need to rectify the shame cast upon women who were raped, the legal text also works to cast shame on the rapist for his actions. For example, should the rapist deny the crime, but “the woman confirms it against him, let her take the man’s penis in her left hand the relic in her right hand, and let her swear that she was raped by him with that penis, and so she will lose none of her right.”[footnoteRef:37] There was an undeniable public, performance quality to this legal procedure which I believe not only served to publicly reestablish the honour of the woman, which was required to reinstitute her status, or her ‘right’. But there was also an element of burlesque to this performance which worked to cast shame on the rapist. In her book Law and the Imagination, Robin Stacey discussed the relation between the public performance of law and the burlesque, putting forward that the burlesque, the sexual and lewd nature of certain legal procedures, was meant to shame those involved in the procedures in the public realm and ultimately acted as a “social sanction” to the larger community in which it was performed.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Morfydd E. Owen and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.), The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 159; The Welsh version states “Or g6atta g6r treissa6 g6reic, ac os kadarnha y wreic yn y herbyn, kymeret hi y gala y g6r yn y lla6 asseu, a’r crier yn y lla6 deheu, a thyget ry [80] d6yn treis ohona6 ef erni hi a’r gala honno, ac uelly ny chyll hi dim o’e ia6n” (158). ]  [38:  Robin Chapman Stacey, Law and the Imagination in Medieval Wales (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), accessed online April 12th 2023, pp. 160-161.] 

Though her analysis focuses on the divorce section of the Law of Women, I believe it also applied to the case of rape and was seen in the imagery presented by this law. There was the nudity of the rapist, required here by the law which displays to the larger public the instrument of his crime. The nudity and exposure put the rapist in a position of vulnerability and degradation. The shameful valuation this put on the rapist was only further emphasized by the imagery of the victim’s hands. The woman put a symbol of moral honour and social correctness in her right hand, and in her left, also ready viewed as lesser than her right, the instrument of shame. Though it was set up as a way to determine the truthfulness of the rapist’s claim of innocence, the dichotomy presented here suggests that the law deemed the rapist guilty from the very onset. If the purpose of the law was then not to determine the validity of the rapists claim of innocence, then it must have served some other purpose – to publicly humiliate the rapist in front of those he saw on a daily basis and ultimately, to devalue his position in the public sphere and confirm his loss of status. 
What we see then in cases of rape was a higher degree of shame associated with the loss of virginity, not only through the augmented payment owed to the woman, but also in a need to actively shame and decrease the status of the perpetrator. The legal tract went to lengths to emphasize the importance of a woman’s virginity and displayed how women were honoured or shamed based on their relationship with their virginity. Given this, it must have had a big impact on their status. What is interesting is that despite its high prize, it did not seem as though the legal tract expected women to keep their virginities intact forever. Rather, as an important part of the economy, it was seen more as a phase in a woman’s life with a fixed end point. Due to its value, virginity was meant to be expended, ideally in lawful marriages, where everyone in society could benefit from it.
To conclude, status was an integral part of medieval Welsh society and a complex aspect of a person’s life. It was something that would and could change many times throughout a person’s life, subject to the fluctuations of a person’s life and the society they lived in. As seen in the law of Women, a woman’s sexuality was the main quality that shaped her status throughout her life and it was through the institution of virginity that women were honoured or shamed in society. Though beyond the scopes of this paper, this influence was also seen through the institution of marriage, which was another major focus of the legal tract. It would be interesting to see to what extent marriage affected a woman’s status as it was a moment that marked both a change in a woman’s base status as well as a new standard of behaviour for her that would continue to shape her status. 
  

References

Chapman, Robin Stacey. “Divorce Medieval Welsh Style.” Speculum vol. 77: no. 4 (2002). Accessed online January 4th, 2024. URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3301214. Pp. 1107-1127.

Chapman, Robin Stacey. Law and the Imagination in Medieval Wales. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018. Accessed online April 12th 2023. 

Charles-Edwards, T.M. “Nau Kynywedi Teithiauc.” In the Welsh Law of Women, ed. by Morfydd E. Owens. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017. Pp. 25-43.  

Charles-Edwards, T.M. “Honour and Status in some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales.” Eriu vol. 29 (1978). Accessed online October 15th, 2023. URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769. Pp. 123-141.
Davies, R.R. “The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late-Medieval Wales.” In The Welsh Law of Women, ed. by Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017. Pp. 106-130.
Mirriam-Webster Online Dictionary. S.v. “Sexuality.” Accessed November 3rd, 2023. URL: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sexuality.

Owen, Morfydd E. and Dafydd Jenkins (Eds.). The Welsh Law of Women. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017. 

Owens, Morfydd E. “Shame and Reparation: woman’s place in the kin.” In the Welsh Law of Women, ed. by Morfydd E. Owens & Dafydd Jenkins. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017. Pp. 44-77.

Pryce, Huw. “Lawbooks and Literacy in Medieval Wales.” Speculum vol. 75: no. 1 (2000). Accessed online Jan. 9, 2024. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2887424. Pp. 29-67.
Roberts, Sara Elin. The Legal triads of Medieval Wales. Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007. 





