Curating the Medieval Bond: A
Historiographical and Material

Framework for Elite Marriage
(1200-1500)

Introduction: The Historiographical Landscape of the
Marital Bond

The history of medieval marriage has, in the last half-century, migrated from the arid
topography of legal codification to the lush, chaotic terrain of social experience. For the
historian tasked with synthesizing this evolution into a coherent narrative for a contemporary
audience, the challenge is formidable. The period between 1200 and 1500 in Western
Europe—encompassing the High Gothic zenith and the waning, autumnal light of the
pre-Reformation—presents a paradox. On one hand, it was an era of rigid theoretical
definition, where the Canon Law of the Church Universal crystallized the sacramental nature
of the bond." On the other, it was a period of fluid, often ruthless pragmatic adaptation, where
the dynastic imperatives of monarchs, the territorial ambitions of the nobility, and the capital
accumulation of the rising urban patriciate frequently collided with ecclesiastical ideals."

To categorize the history of elite marriage merely as a legal evolution is to miss the texture of
the life lived. As recent scholarship by Steven Ozment, Lyndal Roper, and others has
illuminated, the medieval union was a total social fact—simultaneously a transfer of property,
a liturgical rite, a political treaty, and a biological necessity." It was an institution where the
"heart" was not absent, but where "love" was often an outcome of the bond rather than its
prerequisite.*

This report proposes a quadripartite thematic division for your essays. These themes—The
Politics of Alliance, The Theatre of Matrimony, Materializing the Bond, and The Lived
Reality—are designed to move the reader from the abstract mechanisms of negotiation
through the public performance of the wedding, into the tangible objects that solidified the
union, and finally into the private interiority of the household. By integrating the evidence of
material culture—specifically objects from the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A), the British
Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art—with the rich archival voices of the Paston and
Strozzi families, we can reconstruct a history that is exhaustive in its detail and nuanced in its
understanding of the human condition in the Middle Ages.




Essay I: The Politics of Alliance—Negotiation, Law, and
the Marketplace

The first thematic essay must address the foundational tension of medieval elite marriage: the
conflict between marriage as a private sacrament based on individual consent and marriage
as a corporate alliance determined by kin. This essay serves as the structural bedrock of the
series, exploring the mechanisms of matchmaking, the economics of the dowry, and the legal
precariousness of the marital bond in the face of dynastic ambition.

The Theological Revolution: Gratian and the Primacy of Consent

Between 1140 and 1215, a quiet revolution occurred in the lecture halls of Bologna and the
chanceries of Rome that would fundamentally alter the landscape of European society. The
jurist Gratian, in his seminal Decretum (c. 1140), synthesized centuries of conflicting canon law
to establish a radical principle: consensus facit nuptias—consent makes the marriage. Against
the prevailing secular custom, which often viewed the consummation of the union or the
consent of parents as the binding agent, Gratian and the subsequent decretals of Pope
Alexander Ill argued that the exchange of vows between a man and a woman (verba de
praesenti) was sufficient to create an indissoluble bond.?

This theological shift had profound social implications for the elite. It theoretically empowered
the individual against the lineage. If a young Duke and a lady-in-waiting exchanged vows in a
garden, the Church considered them married, regardless of the political inconvenience this
caused their parents. This tension created the phenomenon of "clandestine marriage,” a
scourge of noble families throughout the period. Legal records from the ecclesiastical courts
of York, Ely, and Paris are replete with cases where families sought to annul unions made in
secret, or conversely, where abandoned lovers sought to enforce them.’

The "clandestine" was not merely a matter of wayward youth; it was a structural flaw in the
system of elite alliance. For the historian, the Decretum is not just a text; it is the "ghost in the
machine" of every dynastic negotiation, a potential trump card that could upend the most
carefully laid treaties.

The Marketplace of Matrimony: The Economics of Exchange

While the Church governed the soul of the marriage, the notary governed its body. For the
land-owning elite and the wealthy merchant class, marriage was the primary vehicle for the
transmission of capital. The "marriage market" was a literal arena of negotiation where the
value of a bride or groom was calculated with actuarial precision.

The economic structure of marriage rested on two pillars: the dowry (dos) and the dower
(dos ex marito).

e The Dowry: By 1200, the Roman dotal system had reasserted itself across much of



Europe, particularly in the Mediterranean South. The bride’s family provided a capital
sum—cash, land, or goods—to the groom to support the burdens of matrimony (onera
matrimonii).”® In Italy, the inflation of dowries became a social crisis in the fifteenth
century, leading to the establishment of state funds like the Monte delle Doti in Florence
to help fathers save for this crushing expense.

e The Dower: In Northern Europe, particularly England and France, the groom’s family
countered with the dower—a portion of the husband’s estate (usually a third) guaranteed
to the wife for her lifetime should she survive him.*

This exchange is vividly documented in the marriage contract of the d'Aubiére family
(1546), a 1.5-meter-long parchment scroll. The sheer physicality of the document—its length
necessitated by the exhaustive inventory of "toutes ses robbes et habilhements" (all her
dresses and clothes), jewelry, and lands—serves as a material testament to the marriage as a
merger of assets."”

Case Study: The Mercantile Calculation of the Strozzi

The correspondence of Alessandra Macinghi Strozzi, a widow of the noble Florentine Strozzi
family (mid-15th century), provides an unparalleled window into the "headhunting" phase of
the marriage market. Writing to her exiled sons, she assesses prospective brides with the cold
eye of a commodity trader.

In a letter from 1465 regarding a potential match with the Tanagli family, Alessandra dissects
the girl's value. She notes the girl’s "good reputation” and family lineage but laments the
dowry of only 1,000 florins, dismissing it as "the dowry of an artisan"."” This snippet is crucial:
for the elite, the monetary value of the dowry was a direct proxy for social status. To accept a
low dowry was to accept a degradation of rank. The Strozzi letters reveal that "love" in this
context was interpreted as compatibility and the absence of discord, rather than romantic
passion. The goal was a "stable family unit" capable of weathering political storms.*

Case Study: The Gentry Aspirations of the Pastons

In England, the Paston Letters reveal a similar dynamic among the rising gentry. The marriage
negotiations for John Paston Il and Margery Brews (1477) are particularly instructive. The
letters document a stalemate: Margery’s father, Sir Thomas Brews, refused to increase her
dowry to the level the Pastons demanded, while the Pastons refused to settle land (jointure)
without it.

The negotiation was a contest of brinkmanship. Yet, it is here that the "human element”
intrudes. Margery Brews writes directly to John, bypassing the patriarchal blockade. Her
famous "Valentine" letter—"Right reverend and worshipful and my right well-beloved
Valentine"—is a tactical intervention. She pleads with him not to leave her over the money,
offering to be happy with "my por persone"." This document challenges the cynical view that
elite marriage was purely transactional; it shows that affection could be leveraged as a



negotiating asset.

Table 1: Comparative Economic Structures of Elite Marriage

Feature

Northern Europe
(England/France)

Southern Europe
(Italy)

Implication for the
Bride

Primary Transfer

Dower (Groom to
Bride/Widow)

Dowry (Bride's
Father to Groom)

Northern widows
held significant
independent land
power; Southern
wives were
creditors to their
husbands.

Asset Type

Land / Manors /
Jointure

Cash / Liquid
Capital / Bonds

Land conferred
political authority;
Cash conferred
economic fluidity
but less feudal
power.

Legal Control

Husband managed,
but wife retained
rights.

Husband
administered, but
restitution
mandatory upon
dissolution.

The complexity of
restitution led to
massive litigation in
ltalian courts.®

Essay ll: The Theatre of Matrimony—Liturgy,

Spectacle, and the Performance of Power

If the first essay explores the private mechanisms of the contract, the second must focus on
its public consummation. For the medieval elite, a marriage was not merely a legal act; it was a
"speech act" performed on a grand stage. The wedding functioned as a mechanism of
legitimation, a display of symbolic capital, and a moment of communal integration. This essay
will examine the ritual sequence from the church door to the banqueting hall.

The Liturgical Moment: In Facie Ecclesiae

The geography of the medieval wedding was distinct. According to the Sarum Rite (the




dominant liturgy in England) and many continental uses, the marriage was not contracted at
the altar, but at the church door (in facie ecclesiae—in the face of the church). It was here, in
the open air, accessible to the public gaze, that the ring was blessed and the gold and silver
(tokens of the dowry) were placed on the book.*

This spatial arrangement was deliberate. By forcing the exchange of vows into the public
square, the Church sought to combat the plague of clandestine marriages. The porch was a
liminal space where the secular contract (the exchange of property) met the sacred blessing.
Only after the vows were exchanged did the couple enter the church for the Nuptial Mass.

llluminated manuscripts, such as the Decretals of Gregory IX (Smithfield Decretals), depict
this precise moment: the priest wrapping his stole around the joined hands of the couple
(dextrarum junctio). This iconography was not just artistic convention; it was legal evidence.
The image of the joined hands became the visual shorthand for the validity of the bond.™

The Burgundian Ideal: The Wedding as State Propaganda

For the highest nobility, the wedding was an instrument of statecraft. No event in the fifteenth
century illustrates this better than the marriage of Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, to
Margaret of York in 1468. This union, cementing the alliance between the Burgundian state
and Yorkist England against the French crown, was choreographed as a geopolitical
pageant.'

The chronicles of Olivier de la Marche and Jehan de Wavrin provide a "thick description" of
the festivities in Bruges. The "Joyous Entry" of Margaret was not just a parade; it was a claim
to sovereignty. The streets were transformed into theatrical sets, with tableaus enacting
scenes from the Bible and classical mythology that allegorized the virtues of the couple. Wine
flowed from public fountains, a direct appropriation of the imagery of the "Land of
Cockaigne," positioning the Duke as the provider of infinite abundance.®

The Feast and the "Entremets”: Technology and Wonder

The banquet of the Burgundian wedding represents the apex of medieval culinary and
mechanical engineering. The "Entremets"—elaborate entertainments served between
courses—were designed to stun the audience. Olivier de la Marche describes a mechanical
whale, sixty feet long, which "swam" into the hall accompanied by giants. Its jaws opened to
reveal sirens who performed a masque. Another display featured a giant tower representing
the Castle of Lusignan, complete with the fairy Melusine in serpent form.”'

These were not mere amusements. They were assertions of technological and logistical
dominance. By controlling "nature” (the whale, the serpent) and "history" (the mythological
ancestry of Lusignan), the Duke demonstrated his fitness to rule. The wedding feast was a
political text, read by the ambassadors of rival powers who were seated according to a rigid



hierarchy of precedence.

The Materiality of the Bride: The Palatine Crown

Central to this spectacle was the body of the bride, which served as a mannequin for the
dynasty’s wealth. The Palatine Crown (c. 1370-80), currently in the Munich Treasury, is the
oldest surviving crown of an English queen and a quintessential object for this essay.
Originally belonging to Blanche of England (daughter of Henry IV) as part of her dowry for her
marriage to Louis Ill, Elector Palatine, it is a masterpiece of gold, enamel, sapphires, rubies,
and pearls.?

The crown’s structure—twelve Gothic lilies (fleurs-de-lis) encrusted with gems—is significant.
The fleur-de-lis was a heraldic claim (the English claim to the French throne) as well as a
symbol of the Virgin Mary. The object itself is a "biography" of elite marriage: made in England
or France, moved to Germany as dowry, and preserved in a princely treasury. It demonstrates
how elite women acted as vectors for the transmission of high-status art objects across
Europe.?*

Table 2: The Semiotics of the Burgundian Feast (1468)

Element Description Political Symbolism
The Whale 60ft mechanical automaton | Dominion over the seas;
containing dancers. technological supremacy;

"Wonders of the East".

The Castle of Lusignan Model tower with Melusine Claim to

(serpent fairy). ancient/mythological
lineage; legitimacy of the
House of Burgundy.

The Labors of Hercules Tapestries/Tableaus Identification of the Duke
displayed in the hall. with the classical hero;
virtue overcoming vice.

The Unicorn Presence in tapestries and Chastity of the bride; the
iconography. ferocity of the Duke tamed
only by the Lady.®

Essay lll: Materializing the Bond—The Agency of



Objects

The third essay moves from the ephemeral spectacle to the enduring object. Medieval culture
was deeply material; abstract concepts like "faith" and "union" were believed to reside in
physical things. In the context of marriage, specific categories of objects—rings, chests, and
gifts—did not merely symbolize the marriage; they enacted it.

The Ring: Fede and Gimmel

The wedding ring is the most ubiquitous artifact of the institution, but its medieval forms were
distinct. The Fede ring (from Italian mani in fede, hands in faith) featured a bezel formed by
two clasped hands. This motif was a direct materialization of the dextrarum iunctio of the
liturgy. The ring on the finger was a permanent, wearable version of the vow at the church
door.'

In the later Middle Ages, this evolved into the Gimmel ring (from Latin gemellus, twin). These
technically complex rings consisted of two or three interlocking hoops that could be
separated. During the betrothal, the couple might each keep one hoop; at the wedding, they
were reunited on the bride's finger. The British Museum and V&A hold examples where the
hoops reveal hidden inscriptions when opened, such as "God Help" or "Love me and leave me

not".?’

The gimmel ring is a perfect mechanical metaphor for the medieval theology of marriage: "the
two shall become one flesh." The hidden inscription suggests a private interiority to the
marriage that existed within the public institution—a secret shared only between the spouses.

The Container of Wealth: The Cassone

In Italy, the Cassone (marriage chest) was the focal point of the material exchange. These
large, gilded, and painted chests were commissioned to hold the bride's trousseau (linens,
clothes). They were carried in the public procession (cortége) from the bride's father's house
to the groom's palazzo.

The painted panels of the cassoni are among the most important secular paintings of the
Renaissance. A Cassone in the Cleveland Museum of Art depicts a "Procession of the
Palio," linking the private wedding to the public civic life of the city.”” Others, like the "Triumph
of Love" panels, depicted Petrarchan allegories.

However, the iconography was often didactic. Scenes of the "Meeting at the Golden Gate"
(Joachim and Anna) provided a biblical model for the couple.*® More disturbingly, stories of
"patient wives" like Griselda were common, serving as a visual instruction manual for the
bride: her duty was submission. The cassone was a "trojan horse" of patriarchy, bringing the
ideology of male control into the domestic bedroom.



Courtly Objects: The Ivory Mirror and the "Coffret"

The "courtly love" tradition produced a specific class of objects—ivory mirror cases and
composite caskets—that blurred the line between romance and marriage. Produced in large
numbers in Paris in the 14th century, these objects often depicted scenes of the "Assault on
the Castle of Love," where knights bombarded a castle with flowers while ladies defended it.”’

A Coffret in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (14th century) shows a lover offering his heart
to a lady while she combs his hair. This imagery, drawn from romance literature, suggests that
elite marriage, while arranged, was expected to be inhabited by the performance of courtly
love. The husband gave the wife these objects to facilitate her self-presentation, but also to
frame their relationship within the fashionable literary tropes of the day.*®

Insight: Material objects in medieval marriage possessed "agency." The ring bound the body;
the cassone transported the wealth and defined the space; the mirror case shaped the
self-image. They were the tools with which the "work" of marriage was done.

Essay IV: The Lived Reality—Authority, Discord, and
the Domestic Polity

The final essay must ground the soaring rituals and expensive objects in the gritty reality of
daily life. Once the feast was over, what was the actual experience of elite marriage? This
essay explores the internal dynamics of the household, the prescriptive literature that tried to
regulate it, and the voices of the women who navigated it.

The Prescriptive Ideal: Le Menagier de Paris

To understand society's expectations, we must turn to conduct books. Le Ménagier de Paris
(c. 1393) is the most detailed of these. Written by an elderly Parisian bourgeois for his
fifteen-year-old wife, it acts as a manual for the "good wife." It covers everything from prayer
to the management of servants and the curing of wine.*

The text is famous for its demand for obedience. The author retells the Tale of Griselda,
presenting her absolute submission to her husband’s cruel tests as the model of virtue. He
instructs his wife to be like a faithful "dog" who loves its master even when beaten.®

However, a close reading reveals a different reality. The husband entrusts the wife with the
entire management of his domestic economy. He needs her to be a competent administrator,
capable of hiring and firing, balancing accounts, and maintaining the property’s value. The
rhetoric of submission masks a reality of partnership. In the merchant class, the household
was a business, and the wife was the chief operating officer.



The Reality of Management: Margaret Paston

The Paston Letters confirm this "partnership" model. Margaret Paston was often the sole
authority on the Paston estates while her husband John was in London. Her letters are not
those of a passive subordinate; they are the reports of a field commander. She defended
Gresham Manor against an armed siege by the Duke of Suffolk’s men, organized the collection
of rents, and managed complex legal disputes.®’

Margaret’s correspondence reveals the sheer workload of the elite wife. She writes of buying
crossbows and almonds in the same sentence, seamlessly blending military defense with
domestic provision. This archival evidence acts as a corrective to the "damsel in distress"
trope. The medieval elite wife was a formidable political agent.

The Voice of Dissent: Christine de Pizan

The narrative of "happy obedience" was challenged even at the time. Christine de Pizan (c.
1364-1430), in The Book of the City of Ladies, offers a searing critique of the marital state.
She asks, "How many women are there... who because of their husbands' harshness spend
their weary lives in the bond of marriage in greater suffering than if they were slaves among
the Saracens?".*

Christine does not reject marriage but demands a recognition of the woman's moral equality.
Her work suggests that the "lived reality" for many women was one of endurance. She advises
women to use their "wisdom" to manage difficult husbands, essentially advocating for a
strategy of emotional intelligence as a survival mechanism.

When the Bond Breaks: Annulment and Politics

Finally, the lived reality included the failure of the bond. While divorce a vinculo (dissolution)
was impossible, annulment (declaration of invalidity) was the escape hatch for the elite. The
complex rules of consanguinity (incest) were often ignored at the start of a marriage but
weaponized later if the union became politically inconvenient.

The case of Cecily Nevill, Duchess of York, during the crisis of 1483, shows how the
legitimacy of a marriage could be attacked for political gain. Rumors were circulated (likely by
her son Richard Ill) that her marriage to the Duke of York was invalid or that her son Edward IV
was illegitimate, in order to alter the line of succession.”

Similarly, the concept of “clandestine marriage” haunted the elite. A woman could claim a
marriage based on secret vows, and if proven, this superseded a later, public marriage. The
courts were filled with such cases, revealing a society where the definition of marriage was a
constant battleground between the couple, the family, and the Church.’




Conclusion

The study of medieval elite marriage from 1200 to 1500 reveals an institution that was a "total
social fact." It cannot be understood through a single lens. It was a legal contract governed by

the soaring theology of Gratian and the petty calculations of the dowry market. It was a
theatrical spectacle of "whales" and crowns that broadcast power to the world. It was a
material reality of rings, chests, and ivory mirrors that framed the daily life of the couple. And
finally, it was a lived human experience, oscillating between the brutal "harshness" described
by Christine de Pizan and the tender "Valentine" partnership of Margery Brews.

For the historian, the task is to hold these contradictions in tension. The four essays proposed
here—Alliance, Theatre, Materiality, and Reality—offer a framework to do just that,

populating the past not with archetypes, but with men and women navigating the complex,
high-stakes game of medieval life.

Appendix: Selected Archival and Material Sources

Table 3: Key Material Objects for Exhibition and Study

Object Name

Date / Origin

Location

Material

Historical
Significance

The Palatine
Crown

c. 1370,
England/Franc
e

Munich
Residenz
Treasury

Gold, Enamel,
Sapphires,
Pearls

Oldest
surviving
English crown;
part of the
dowry of
Blanche of
England.
Demonstrates
the movement
of royal
treasure
through
marriage.?

Gold
Fede/Gimmel
Ring

16th C.
(reflects earlier
tradition)

British
Museum / V&A

Gold, Enamel

Represents the
transition from
fede (faith) to
gimmel




(union).
Hidden
inscriptions
reveal private
sentiment.'®

Cassone with
“Triumph of
Love"

15th C.,
Florence

V&A /
Cleveland
Museum

Tempera on
Wood, Gilt

The primary
vehicle for the
dowry.
Iconography
instructed the
bride on her
role in the
cosmic and
civic order.?’

Ivory Mirror
Case

14th C., Paris

Walters Art
Museum

Carved Ivory

Depicts "Siege
of the Castle
of Love." An
object of
courtly
grooming that
reinforced the
literary ideals
of romance.*

The d'Aubiére
Marriage
Contract

1546 (archival
survival)

Private/Archive
s (France)

Parchment
Scroll

A 5ft long
scroll listing
the dowry in
excruciating
detail. Material

proof of the
economic
scale of elite
marriage.’
Table 4: Key Primary Textual Sources
Source Author / Origin Date Key Insight
Decretum Gratian c. 1140 Establishing

Consent as the sole




basis for valid

marriage.
Paston Letters Paston Family 15th C. The conflict
(Norfolk) between affection
(Margery Brews)

and property (Sir
Thomas Brews).

Strozzi Letters Alessandra Strozzi 15th C. The "headhunting”
(Florence) role of the mother;
valuation of dowry
as status.

Le Ménagier de Anonymous (Paris) c. 1393 The ideology of
Paris obedience vs. the
reality of household
management.

Memoirs Olivier de la Marche | 1468 Eyewitness account
of the
technological
spectacle of the
Burgundian
wedding.
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