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T 
he laws a woman lived under determined her “worth” 

and role in society.  Reviewing some of the laws that 

affected women from the earliest Anglo-Saxon period 

to the adoption of the Magna Charta help portray the world they 

lived in.  Recognizing there were variances between Southern 

England’s strong Christian Church and with their Roman dogma  

compared to Germanic attitudes developed from the Viking inva-

sions and settlements of the mid-to-northern areas, examining 

the written laws over a 500 year period, from  Æthelberht,  589-

616, to Æthelred II, 978—1016 followed by Cnut 1016-1035 we 

are able to develop a basic awareness of the medieval woman in 

her Anglo-Saxon society and how it changed over time.  xxxxxxx   

  

According to the laws of Æthelberht, consort to Bertha of Kent, 

the morgengifu, or morning gift, could be quite substantial in 

money or land and was paid from the prospective husband to 

the woman herself and held thereafter under her personal con-

trol.  The laws protected and safe-guarded a woman’s interest, 

however, if it was found that dishonesty or deception existed the 

woman must return to her kin and the morgengifu returned to 

the bridegroom.  The finances held by the couple were the prop-

erty of both husband and wife as were any donations or be-

quests.  A wife was not held guilty of any criminal acts committed 

by the husband and 

during this period 

the woman  had the 

right to walk out of 

a marriage.  If she 

took the children 

with her she was 

also entitled to take 

half the property 

and appears to have 

had reasonable in-

dependence and 

security.  Æthel-

berht’s law specified 

that a woman who 

had bore her husband a child was entitled to inherit half his 

goods on his death and the children would remain with the 

mother and one of the paternal relatives would be appointed as 

protector until the child acquires adult responsibility which was 

ten, later increased to twelve.  Throughout the Anglo-Saxon peri-

od, there was a range of concerns over various aspects of widow-

hood, the Church was dubious about second marriages because 

of possible issues concerning inheritance.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

  

The situation of widows being forced into second marriages was 

addressed by Æthelred II, consort to Emma of Normandy, in 

1008.  A widow was to remain unmarried for twelve months 

then may choose as she wishes.  Under Æthelred’s laws, a wom-

an’s rights and her future were specifically protected.  A woman 

retained within her marriage the support of the family she was 

born into and should she be childless her property, including the 

morgengiful, reverted to her kin.  There do not appear any Anglo

-Saxon records of wives being repudiated because there were 

barren.  In a society without primogeniture, the need for a direct 

male heir did not become obsessive and allowed the woman to 

return to her kin with financial support and some social standing.   

 

Although sources are only available for the highest-ranking 

women of the 10th and 11th centuries there is some evidence 

that under the Laws of Cnut women had some choice in whom 

they married, experienced some degree of financial independ-

ence and were able to own land.  Records indicate those owning 

land were overwhelmingly  widows  who could make wills with 

bequests to whom they pleased.  Records also illustrate there 

does not seem to be any exclusive preference given to men as 

heirs.  In fact, many men left property of value to their female 

kin, daughters, and wives.   Cnut reinforced the law regarding 

second marriages with stronger penalties, ’if she chooses a hus-

band within the year’s space she is then to forfeit...all the pos-

sessions which she had through her husband,’ not to include her 

Marriage of Philip II, Duke of Burgundy and Margaret III of 

France, Chroniqes de France ou de St. Denis, 1270-1380,  

© British Library Royal 20 C VII fol. 182.   

MEDIEVAL WOMEN AND THE LAW 

From Anglo-Saxon England to the Magna Charta  
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AN INTERESTING DISCOVERY 

The stories this circa 9th-century jewel could tell!  Known as 

the Alfred Jewel,  it was found in a field in North Petherton, 

Somerset, not far from Athelney Abbey, the stronghold from 

which Alfred the Great launched his counter-attack against 

the Vikings in the 870’s.  During this same time Alfred’s 

daughter, Æthelflæd, Lady of the Mercians was born.   

 

The jewel is gold, enamel and rock crystal with lettering 

around the edge  ‘Aelfred mec heht gewyrcan’ or ‘Alfred 

ordered me to be made.’  It is known Alfred ordered Chris-

tian manuscripts to be cop-

ied and sent around his 

kingdom often with point-

ers like this to aid his 

monks to read the bible.  

He believed in literacy and 

the written word – the king 

who ended the Dark Ages.  AN 1836 P. 135.37 Alfred Jewel.  

© Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford 



independently held property.  Penalties for adultery under Cnut 

became much harsher declaring if a woman committed adultery 

she should lose all her property along with her nose and ears.  

He further added a widow was never to be consecrated as a 

nun too hastily, and neither a widow nor a maiden is ever to be 

forced to marry a man who she herself dislikes. Under Cnut’s 

law, the absence of a will required the property to be divided 

justly between his widow, children, and close kin.  Codes from 

both  Æthelred and Cnut are notable for their human and sensi-

ble provision for the widow’s interest.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxx  

 

To assure the king would honor the terms of a will heriot, a tax 

was paid to him serving as a contractual quid pro quo guaran-

tee.  Wills were generally oral in nature and remained so until 

the thirteenth century when it became more the norm to be 

written down; written wills were not legally required until 1677 

in England.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx    

 

Post-Conquest society was based upon land-tenure which im-

pacted the view of marriage.  An administrative document of 

the time, ’A Register of Rich Widows and of Orphaned Heirs and 

Heiresses’ listed widows ‘in the king’s gift’ and orphans ‘in 

wardship’ giving brief accounts of their family circumstances 

along with specific details of their property down to the last pig.   

Since all land ultimately belonged to the king and was granted 

by him according to a military or political motivation, familial 

inheritance and male primogeniture, the preferred Norman 

custom, suffered constraint with heirs  obliged to pay for royal 

approval of their succession.  If a baron died before his heir was 

of age the lands reverted to the Crown, the widow, and under-

age children were taken in the wardship of the king.  In the ab-

sence of a male heir a female could inherit her family’s land,  

however when an heiress married, as no woman of property 

was likely to remain single, her husband acquired full control of 

her properties as long as the marriage lasted and if he fathered 

a live child, retained it all his life.   The would-be suitors and 

propertied widows anxious to keep their freedom were under 

the watch of the royal clerk responsible for collecting fees 

based on the register.  While these guidelines were for the no-

bility the middling strata of society shared similar guidelines, 

the difference was  that  control was exercised by the immedi-

ate lord instead of by the Crown.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Women’s marginal position in society was reflected and rein-

forced by limited access to schooling, being barred from the de-

veloping universities they had little chance of reaching the high-

est levels of literacy.    Some cynics of the time asserted that 

teaching a girl to write merely enabled her to carry on clandes-

tine a correspondence.  Additionally, women could no longer 

appear on a civil or criminal jury, and could only appear as a 

plaintiff in a criminal court concerning her husband’s murderer.  

In the case of rape she was required to raise an immediate cry, 

exhibiting to a law-officer torn garments and bodily injuries, yet 

even then such charges were commonly dismissed.  xxxxxxxx   

 

Canon laws inherited from Graeco-Roman society dominated the 

church and as the church’s grip became stronger women's legal 

rights eroded.  Women could no longer make a valid will without 

a husband’s consent and while a husband may allow his dying 

wife to make bequests of her personal chattels it was only under 

his approval and direction.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Although the signing of the Magna Charta in 1215 had very little 

to do with women and their rights it did include several specific 

clauses that protected wealthy widows and heiresses from arbi-

trary control of their fortunes by the crown.  The Charta protect-

ed their dower rights for financial sustenance and protected 

their right to not be compelled to marry so long as she wished to 

remain a widow with the stipulation she would not marry with-

out royal consent.  The King could withhold permission for what 

he considered to be an unsuitable marriage but he could not 

force a noblewoman to marry. Widows enjoyed the greatest 

freedom as a femme sole able to make legal contracts, sign legal 

documents, own property and dispose of it in her own name. 

King John signs the Magna Carta, A Chronicle of England BC 55  - AD 1485,  

London, pp 226 by James William Dayle, 1864. 

"There was neither sorcery or any evil art 

in anything I have done."  

 

Joan of Arc, Spoken at her Trial  
February—May, 1431 
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BYZANTIUM AND ITS HAGIA SOPHIA 
                               

T 
he Byzantine Empire is less familiar to many of us yet it was the dominant civiliza-

tion for 1000 years formed from Rome’s 5th-century fall.  The Eastern Roman Em-

pire was the most powerful economic, cultural and military force in Europe.  Sixth-

century Constantinople was a bustling cosmopolitan city of 600,000 inhabitants with a dozen 

languages spoken on the streets.  It was 

protected by virtually invincible city walls 

and had fresh running water from ca 338 AD 

155 mile Valens Aqueduct, the longest in 

antiquity.  Its  magnificent architecture included a colossal 102 ft. diameter 

domed cathedral that seemingly defied the laws of nature.  Historians agree that 

without the Byzantine Empire the surging armies of Islam would surely have 

swept into Europe in the 7th-century.  In 1054 when the church ruptured, 

termed the East-west Schism,  Christianity split into Catholicism and Orthodox 

Christianity.  In 1095 Byzantium sought help from Pope Urban as their empire was suffering under severe economic conditions and 

disintegration of their traditional defenses while they faced invasion by the Muslims.  Urban saw this as an opportunity to cement 

Western Europe and reunite the two Christian factions calling for an armed pilgrimage to recover Jerusalem from the Muslims in 

what became known as the 1st Crusade.  Instead of obtaining help as Emperor Alexius had requested Constantinople was subject-

ed to immense and undisciplined forces passing through their region.  Alexius’s daughter Anna 

Comnena wrote The Alexiad which is considered the main source of Byzantine  political history in-

cluding the 1st crusade.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

As Paris is known for its Eiffel Tower so Constantinople invokes the image of the Hagia Sophia.   

Designed by physicist Isidore of Miletus and mathematician Anthemius of Tralles, most likely  

influenced by the mathematical theories of Archimedes (ca. 287–212 BC), they invented a complex 

system that provided a smooth transition from a square plan to a circular dome (or domes) by 

means of pendentives.  The building suffered from earthquakes in 553 and 557 which caused some 

cracks followed by a more intense earthquake in 558 resulting in the collapse of the main dome.  The 

crash was due primarily to the flattened design of the dome causing a high bearing load and enor-

mous shearing.  The emperor ordered an immediate restoration entrusting it to Isidorus the Younger, nephew to one of the origi-

nal designers Isidore of Miletus.  Isidorus used lighter materials changed to a ribbed dome and 

elevated the dome by 21 feet to 182 feet which eliminated shearing.  The Hagia Sophia stands 

today as the epitome of Byzantine architecture, the structure that "changed the history of archi-

tecture."  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx    

 

In 987 Vladimir the Great, grandson to Olga of Kiev, sent envoys to study the religions of various 

neighboring nations.  Chronicler Nestor describes:  the envoys reported the Muslim Bulgarians of 

the Volga had no gladness among them, only sorrow and a great stench. Islam was undesirable 

due to its taboo against alcoholic beverages and pork.  Vladimir remarked: “‘Drinking is the joy of 

all Rus we cannot exist without that pleasure."  The Jews were ultimately rejected as it was per-

ceived their loss of Jerusalem was evidence they had been abandoned by God.  In the churches of 

the Germans his emissaries saw no beauty; but at Constantinople, where the full festival ritual of 

the Byzantine Church was set in motion to impress them, they found their ideal: "We no longer 

knew whether we were in heaven or on earth," they reported, describing a majestic Divine Litur-

gy in Hagia Sophia, "nor such beauty, and we know not how to tell of  it”   The following year 

Vladimir made a military alliance with Basil of Constantinople in exchange for the hand of his sister Anna Porphyrogenita, a true 

porphyrogennetos.  Vladamir and Anna married in 989 leading to the Christianization of Kievan Rus’. 

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey  

© Omar David Sandoval Sida CC BY-SA 3.O 

Section of Hagia Sophia, http://www.greatistanbul.com/  

Glossary of medieval art and architec-

ture http://www.pitt.edu/~medart/

menuglossary/INDEX.HTM 

Image from H. W. Jason, History of Art, Interior 

of Hagia Sophia AD 532-37, Byzantine Cathedral, 

Istanbul, Turkey.  



It has been said money makes the world go round. From the 

time of Charlemagne until the end of the 12th century, the sil-

ver denier (or penny) was the only denomination minted in Eu-

rope.  With Charlemagne’s standardization counts began oper-

ating their own mints.  Ultimately the minting extending to bish-

ops and finally seigneurs became the local monetary authority.  

England’s minted silver coins were also of similar fineness and 

weight, 240 pennies which weighed approximately one pound.      

 

As coins were the most widely disseminated government prod-

uct they provided an affective means of disseminating infor-

mation about the state to all social groups.  Placing a woman’s 

name on medieval coinage was a declaration of her political 

rights and recognition of her effective rule.  During the Middle 

Ages the names of about one hundred women appeared on the 

coinages of Europe, Byzantium and the Islamic world.  This 

recognition in most cases came as the culmination of a political 

or legal process or a military struggle.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

The only group of medieval woman who had an ipso facto right 

to mint were the abbesses of convents who received the privi-

lege of “monet” along with the ability to host markets and col-

lect tolls, all of which were granted in foundation charters is-

sued by imperial rulers of the central Middle Ages.  This right 

was exercised by nine German houses which included both Gan-

dersheim and Quedlinburg.  Other women exercised a right to 

coinage as a result of their inheritance or other political powers, 

usually in the absence of a male heir.   Empress Matilda of Eng-

land, daughter of Henry I, minted coinage in her own name issu-

ing it during her twenty year struggle for the throne.  xxxxxxxx   

 

One of the best known of medieval coinage is the joint dual 

portrait on the gold doubloons of Isabella of Castile and Ferdi-

nand of Aragon each brought a kingdom to their joint realm 

although often a woman lost her inherited right to coinage 

along with her other political powers when she married Isabella 

maintained control of her kingdom and appears jointly on the 

coins. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

Perhaps the most famous medieval woman to issue coins was 

Eleanor of Aquitaine 

whose issues in Aqui-

taine bear only her title 

of duchess, not her 

name and were proba-

bly minted shortly after 

her father’s death in 

1137.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

As in many areas of medieval politics, the right to coinage was 

governed more by circumstance and power than by customary 

or statuary law.  The appearance of women’s names on coin-

age through the Middle ages is a testimony of the fact that 

many succeeded in establishing their rights, though often in 

the face of strong opposition.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Portrait medals often appear as coinage but came into vogue in 

the early 15th century Italy, quickly 

becoming an integral part of diplo-

macy and gift exchange in the noble 

societies of Europe.  The medals 

offered a  strong public image or 

commemorated important events 

such as ascent to regency or rule or 

military of diplomatic victories.  

Medals for women could record 

betrothal, marriage, widowhood, 

or death.   Portrait medals were 

modeled after ancient Roman coins usually displaying a por-

trait on one side and a carefully devised emblem on the other, 

each accompanied by Latin or Greek inscriptions detailing the 

sitter’s name, status, and motto.  Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

\                                 

                                                                                               continued on page 6  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Eleanor of Aquitaine's coins, 13th century, 

https://oldcurrencyexchange.com. 

Catherine Sforza, Portrait Medal, 

reproduction of 1488 medal, 

© Saliko  CC   BY-SA 1.2. 

Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, joint portrait on a gold doubloon coin, 15th century  

COINAGE AND PORTRAIT MEDALS 
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 Æthelflæd Monument, Tamworth, daughter of King Alfred the Great, who married 

Æthelred, Lord of the Mercians. Known as the 'Lady of the Mercians', governing  

Mercia from her husband's death in 911 until her own death in 918 AD, and led 

attacks on the invading Danes. She is depicted with her nephew Æthelstan, who she 

brought up and who later became the first King of England  

© Humphrey Bolton CC BY-SA 2.0. 

The portrait is normally presented in profile following the an-

cient prototypes yet changed in the 16th century to three-

quarters or full front views.  Because of their small size and du-

rability and having been cast  in lead, copper alloys, bronze, 

silver or gold, portrait medals were easily portable and distrib-

uted.  Few portrait medals have survived as they were often 

melted down and the metal reused.   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni, unknown artist, 

1465, reproduction ©  National  

Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne,  

Heath Warwick CC BY-SA 4.0.   

“Heroic Elfead! great in martial fame, 

A man in valour, women though in name: 

Thee warlike hosts, thee, nature too obey’d, 

  Conqu’ror o’er both, though born by sex a maid. 

Chang’d be thy name, such honour triumphs bring, 

A queen by title, but in deeds a king. 

Heroes before the Mercian heroine quail’d: 

Caesar himself to win such glory fail’d” 
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READERS CORNER 

The Deadly Sisterhood 
 A story of Women, Power, and Intrigue in the 

 Italian Renaissance 1427—1527  

by Leonie Frieda 

Mothers of popes and wives of princ-

es, these eight women were joined 

by birth, the marriage of friendship, 

and all ruled for a time.  Lucrezia 

Tornabuoni, Clarice Orsini, Beatrice 

d’Este, Isabella d’Este, Caterina Sfor-

za, Giulia Farnese, Isabella d’Arago-

na, and Lucrezia Borgia had an intri-

cate network that bound them to-

gether even as passion, treachery, 

and greed set sister against sister.  Not afraid to wield the 

sword against their enemies in the murderous struggles of 

the 15th century Italian Peninsula each experienced great 

riches, power, and fortune, but also knew banishment, im-

prisonment, poverty, attempts on their lives and loss of a 

child or husband.   

ÆTHELFÆD, LADY OF THE MERCIANS 

Henry of Huntingdon, 1088 –1157, son of a canon in the diocese of 

Lincoln was a 12th-century English historian and author of a history 

of England, Historia Anglorum.  He is  considered "the most im-

portant Anglo-Norman historian to emerge from the secular clergy.”  

Comparing references, the West Saxon version of the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle  merely mentions Æthelflæd as King Edward’s sister while 

the Mercian Register described her as Lady of the Mercians.  The 

Annals of Ulster portrayed her like a queen and described her a  

famosissima regina Saxonum (renowned Saxon queen) while ignor-

ing both the deaths of Alfred and Edward.  Æthelflæd was praised 

by Anglo-Norman historians John of Worcester and William of 

Malmesbury, the following verse was written by Huntingdon.   

Isabella d’Este, 1474-1539, bronze, 

diameter 3.9 cm, National Gallery of 

Art, Washington, D.C.,   

Samuel H. Kress collection.  



C 
onsidered the outstanding female author of the early Middle Ages, 

Hrotsvit’s writings dated to the latter half of the 10th century during a 

period considered by many as the deepest period of intellectual darkness 

in Western Europe yet Germany, under the Ottos, was experiencing a renaissance.   

Inherent to all the kingdoms of the past and following the example of Charles the 

Great,  Germany became not only the strongest but also the most enlightened em-

pire in Western Europe.  The crown was firmly fixed upon the heads of the Saxon 

dukes and for the first time, Germany had reached a condition approaching national 

unity.  During this period the court of the Ottos were brought into contact with 

what remained of the classic culture of Italy and Greece.   At the  plea of Adelaide of 

Burgundy Otto I marched into Italy in 951 and freed Adelaide who was being held 

hostage.  They married which strengthened his claim to the Italian throne and upon 

his entrance into Pavia was crowned king of the Lombards.  His brother, Bruno, 

archbishop of Cologne, brought artists and learned men from Constantinople,  

while his  son Otto II married a Greek, Theophana, and surrounded himself with 

Greek philosophers.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

Among the most remarkable of religious establishments in Germany during this 

time was the abbey of Gandersheim, an institution that played a distinguished part 

in the literary history of the middle ages.  Gandersheim had been established in the 

9th century by Duke Liudolf as a "free abbey," not connected to the hierarchy of the 

church but to the local ruler.  In 947, Otto I freed the abbey completely so that it 

was no longer subject to secular rule. The convent was self-sufficient due to Liu-

dolf’s rich endowments and was known in its time for being a cultural and educa-

tional center and among the most important Ottonian family institutions, its church 

was one of the Ottonian burial places. The abbess in Hrotsvit's time, Gerberga, was a niece of the Holy Roman Emperor, Otto I the 

Great.  It is believed Hrotsvit probably entered the monastery at a relatively young age although some scholars believe she may 

have spent part of her childhood at the Ottonian court based on similarities between her work and the work of writers who fre-

quented the Ottonian court during the early part of her lifetime.   Hrotsvit was a canoness and as such, she did not follow the vow 

of poverty, though she still took the same vows of obedience and chastity that the nuns did.   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx    

 

At the convent, and encouraged by the abbess Gerberga, Hrotsvit  is credited with writing 

6 plays (comedies), 8 poems, a poem honoring Otto I and the history of the abbey com-

munity.  The poems are written to honor saints individually, including Agnes and the Vir-

gin Mary as well as Basil, Dionysus, Gongolfus, Pelagius, and Theophilus.   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

Hrotsit’s Panagyric Oddonum is a tribute in verse to Otto I, the abbess' relative.  In “The 

Deeds of Otto”, Gesta Ottonis, not only did she outline the actions of the emperor but also 

included details about the other members in his family, including his second wife Adelaide 

and her spectacular escape from imprisonment from Berengar II of Italy by tunneling out 

of prison and hiding in a field of wheat. Horsvit’s “Origins of the Convent of Gan-

dersheim”, Primordia, includes some of the most detailed depictions of the earliest mem-

bers of the Ottonian family before they had seized the throne.   She also wrote a work 

about the abbey's founding, Primordia Coenobii Gandershemenis.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

                                                                                                      

Portrait of Hrosvitha of Gandersheim., German author-

ess, writer,  poetress, copper engraving, From Antiqui-

tates  Gandersheimenses  page 271, by  Johann Georg 

Leuckfeld,  1668-1726 CE, pub. Wolfenbuttel Germany,  

by Gottfried Freytag, 1709 CE.  Credit Alamy Photos. 

“A STRONG VOICE” 

Gandersheim Abbey © Misburg3014 CCBY-SA 3.0 
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Primordia Coenobii Gandershemensis.  Hrotsvit is one of the most important sources for the history of the early Ottonian family.  

 

Her plays and poems were shared  with others at the abbey and pos-

sibly, with the abbess' connections, at the royal court. Hrotsvitha's 

plays were not rediscovered until 1500 and parts of her works are 

missing.  They were first published in Latin in 1502 edited by Conrad 

Celtes and in English in 1920. 

The best known of Hrotsvit’s works are her 6 comedies known as Co-

maedia Sacrae VI.  They are love stories written in prose all “modeled 

on the comedies of Terence and his love of coincidence and miracle, 

displacing these techniques on to stories of saints, martyrs, and as-

cetics.”   She writes in her preface that her writing will appeal to 

many who are attracted by the charm of style. While all but one of 

her plays are named after men, they’re really about women.  The 

plots of her plays are either about the martyrdom of a Christian wom-

an in pagan Rome or a pious Christian man rescuing a fallen woman.   

 

 Dulcitius is believed to be Hrotsvit’s most comic work.  “The emperor 

Diocletian, failing to persuade the three virgins Agape, Chione, and 

Irena to renounce their Christian faith and sacrifice to the Roman 

gods, consigns them to prison. Governor Dulcitius sees the girls’ 

beauty and desires them so he commands that they be locked up in 

the kitchen. During the night, he enters the kitchen and, believing he 

is embracing and caressing the girls, fondles the pots and pans. He exits, unaware that he is now blackened with soot from the kitch-

en utensils. Offended because his soldiers run from him in fear, Dulcitius demands to see the emperor, but the guards, not recogniz-

ing him, beat him and deny his admittance. When his wife appears tearing her hair and lamenting that he has been made such a fool, 

he finally realizes his condition. He angrily demands that the girls be stripped and publicly exposed. xxxxxxxxx 

 

The soldiers attempt to carry out Dulcitius’s orders, but the robes refuse to come off the bodies of the three girls. Diocletian orders 

Count Sisinnius to punish the girls. Sisinnius is sympathetic to Irena, the youngest of the three girls, and orders her to be kept in pris-

on while the other two are punished. Agape and Chione are burned at the stake, but the flames leave their clothing and their bodies 

unharmed as their souls rise to heaven. Irena refuses to renounce her faith despite Sisinnius’s threats of death or torture. He orders 

her to be confined in a brothel, and the soldiers carry her away.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

A short time later, the soldiers return with the news that two splendidly-dressed men with radiant countenances appeared and 

claimed that Sisinnius had sent them to bear Irena to the top of a mountain. Sisinnius himself pursues Irena, but is unable to find a 

path to the summit where Irena stands, taunting him and pronouncing his damnation. At Sisinnius’s order, a soldier shoots Irena with 

an arrow and she dies, reaching toward heaven.”  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Another of the comedies is the story of  Gallicanus.   It centers on Constance, the daughter of Constantine who outwits Gallicanus, a 

commander in her father’s army, who refuses to fight another battle until he marries Constance. Constance has other plans.  She tells 

Gallicanus she will marry him but only if he takes two of her Christian servants John and Paul with him.  While they are off to war 

Constance converts both of Gallicanus’s daughters.  During the battle Gallicanus is facing defeat and death and the servants tell him 

the only way for him to survive is to convert to Christianity. He does so and wins the war, much to Constance’s chagrin. Gallicanus 

returns victorious. When he reaches Constance, he tells her that she is released from her promise so that he can live chastely as a 

Christian. All ends well except John and Paul, who are executed.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx    

 

The Book of Legends is a collection of 8 stories all with similar themes of martyrdom, religion and spirituality. The story of Theophilus 

Hrotsvit at the Benedictine convent, reading from a book, Credit Alamy Photos. 



was one of the most popular written in any language and de-

scribes how the young and ambitious archdeacon Theophilus, 

raised by his uncle in the 6th-century Antioch is overcome by 

disappointment about his lack of promotion in the church. He 

consults a Jewish sorcerer and is taken to a meeting of devils. 

Theophilus renounces God in a written document and joins 

hands with Satan. He gains a position of high influence and is 

happy with his power until he begins to repent the sin he has 

committed. Theophilus requests help from the Virgin Mary to 

reverse his contract with the Devil, ultimately good trumps evil 

and the contract is terminated. xxxxxxxxxxxx xx  

As the earliest known woman writer in the German lands, 

Hrotsvit was very aware that her gender made her less likely 

to be taken seriously in her contemporary society.  She used a 

number of strategies to counter this.  While she accepted the 

view of her time that women are less suited to writing than 

men, it would be several centuries before female writers 

would seriously attempt to argue otherwise (such as Christine 

de Pizan and Margery Kempe).  Hrotsvit argued that she was a 

divinely inspired exception, God has given her a perspicax in-

genium - a perceptive intellect and used the translation of her 

name “strong honor” to which she reinterpreted it as “a strong 

voice” as evidence.  She said she “put womanly weakness 

aside and summoned manly strength to her prudent heart.” In 

the prologue to The Book of Legends  Hrotsvit says that “Scorn 

he should not render at the writer’s weaker gender/ Who 

these small lines had sung with a woman’s untutored tongue/ 

But rather should he praise the Lord’s celestial grace”.   How-

ever, despite her role as a “clarion voice”,  Hrotsvit still felt 

compelled to submit her works “to the examination of learned 

clerks” for approval, invoking a "testimony of three... to consti-

tute truth."                    

THE GREAT ITALIAN MYSTERY 
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The Iron Cross of Lombardy has 

had a mysterious past.  Eastern 

Emperor Justinian's attempt to 

conquer the Western Empire left it 

weakened and open to invasion. 

With the devastation of its popula-

tion and political infrastructure 

Germanic tribes flowed into the Italian peninsula and the Lom-

bard Kingdom was established.  Between Lombards and Byzan-

tines, Italy was carved into ever-shifting boundaries during the 

next few centuries.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

One of Lombard’s early rulers married a Bavarian princess 

named Theodelinda (ca 570-628). Because of her actions that 

helped stamp out Arianism in Italy she received some notable 

religious gifts. One of her gifts was a nail, purported to be from 

the True Cross and originally in the possession of Emperor Con-

stantine (272-337), who received it from his mother, St. Helena 

(246-330).  

 

The Iron Cross of Lombardy is composed of six plates of gold 

hinged together, kept rigid by a 1/2” interior iron ring.  Its small 

size has given way to many explanations including  it used to be 

larger, it was originally an armlet or a votive crown.  The crown 

is decorated with jewels and translucent enamel and is appar-

ently of Byzantine workmanship. The iron ring does not appear 

in early descriptions, possibly it was added in the 12th century; 

only after 1585 was it described as being made from a nail used 

at the Crucifixion of Christ.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Although it is believed the iron nail was brought to the Lom-

bards in the early 7th century, the crown itself is thought to 

have been made in the 8th or early 9th century.  There are ref-

erences to Carolingians taking up the Iron Crown, such as the 

“forgotten” king Carloman in 781 and Lothair in 829, but no 

firm records exist of its use before Henry IV in 1312. 

 

Religious authorities argued over the centuries over the validity 

of the nail. In 1715 the Congregation of Rites in Rome which 

supervises the liturgy and sacraments allowed that the Crown 

could be displayed in public as an object of veneration without 

committing to the authenticity of the "nail."  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

The Iron Crown, one of the oldest crowns in Europe, is kept at 

the Cathedral of Monza outside Milan. Authorities at the Cathe-

dral point out that, despite the centuries of exposure, the inner 

“iron” ring shows no rust and no attraction to magnets and its 

history remains a mystery.  

Iron Cross of Lombardy, notice the 

inner ring,  Cathedral of Monza, 

Italy © Daily Medieval blog. 

 

 

“If it were customary to send maidens to 

school and teach them the same subjects 

as are taught to boys, they would learn just 

as fully and would understand the subtle-

ties of all arts and sciences.”   

 

                                      Christina de Pizan  
                                         1354-1450  



ABBEY OF THE HOLY CROSS, POITIERS 
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Radegunda was born about 520 to Bertachar, one of the three kings of the German 

land Thuringia.  In 529 Radegunda's uncle, Hermanfrid killed her father in battle taking  

Radegunda into his household. According to Gregory of Tours, Hermanfrid’s wife Ama-

laberga stirred him up against his remaining brother Baderic when she laid out only half 

the table for a meal.  When questioned about the reason, she told him "A king who owns 

only of half of his kingdom deserved to have half of his table bare." Thus roused, Her-

manfrid made a pact with Theuderic, king of Metz, to march against his brother Bade-

ric.  Hermanfied overtook Baderic and killed him but refused to fulfill his obligations to 

Theuderic.  In 531 Theuderic returned to Thuringia with his brother Clothaire, king of the 

Franks, and together they defeated Hermanfrid, taking over his kingdom.  Clothaire  took 

charge of the young Radegunda, sending her to his villa in Picardy for several years, before 

marrying her in 540.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

By 550 Radegunda's brother was the last surviving male member of the Thuringian roy-

al family.  Gregory of Tours reported in his History of the Franks that Clothaire 

“unjustly” killed Radegunda’s brother and Radegunda fled the court seeking the protec-

tion of the Church, persuading Médard, bishop of Noyon, to appoint her a deaconess.  

In 552 Radegunda founded Sainte-Marie in Poitiers, the first monastery for women in 

the Frankish Empire where she cared for the infirm.   xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

In 569 the monastery was renamed the Abbey of the Holy Cross when Radegunda was 

given a fragment of the True Cross from Justin II, the Emperor of Constantinople.  As 

part of the ceremony to present this sacred relic to the abbey she commissioned her 

friend, Italian nobleman and religious poet, Venantius Fortunatus to write a poem to 

mark the occasion. For this, he produced the hymn Vexilla Regis, considered to be one 

of the most significant Christian hymns ever written and is still sung for services 

on Good Friday.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Radegunda died In 587, originally buried outside the city walls of Poitiers but the nuns were upset as they were not able to attend 

to her grave since they were not allowed to leave their monastery.  During the Merovingian period, the Roman tradition practiced 

extramural  burials for sanitation reasons.  Burials were required to be outside the city walls according to the Law of the Twelve 

Tables written between 451 and 449 BC which stated in Table X: Funeral rules: “The dead man, let him not be buried or burnt in 

the city.”  Originally called the Chapel of St. Mary Outside the Walls, the church was renamed Church of St. Radegunda upon the 

former queen’s burial there who was already being greatly revered as a saint.  The early church where Radegunda was buried was 

destroyed in 877.  In 1012 she was exhumed by order of Abbess Beliarde for public veneration.  After a major fire in 1083, the en-

tire church was rebuilt and consecrated in 1099, housing the sepulcher of Saint Radegunda beneath 

the chancel.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

The church's entrance was rebuilt in the 11th and 12th centuries.  On the west side of the church, the 

high Angevin Gothic-style doorway stands against a Romanesque bell tower decorated with an  elab-

orate 13th-century Gothic portal.  Built in the shape of a Latin cross with radiating chapels the portal 

opens into the 13th-century Gothic aisleless nave built within 11th-century walls built by Eleanor of 

Aquitaine.  The church is known for its series of 16 jewel-toned stained glass windows recounting the 

life of Radegunda partially dating from the 13th century.  Also notable is the chancel surrounded by 

stout Romanesque pillars topped with colorfully painted capitals featuring human and animal fig-

ures.  Pepin I of Aquitaine, Louis the Pious’ second son, died in 833 and was also buried in the 

Church.        Hymn Vexilla Regis written by Fortunatus: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8fHVyO2DLA4 

Église Sainte-Radegonda, Poitiers, Poitou-Charentes, 

France © Christophe.Finot  CC BY-SA.2.5. 

  Tomb of Queen St. Radegunda © Holly Hayes. 

Desk (headrest) of Saint Radegonda, ca 

6th century, Ivory inclined carved panel 

on small turned balusters, relief decora-

tion includes various Christian motifs, 

Greek cross, cross patted by doves and 

mystical lamb and symbols of the 4 

evangelists, unknown source. 



 

While the word Alba has several connotations the original word was derived from Ancient Roman, German, Italian and Spanish 

languages as a feminine gender word for ‘dawn.’  Alba became known as ‘dawn songs’ and were used as a lyrical love song focus-

ing on the moment when lovers see that their night together is about to end.  These songs appear in many cultures including 10th 

century Persia ghazal and 11th century Occitan troubadours.  Additionally these songs were also often connected to religious festi-

vals or wedding rituals in many areas such as  the Galician-Portuguese, Hebrews, and Italians to Hindus. Germany’s  version was 

called the minnesang, and was a love lyric based essentially on a fictitious relationship 

between a knight and his high-born lady.  Over 15 dawn songs survive in Old Occitan, 

attributed to troubadours active in what we know as southern France and Catalonia.     

 

Guidelines for the songs composed after 1250 suggest the song set at daybreak either 

praises or blames both the lady and the dawn, the gaita (watchman or guard) is to 

alert the lovers when the hour has come to separate.    Most courtly dawn songs were 

sung by a soloist, although some were mini-dramas, often tracing the progression 

from the first light of dawn to daybreak.   An anonymous troubadour’s verse: 

 

While the nightingale sings,  

both night and day, 

I am with my beautiful 

beneath the flowers, 

        until our sentry from the tower  

cries: "Lovers, get up! 

      for I clearly see the sunrise and the day. 

 

Another version of the dawn song was the aubade which became popular in the 18th century.  The aubade was defined as a song 

or instrumental composition accompanying or evoking daybreak song sung from a door or window moving from a courtly love con-

text into a more abstract theme of human parting at daybreak.   

Boccace, Le Decameron, Flandres, 1432, Paris, BnF,  

Arsenal, 5070 fol. 108v. 
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 527:  Theodora and Justinian succeed to the Byzantine throne 

 587:  St. Radegunda dies at about 67 years of age 

 597:  Augustine of Canterbury arrives in Kent and  begins to convert the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity 

 657:  Bathilde appointed regent for her eldest son 5 year old  Clotaire  

 927:  AEthelflaed, Lady of the Mercians’s nephew King Aethelstan founds the Kingdom of England uniting the  Anglo-Saxon nations 

                         of Wessex,  Sussex, Essex, Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria   

 947:   Hrotsvit invested by Otto I as abbess of Gandersheim with supreme authority as an independent princedom                                  

 957:   Olga converted to Christianity, 30 years later Russia converts to Christianity under her grandson Vladimir the Great.   

 987:   The last Carolinian king Louis V, grandson of Queen Adelaide, dies and the Capetian line begins 

1077:  Holy Roman  Emperor Henry IV pleads to the pope and Matilda of Canossa to have his excommunication lifted  

1137:  Eleanor of Aquitaine’s father dies and at 15 years old becomes a very wealthy heiress   

1147:  Hildegard of Bingen founded her first convent on the Rupertsberg  

1187:  Queen Eleanor of England and consort Alphonso VIII found Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, 50 years after  

                          her grandfather, William X of Aquitaine’s death 

1247:  Nicholaa de la Haye holds Lincoln Castle during 40 day battle destroying Prince Louis’ ambitions in England  

1347:  Siege of Calais and Philippa begs and receives custody of 6 principal citizens   

THIS YEAR IN HISTORY 

BEFORE ALARM CLOCKS, ALBA 



 

MENSURA 

For thousands of years candles 

have symbolized the divine pres-

ence.  Mensura, a Latin word for 

measure came to represent a wax 

candle made to a person’s height 

(or limb) that was burned before 

the shrine of their favorite saint for 

intercession and return to health.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

In June 1287 when Eleanor of Castile’s illness became more 

serious records show payments for two boys to hold vigil 

around mensuras at the chapel of St. Thomas in Bandeaux.   

Eleanor of Provence also ordered a mensura for the mortal-

ly ill son of her friend Maud de Lacy and in 1303-1306 when 

Edward Longshanks was ill 300 lbs. of wax was ordered for 

a mensura corroborating his tall stature.   A similar charge 

was also entered for beeswax and tallow Nov. 3, 1299, for 

an oblation at St. Albans.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

Mensura’s  were also used for commoners as evidenced by 

Edmund Stablegate, a citizen of  Lambeth, Kent, who speci-

fied in his 1362 will for a 28 lb. mensura to be placed be-

fore the Blessed Mary in Christ Church Canterbury and 

burned on the day of his burying. 
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VASE OF ALIENOR  

E 
leanor of Aquitaine's only known artifact is a rock 

crystal vase which is on permanent display in the Lou-

vre who acquired the piece after the French Revolu-

tion in 1793.  The vase has been associated with several nota-

ble people of the 12th century including Duke William IX of 

Aquitaine, the first troubadour, poet;  his granddaughter Elea-

nor of Aquitaine who gave it as a gift to her first husband King 

Louis VII of France June 11, 1144; who in turn Louis bestowed 

the vase to Abbot Suger at the dedication of St. Denis.  xxxxxxxx    

 

Carved rock crystal containers are believed to have originated 

from the Eastern Mediterranean region including Byzantium, 

Egypt, and North Africa.  Great skills were required to hollow 

out the raw rock crystal and carve the delicate decorations.  

These celebrated vases were considered enormously valuable 

by 10th-12th-century European royalty who went to great 

lengths to obtain the rock crystal pieces, fascinated with their 

translucent purity, clarity, and elegance of their figured decora-

tion with its powerful healing qualities.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

The origin of Eleanor’s vase is somewhat obscure although a 

contemporary Arab chronicler, as-Makrizi, left a detailed ac-

count of a looting in 1067-68 of a famous collection of treasured 

rock crystal vessels belonging to the Fatimid ruler of Cairo, al-

Mustansir during a period of inflation and financial problems 

with troops rebelling and demanding to be paid.  xxxxxxxxxxxxx   

 

Historians have determined the vase’s earliest known owner 

was Mitadolus, also known as Imad al-dawla abd al-malik ibn 

Hud, the last Muslim king of Saragossa (1110-1130).  Forced to 

abandon his capital to the North-African Almoravids in May 

1110, this Spanish Muslim king remained in power by allying 

with the Christian Aragonese under Alfonso I. Imad al-dawla 

must have met William IX of Aquitaine when both commanded 

contingents of knights under Alfonso I at the battle of Cutanda in 

Aragon on June 17, 1120 when the Almoravids were defeated. 

The precise circumstances for the transmission of the vase are 

unknown but it is highly probable that Imad al-dawla presented 

it to William in an attempt to win his support.  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

Eleanor’s piece is unique as it is carved in a 'honeycomb' pattern 

of about 22 rows of small hollowed-out hexagons.  To make this 

small, engraved cup worthy of joining his other pieces as a com-

munion vessel Abbot Suger added mounts in the 12th century 

probably made in the Saint-Denis workshop.  The base is divided 

into four separate bands with 

an inscription in niello, "As a 

bride, Eleanor gave this vase 

to King Louis, Mitadolus to her 

grandfather, the King to me, 

and Suger to the saints.'  It is 

further embellished with fili-

gree set around large precious 

stones alternating with pearls  

and prominent beading.  The 

neck is likewise formed of 

different strips decorated with 

filigree and precious stones.  

Vase of Alienor - Stone crystal, gilt silver, precious stones, pearls, enamels - 6th or 7th 

century (vase), before 1147 (setting) - Height 33,7 cm. - Treasure of Saint-Denis, Musée du 

Louvre, Richelieu wing, 1st floor, room 2, vitrine 16, Paris © RMN Daniel Anaudet.  


