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Introduction

T his book examines the place of noblewomen in twelfth-
century English and, to a lesser extent, Norman society. An initial
justification for such a study is that the place of noblewomen

in twelfth-century English society has not hitherto been systematically
addressed as a subject in its own right. This is in contrast to Anglo-
Saxon and late medieval women, on whom there is considerable
historiographical debate. Some of the roles of women in twelfth-century
English society have of course been studied, particularly women’s
tenure of dower, maritagium, and female inheritance. However, much
that has been written about twelfth-century women has been done
to the dictates of an oscillating male-centred historiography about the
creation of institutions, or otherwise of male lordship or ‘feudalism’.
The dominant historiographical discourse which considers dynamics of
power in twelfth-century society is that of the study of the multi-faceted
construct that is conventionally called lordship. This book will analyse
the roles of noblewomen within lordship and in so doing will clarify
important aspects of noblewomen’s power. The analytical framework
upon which the book is constructed draws on recent theoretical devel-
opments in the history of women and power and utilises traditional
scholarly approaches to the study of the twelfth century. In so doing it
re-defines the nature of twelfth-century lordship.

The debate on the roles of medieval women has moved a long way
from seeing them as victims of male dominance, and the ideology of
separate spheres has been superseded by recent theoretical insights which
consider the importance of gender and the impact of the female life
cycle on the roles and power of women. Indeed, modern writers on the
history of women, such as Judith Bennett, Maryanne Kowaleski and
Joel Rosenthal, have raised important questions about the importance
of gender as a category of analysis to explain the complexity of women’s
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societal subordination.1 A gender-based analysis considers that the dif-
ferences in the social identities of men and women, the way that men
and women exerted power and influence in society through complex
power structures such as the family and lordship, were crucially affected
by societal expectation of men’s and women’s roles based on ideas about
the physical, mental and psychological differences between men and
women.2 The inculcation of such expectations was manifested through
ideologies which were internalised differently by men and women.3

These approaches are applicable to twelfth-century society because of
the multiplicity of references to female–male interaction, collaboration
and difference within contemporary documents.

The paradigms offered by Pauline Stafford and Janet Nelson illus-
trate ways that a more complex explanation of twelfth-century women’s
power can be achieved. Stafford and Nelson have done much to clarify
the importance of the interactions of the female life cycle and gender in
constructions of female power. Stafford convincingly dismissed models
of society which seek improvements or decline in women’s position or
place in society since this undermines important questions concerning
the complexities of status measurement. Stafford further argued that the
powers of the eleventh-century queens Emma and Edith had multiple
bases, through land tenure and in ‘marriage and maternity’.4 Stafford is
interested in explaining queenly power in terms of the impact of the
female life cycle and the specific political and cultural contexts of late
eleventh-century England. In particular Stafford and Nelson are clear
on the antipathy of male clerical writers to the portrayal of powerful
women, a phenomenon not unique to eleventh-century England.5

Constructions of male power and influence as lords in their own
right rested on enfeoffment of their lands or inheritance, or knighting.
Both were the keys to public function, as well as office holding. For
women marriage as entrée into public life served the same purpose,
but crucially women’s role in relation to public power was differently
defined. The multiplicity of meanings of noblewomen’s social power is
better accommodated within a wider framework which can explain the
significance of, for example, women’s informal unstructured power to
influence events, not as the logical outcome of a system in which women
were subordinate to men, but as a result of the conflicting and complex
series of ways in which any individual was closed or excluded from
power. Thus powerful women as wives and widows may have class
interests or political interests, which they defend, but they are also sub-
ject to categories of gender which interacted with their other identities.
The importance of multiple identities in twelfth-century culture has

Susan M. Johns - 9781526137555
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:37:11AM

via free access



introduction

� 3 �

recently been investigated by Ian Short, who argues that the Anglo-
Norman English sought to maintain a sense of cultural distinctiveness,
and in so doing they perpetuated a sense of social exclusiveness.6 This
model of self-definition thus unconsciously draws on elements of closure
theory to explain increasing twelfth-century aristocratic elitism.7

Lordship is one way that such elitism was expressed. Lordship re-
mains at the heart of many interpretations of the twelfth century and its
nature has been vigorously debated since the publication of Stenton’s
First Century of English Feudalism.8 Stenton used charter evidence to
depict a seigneurial world in which the unity of the honour, and thus
honorial society, was expressed through the honor court, guardian of
feudal custom.9 Stenton was interested in lordship as a male role,10 and
his concern with the definition of the internal workings of the honor as
male-dominated led him, like Maitland before him, to ignore women
and to assume that they had no public role.11 Although the evidential
base from which Stenton drew his conclusion, charters, is narrow and
necessarily throws the spotlight on the honor, it is the lack of a sophist-
icated paradigm with which to explore nuances of the evidence that is
the key problem.12

Such a paradigm can utilise some of the approaches to the study of
lordship taken by Paul Hyams, Paul Dalton, David Crouch and John
Hudson; the ways in which women could exert power can thereby more
easily be explained.13 These recent revisions have clarified the meaning
of lordship, land tenure and the importance of the bonds of lordship
and hierarchy, and show the complexities and contradictions of twelfth-
century lordship, but have yet to incorporate an analysis of noble-
women’s power within lordship. For example, Paul Dalton argued that
when Agnes de Arches in the reign of Stephen granted land to the
nuns of Nunkeeling without the involvement of her lord this shows
the weakness of seigneurial lordship and poses a challenge to Stenton’s
model of society;14 he declined, however, to draw any conclusions about
its implications for the confidence and power of a noblewoman to act
independently in the context of religious benefaction.

If, as ideas about property emerged, the key relationship in society
was between tenant and land, ‘not tenant and lord’,15 this has particular
resonance in the context of female land tenure, because the nature of
the lands held by women, in particular dower and maritagium, affected
their powers of alienation, inheritance and, crucially, their place, power
and identity in society. It also affected their inheritance patterns.16

If, in addition, modern hierarchical patterns of thinking obscure the
complexities of twelfth-century hierarchies,17 this is instructive when we
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consider women, since twelfth-century clerics were themselves aware of
the importance of gender, marital status and class when they discussed
women. Further, it can be argued (in opposition to Stenton’s view of
personal relationships as the glue which held society together) that dur-
ing the twelfth century warranty, an important function of lordship,
became institutionalised;18 but this has a particular relevance for the
study of women, since women gave and desired warranty contracts in
their charters.

Approaching the subject from a different angle, it can be observed
that historians have long been interested in the importance of married
women’s property and the complexities of dower, since Florence
Buckstaff ’s seminal article of 1893 tracing married women’s property
and George Haskins’s study of dower.19 This interest has necessitated at
least a minimal consideration of the implications of gender. Haskins,
who saw lordship and military service as the key to understanding
society, believed that the principle of dower was in opposition to
‘feudalism’, since women were ‘useless for performing suit at court’.
More recently, however, Joseph Biancalana traced the developments of
writs of dower to clarify the way that common law developed and stressed
that dower was necessary to the structuring of land and marriage mar-
kets.20 Janet Senderowitz Loengard analysed dower to argue that its allo-
cation was open to many variables, militated against the consolidation
of family lands and could cause litigation, confusion, and in practice
could alienate lands away from the patrimony for long periods. More
significantly, dower brought women into the courts, actively pursuing
or defending claims. For Loengard dower was ‘the medieval woman’s
insurance policy’ which turned ‘accepted convention on its head’.21

Loengard is influenced by feminist scholarship, which stresses female
action and power, whilst as a legal historian Biancalana is more inter-
ested in the legal implications of dower. Both approaches, their roots in
the quest for an understanding of patterns of land tenure which stretches
back to the inception of British medieval studies,22 imply that an under-
standing of the gendered nature of lordship will have implications for
our understanding of land tenure in general.

Sir James Holt’s analysis of twelfth-century social structures saw
noblewomen as pawns of men, used to seal political alliances through
marriage, their key role being to transmit land and titles to their
husbands. Holt’s view is important for the way it located the interac-
tions between the key structures of family and lordship which defined
twelfth-century women’s roles. His study of maritagium, dower and
inheritance, heritability of title, and the development of the custom of
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parceny in the 1130s and 1140s set women’s roles into the context of the
interactions between family and royal lordship.23 Jane Martindale simi-
larly argued that female succession and thus women’s role in transmit-
ting lands and inheritance were established as acceptable in the first
decade of the twelfth century, but emphasised that women’s inheritance
was often a source of instability.24 Crouch sees women’s land tenure as
a threat to family hegemony and resources, and views women’s role
essentially in a similar way to Holt and Martindale – that is, to ensure
the transmission of blood line and land.25 Inheritance by women has
been discussed by Eleanor Searle in terms of women’s role in legitimis-
ing the Norman Conquest through marriage.26 John Gillingham and
RaGena DeAragon have shown the political and strategic nature of mar-
riage in the twelfth century.27 S. F. C. Milsom analysed female inherit-
ance in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.28 Like Holt, his analysis is
set into a context of the importance of family and ‘feudal’ interests in
female land tenure with an emphasis on women’s role in the trans-
mission of lands, but Milsom’s interest was in the development of the
legal framework and definitions of women’s land tenure and female
inheritance patterns. Milsom stressed the difference in nature between
customs of male and female inheritance.29 This latter insight is crucial
for understanding the gendered constructions of women’s power through
land tenure within twelfth-century society. Milsom’s analysis of the checks
and balances within inheritance structures, to counter the potential
instabilities caused by female inheritance, defines women’s land tenure
as the locus of these conflictive, mutable ‘feudal’ and family interests.

Scott L. Waugh also saw fluidity as a key determinant of women’s
land tenure, finding, for example that there was no mechanism for
enforcing the allocation of marriage portions to women, allowing lords
‘wide discretion’.30 Fundamentally, Waugh found that women’s inherit-
ance became more structured, owing to royal bureaucratic procedures,
rather than, for example, the impetus of families who wanted to see
daughters well endowed and therefore more marriageable. Judith Green
analysed women’s land tenure in the context of royal interference in the
affairs of noble families. She also stressed the fluidity of the rules about
female succession and emphasised the political nature of women’s
inheritance around 1100. This re-evaluation of the evidence relating
to female inheritance shows how it became significant in the specific
political circumstances of the reign of Henry I. However, she argues
that women were fundamentally ‘counters used in political bargains’
conducted by male strategists, and thus essentially follows traditional
interpretations of the place of women in contemporary society.31 Pauline
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Stafford, on the other hand, questions such a framework and, for ex-
ample, argues that royal women could be thrust into prominence during
periods when male kin were insecure through political instability. In
such a context women could effect their own policies and initiatives.32

Holt, Milsom, Green et al. emphasise the potential instabilities
caused by female land tenure, and the potential political and social
conflicts and tensions caused by female succession systems when they
developed in twelfth-century England. This is a formidable body of
scholarship which has clarified important aspects of female land tenure
and shown noblewomen as an element in the exercise of lordship. The
importance of this and, by extension, the possibility of women’s power
as active participants therein is not clarified directly, because the authors
are interested in discussing succession systems and rules of inheritance,
or feudalism and lordship, not in discussing women’s power. Yet much
can be learned about women’s power from these interpretations. For
example, inadvertently, like so many of the scholars just discussed,
Milsom has begun to analyse gender systems. Modern scholars, without
necessarily consciously seeking to do so, have placed women at the
centre of debates about twelfth-century power structures. For example,
if we accept Milsom’s contention that male and female customs of in-
heritance were different in nature, then it can further be argued that
identity, intimately associated with land tenure, was gendered. Such
identities, as wives, widows and daughters, defined the participation of
twelfth-century noblewomen in land transactions. Such categories of
land tenure did not apply to men in the same way because their access
to resources was structured around different gendered identities.33

In a wider context this book is intended as a contribution to the
debate over the role and meaning of female power in the context of
the interaction of gender and lordship in twelfth-century society. It is
deliberately wide-ranging, since – arguably – it is possible to analyse
the dialogue between text, gender and society only if different types of
evidence are taken fully into account. The charters analysed include
selective surveys of original charters held in the Public Record Office
and the British Library. Monastic cartularies such as the cartulary
of Stixwould have been considered. These charters, and collections of
charters, are used in Chapters 4–8 to re-examine women’s power as
expressed through lordship, and ultimately to reconsider the nature of
lordship itself. In conjunction with this, the book sets out to bring
together a corpus of previously unanalysed seals to consider their text
and image, and sealing practice itself, as an indicator of women’s power.
Twelfth-century writers discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 include Orderic
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Vitalis, William of Malmesbury and William of Newburgh, and the
analysis considers the way that women appear in these texts, but also
the extent to which women could influence their creation, and thus
considers the limitations of those texts as a guide to women’s power.
The 1185 Rotuli de Dominabus, a complex and under-utilised source,
is analysed in Chapter 9 to consider the way that royal authority and the
law shaped the experience of noblewomen, but also to provide a cau-
tionary account of the degree to which such sources present an external
view of the societies in which noblewomen exercised power. Saints’ lives
provide the opportunity to assess the way that the power of noble-
women interacted with, and to an extent drew upon, the authority of
the church – recognising too that these vitae were created by a more or
less misogynist male clergy who yet had to respond to the reality of the
close involvement of their subjects’ interaction with the power of women.
When text, gender and society are considered together, a surprisingly
rich view of twelfth-century noblewomen begins to emerge.
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