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ABSTRACT 

This study endeavors to establish the degree of 

autonomy in the management of property available to women 

in Rome during the latter part of the fifteenth century. 

The method employed to evaluate this aspect of social 

reality has been a comparison of law and custom to 

traceable experiences of women in order to evaluate the 

actuality of their lives. 

Twelve hundred notarial transactions from the none 

Ponte in Rome provide a regional focus on the social and 

economic relations of individual women. The chapter on law 

centres on special protections accorded to women, the 

chapter on marriage on the intricacies of ritual and 

ceremony, the chapter on dowries on the personal burden of 

investment in a new household and the chapter on control of 

property on the single, married or widowed state of women. 

The legal and social advancement of women differed 

according to the roles they occupied within the family and 

the community. They appear to have taken advantage of 

their rights and opportunities and were not totally 

dependent on husbands or male members of their families. 
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Introduction 

At Rome, in December of 1473, Antonio di Caproli 

entered into a marriage agreement on behalf of his 

daughter, Aquilina. Her prospective husband, Guido di 

Antongiovanni de Alteri, an immigrant from Perugia to the 

none Ponte, was promised a dowry, the gift at marriage, 

valued at five hundred florins. The dotal contract is of 

interest because three generations of women were involved 

in its negotiation. 

It was to be the second marriage for Aquilina who 

appears to have been able to shoulder some of the financial 

obligations occasioned by the union. A substantial legacy 

was forthcoming from the estate of her first husband, 

Pietro Piccinnini. Guido di Antongiovanni was assured that 

the dowry would be held in deposit by Aquilina's father, 

her mother, Caterina, and her grandmother, Maria. As 

surety the parents and grandmother pledged their house and 

its possessions. ( 1) 

According to the views of Renaissance Italian writers, 

neither Aquilina, Caterina nor Maria should have been 

involved in the economic affairs of the family. Leon 

(1) Archivio di Stato, Rome, ( henceforth ASR), Collegio dei 
Notari Capitolini ( henceforth CL) 175, fol. 119. 

1 
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Battista Alberti assigned the roles of authority and 

control over property to the male head of the household. 

Women were assigned to a subordinate position within the 

'state of marriage. Alberti thought that women were 

almost all timid by nature, soft, slow 
and therefore more useful when they sit 
still and watch over our things. It is 
as though nature thus provided for our 
well-being, arranging for men to bring 
things home and for women to guard 
them. The woman as she remains locked 
up at home, should watch over things by 
staying at her post, by diligent care 
and watchfulness. The man should guard 
the woman, the house and his family.(2) 

His sentiments reflected a prevailing attitude, one 

which was also discernable in the sermons of San 

Bernardino, delivered in Siena, in 1425. He advised women 

to " be ugly when you are outside your house, and make 

yourself beautiful at home for love of your husband, and 

you will please him and content him in every way."(3) 

Francesco Barbaro was of the opinion that women were to 

occupy themselves solely in supervision of the household 

where everything was to be "put in its place because there 

is nothing more beautiful, more useful than order, which is 

(2) Alberti, L., The Family in Renaissance Florence, 
trans. R. Watkins ( Columbia, S. C., 1969), pp. 208-09. 

(.3) Bernardino da Siena, Le Prediche Volqari ( Milan, 1936), 
p. 838-39; E. Cochrane & J. Kirsher, The 
Renaissance: Readinqs in Western Civilization ( Chicago, 
1986), p. 122. 
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always of the greatest importance."(4) marriage was 

considered to be the normal state for women, matrimony 

divine, natural and social institution in the eyes of 

Renaissance thinkers. ( 5) 

Ian Maclean argues that the influence of the 

institution of marriage contributed in the Renaissance to a 

notion of women as persons of limited actions and powers. 

A wife's place was immediately below the head of the 

household and immediately above the children and servants. 

As such she exercised power in the administration of the 

household but only in accordance with the general wishes 

and desires of her husband.(6) 

Was marriage an obstacle to any improvement in the 

status of women? Did human and economic relationships 

established through marriage keep women from acquiring ( or 

retaining) a reasonable measure of autonomy?, And what of 

the relationship between theory and practice.? Does Alberti 

offer an image of women that can be projected on all of 

society? Or did specific women, living in particular 

(4) F. Barbaro, De Re Uxoria, trans. B. Kohl, in The 
Earthly Republic: Italian Humanists on Government and 
Society, ed. B. Kohl & R. Witt ( Philadelphia, 1978), 
p. 217. 

(5) I. Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman ( Cambridge, 
Eng., 1980), pp. 75, 8.4. 

(6) Ibid., P. 59. 
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circumstances, fashion their lives in ways that departed 

from norms? Did circumstance and law allow for flexibility 

within their role? 

The aim of the present study is to establish the 

degree of autonomy in the management of property available 

to women during the Italian Renaissance. The subject or 

even the limited part of it that I propose to discuss is 

large and complicated. It is also all too often discussed 

in excessively general terms and without reference to any 

specific social setting. To avoid a discussion based 

chiefly on normative ideas and on legal prescriptions, I 

shall focus my attention on women living in Rome during the 

latter part of the fifteenth century. 

In Chapter One, an examination of law and its effect 

provides a basis for investigating how women ordered and 

were ordered in their personal lives. The institution of 

guardianship, one of several forms of protection within the 

law, and the idea of the consensual nature of marriage are 

of particular interest because both are related to the 

notion of female legal incapacity. A discussion of the 

theory and ritual surrounding matrimony, in Chapter Two, 

provides clues for understanding the nature of the social 

options available to women as they occupied a particular 

social situation at a particular stage in life. The third 

chapter attempts to break through the incrustation of 
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regulation and custom in order to observe as closely as 

possible the living realities, the practice as well as the 

theory of law. What were the principal terms of marriage 

affecting property during the Renaissance? Who bore the 

burden of investment in the new household as the 

relationships between parents and children were molded by 

the transference of property across the generations? The 

final chapter examines a central element of the secular 

experience of Renaissance women - their position with 

respect to administration And control of property. 

Establishing the degree of autonomy accorded to women, 

their condition of personal freedom, is a complex task for 

autonomy is a relative concept. It becomes necessary to 

consider variations of autonomy and dependence according to 

geographic location and changes of time. The most natural 

points of comparison in this endeavor are with women and 

men of ancient times and medieval societies. 

* * * 

An inquiry of Renaissance 1ome necessarily centres on 

the uniqueness of Roman society during the fifteenth 

century. Because of a long period of papal absence during 

the fourteenth century, the city had become " like a village 

of cow-herds; sheep and cattle wandered through the 
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streets."(7) Nicholas V, determined to make Rome a 

cultural and spiritual capital of Christendom, implemented 

a plan of architectural renewal as well as a sponsorship of 

classical and patristic studies.(8) In 1450, everything 

"remained to be done. Rome was still a wilderness among 

crumbling ruins."(9) 

The papal grasp on Rome continued to be firm as Sixtus 

IV furthered the goals of urban planning.(10) The city 

opened its gates to men and women of ambition and industry 

when the improved economic conditions could offer promise 

of employment to larger numbers. Some among the 

increasingly numerous Romans held positions at the papal 

court, others dominated specific trades by banding together 

(7) F. Gregorovius, History of the City of Rome in the 
Middle Aqes, trans. A. Hamilton ( London, 1900), VII, 
pt. 1, p. 89; C. Stinger, The Renaissance in Rome  
(Bloomington, 1985), p. 6. 

(8) J. Toews, " Formative Forces in the Pontificate of 
Nicholas V, 1447-1455," Catholic Historical Review 16 
(1968-69): 261-284; M. Migilo, " Ii leone e la lupa," 
Studi Romani 30 ( 1982): 177-186. 

(9) P. Partner, Renaissance Rome (1500-1599): A Portrait of 
a Society ( Berkeley, 1976), p. 5. 

(10) J. Delumeau, Rome au xvi siecle ( Paris, 1975), 
pp. 62-68. 
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in national or regional ethnic groups.(ll) Many were 

employed in the projects which focused on a functipnal 

improvement of the roads and streets, that were to 

accommodate the pilgrims to Rome. By the 1470's, many of 

the immigrants had been assimilated into the 

population.(12) There was -no segregation of the poor from 

the rich as every neighborhood contained the full spectrum 

of the population. The wealthy patrician lived next to the 

curial official who often lived near a notary or an 

adventurous newcomer. 

Because the city's history is so often equated with 

the rise and fall of papal fortunes very little is known 

about the non-äurial populatipn of Rome, the men and women 

who typically lived in the small neighborhood shops with 

their families. Notarial transactions, the records of 

sales of land and goods, dowry and marriage contracts, 

testaments, inventories - anything that required legal 

force, are a rich source of this needed information. The 

notary attested human affairs by recording them in public 

(11) C. Maas, The German Community in Renaissance Rome, 
1378-1523 ed. P. Herde ( Freiburg, 1981), p. xv. The 
German community, owing to its numbers, held a 
monopoly over the baking, shoemaking and innkeeping 
trades: E. Lee, "Workmen and Work in Quattrocento 
Rome," Rome and the Renaissance, ed. P. Ramsey 
(Binghamton, 1982), pp. 149-50. 

(12) Ibid. 
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form.(13) Only the notary was invested with the authority 

to make those affairs binding.(14) Factual in content and 

filled with specific details, they provide a vivid 

portrayal of the reality of the everyday lives of men and 

women as they entered different phases of their lives.(15) 

Twelve hundred instruments of transfer that were 

registered by a group of notaries working in the none 

Ponte, a central neighborhood that is within the bend of, 

the Tiber, are an important addition to the literature used 

in this endeavor.(16) They indicate that, during the years 

(13) D. Hughes, " Toward Historical Ethnography: Notarial 
Records and Family History in the Middle Ages," 
Historical Methods Newsletter 7 ( 1974): 64. In areas 
most influenced by Roman legal form, the notary had 
long been a familiar figure, making possible, even in 
unlettered societies, the legal recording of all 
transactions for which by principles of Roman law a 
contract was required. 

(14) L. Martines, Lawyers and Statecraft in Renaissance  
Florence ( Princeton, 1968), p. 37. 

(15) S. Epstein, Wills and Wealth in Medieval Genoa, 1150-
1250 ( Cambridge, 1984), P. 3; N. Tamassia, La famiglia 
italiana nei secoli decimoquinto e decimosesto ( Rome, 
1971), pp. 86-103. Acts of transfer become available 
because it was customary for notaries to arrange for 
their cartularies to be deposited with the commune in 
order that they might be preserved and consulted. 

(16) For a history of the notarial deposits in Roman 
archives, see A. Corbo, "Relazione descrittiva degli 
archivi notarili Romani dei secoli XIV-XV 
nell'Archivio di Stato e nell'Archivio Capitolino," 
Sources of Social History: Private Acts of the Late  
Middle Ages, ed. P. Brezzi and E. Lee ( Toronto, 1985), 
pp. 49-67; One notary living in the area was Gaspare 
Pontano, who also chronicled civic events in Rome. 
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1450 to 1480, women played a significant role in the 

intricate network of social and economic relations of the 

none. Fully one-third of the principals in the 

transactions are women. As they came from all levels of 

society, a great deal of knowledge can be gained about the 

choices and circumstances that defined the lives of women 

dwelling in Rome. 

See G. Pontani, " Ii diario romanb ( 1481-1492)," 
ed. D. Toni, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, III, pt. 2, 
Citta di Castello, 1900). 



CHAPTER ONE 

WOMEN WITHIN THE LAW 

The subordinate role that Alberti and his 

contemporaries assigned to wives raises a good many 

questions about the legal and social status of Renaissance 

women. Many of these revolve around one central 

question: were women merely passive instruments in the 

hands of their husbands and male relatives? 

The status of women in their families of birth and in 

their husbands' families was governed by a set of laws and 

customs originating in markedly different social systems. 

A fusion of Roman, Germanic and Christian institutions and 

attitudes defined the spheres of women's action and the 

extent of their influence. The purpose of this chapter is 

o investigate the legal and customary rights of women in 

Renaissance society. An examination of how Roman law, 

Germanic tradition and the Christian religion affected the 

lives of women will be followed by a comparison of 

statutory regulation to customary observance during the 

Renaissance. Finally, there will be an attempt to compare 

the letter of the law to the reality, i.e., to actual 

conditions and relationships. 

10 
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To ensure economic and social stability, the early 

Romans thought it necessary that women be placed under the 

custody of men. In childhood, a daughter was answerable to 

the eldest male ascendant in the family, the paterfamilias. 

.The power of the paterfamilias extended to the 

determination of the lives of all members of the 

household.(l) Upon the death of the paterfamilias, the 

custody over daughters passed to the nearest male relative 

unless another guardian had been designated in a testament. 

.The underlying assumption of these regulations ( the 

earliest Roman law code, the Twelve Tables is traditionally 

dated 451-450 B. C.) was the " weakness and lightmindedness 

of the female sex."(2) 

Under the Republic, women continued to live in some 

measure of subjection to the power of the head of the 

family, being classed as perpetual minors (alieni iuris). 

If their fathers died, they were placed under the control 

(1) V. Bullough, Thd Subordinate Sex: A History of 
Attitudes Toward Women ( Chicago, 1973), p. 83; 
J. Hallett, Fathers and Dauqhters in Roman Society 
(Princeton, 1984), pp. 21-28. 

(2) W. Buckland, A Manual of Roman Private Law ( Cambridge, 
Eng., 1925) pp. 89, 101; S. Pomeróy, Goddesses, Whores, 
Wives and Slaves: Women in Class.ical Antiquity ( New 
York, 1975), p. 150. 
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of guardians. If they married, they were transferred to 

the control of husbands.(3) 

There is general agreement that the legal position of 

women improved under the Empire, although guardianship was 

theoretically in force until the time of Diocletian 

(reigned A. D. 285-308).(4) When the position of the 

paterfamilias was weakened by the state, it correspondingly 

strengthened the private rights of women. Although they 

were barred from public office and from taking legal action 

on their own behalf, there were legitimate devices and 

privileges available that rendered the control of their 

private lives by males fictional.(5) By the time Justinian 

(A.D. 527-565) ordered the conpilation of the Corpus luris  

(3) Buckland, p. 89; H. Jolowicz, Roman Foundations of 
Modern Law ( Westport, 1957), P. 101; S. Wemple, Women 
in Frankish Society ( Philadelphia, 1981), p. 15. 

(4) Theodosiafl Code 3. 7. 1, The Theodosian Code, 
trans. C. Pharr ( Princeton, 1952); Pomeroy, pp. 150-51. 
The legislation of Augustus ( reigned 27 B. C. to 
A. D. 14) had provided one way for women to free 
themselves of formal supervision. The ius liberorum 
exempted a freeborn woman who bore three children and a 
freedwoman who bore four children from guardianship. 
The provision weakened the juridical doctrine of the 
weak female. 

(5) Wemple, p. ,15; Pomeroy, p. 151. If a self- interested 
guardian withheld the approval needed for the 
acceptance of an inheritance, the making of a 
testament, or the assuming of contractual obligations, 
a woman could apply to a magistrate to have his assent 
forced or to have a different guardian appointed: 
B. Rawson, ed., The Family in Ancient Rome: New 
Perspectives ( London, 1986), p. 84. 
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Civilis, almost all trace of guardianship had 

disappeared.(6) Law had theoretically placed women in a 

condition not unlike that of men. They were entitled to 

inherit equally with their brothers and had the right to 

safeguard the property that had been accorded them at 

marriage.(7) 

After the collapse of the Empire in the West, Roman 

law became increasingly blended with that of German 

nations. The legislat ion resulting from Germanic influence 

brought women a less lofty status, notwithstanding the 

honor in which the ancient German peoples reportedly held 

them. The Roman historian Tacitus, writing of German 

customary law in A. D. 98, noted that because women were 

credited with " a certain uncanny and prophetic sense," the 

Germans " neither scorn to consult them nor slight their 

answers." ( 8) 

Germanic law, however, sanctioned a woman's 

(6) Jolowicz, pp. 113-14; T. Kuehn, "Cum Consensu 
Mundualdi: Legal Guardianship of Women in Quattrocento 
Florence," Viator 13 ( 1982): 314-15. 

(7) C. Calisse, A History of Italian Law ( New York, 1928), 
p. 519; Wemple, p. 19. 

(8) C. Tacitus, Germania, trans. W. Peterson ( Cambridge, 
Mass., 1914), p. 277; A. Murray; Germanic Kinship 
Structure: Studies in Law and Society in Antiquity and 
the Early Middle Ages ( Toronto, 1983), pp. 51-65. 
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inferiority within the family.(9) There were two reasons 

for placing women in a subordinated position that 

necessitated guardianship. The first stemmed from the 

frequency of warfare and the importance attributed to valor 

in combat. The use of arms which gave one the ability to 

defend rights was perceived as beyond the capacity of a 

female.(10) A second reason was the patrilineal 

organization of the family and the necessity of guarding 

its preservation. Once married, women were not able to 

further the interests of the paternal family.(11) From the 

first.of these reasons came not only a lack of political 

rights, but also an incapacity, enshrined in custom and 

law, for acts which presupposed the use of weapons.(12) 

The second reason was responsible for depriving women of 

legal capacity with regard to the family estate which 

(9) Calisse, p. 518. 

(10) Ibid., p. 519. 

(11) Ibid. 

(12) Ibid., p. 520. For instance, women could not testify 
in court because of the application of the principle 
of mutual defense among members of the family; nor 
could they institute or defend an action, because this 
might lead to proof by judicial combat: E. Besta, The 
Family in the History of Italian Law (Milan, 1962), 
p. 39; F. and J. Gies, Women in the Middle Ages (New 
York, 1978), p. 17. Women were allotted, a special 
protection which was often in the form of a higher 
werqild, a compensation for injury paid to relatives 
of a victim. 
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guaranteed the continuance of the family. In consequence, 

women found themselves, within their own families, in a 

position of personal inferiority which produced their 

subjection to a permanent guardianship.(13) The mundium of 

the customary law, i.e. the exercise of another's authority 

over women at all stages of life, was never as severe as 

the Roman patria potestas, yet it served much the same 

function by placing women under powers of correction and. 

protection. ( 14) 

The establishment of Christianity as the Roman state 

religion ( ca. A. D. 380) affected but did not substantially 

change the existing legal and social institutions that 

regulated the lives of women. Although the Christian 

tradition unequivocally stressed that men and women shared 

a common dignity and destiny, the Church , allowed that the 

"weaker vessel" was unsuited to a role in affairs outside 

the family. According to David Herlihy, under the 

"levelling influence of Christianity," the position of 

women was kept within certain limits as they were 

"everywhere more than a chattel, and everywhere less than a 

(13) Calisse, p. 520. 

(14) A. Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano ( Turin, 1894), 
p. 303. 
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matriarch."(15) On one hand, the Church asserted a 

doctrine of the superiority of women. Christ was seen " as 

the divine child, so, not surprisingly, the devotion of the 

age was lavished upon the mother who held the divine child 

in her arms."(16) On the other hand, the Church had 

established that a woman's sexuality rendered her weak and 

incapable of resisting temptation, a danger even to 

herself . (17) 

The formalied vision of women had taken shape during 

the Patristic period, especially through the writings of 

Tertullian, Jerome, Ambrose and Augustine. Women were 

considered to be creatures of extremes: as the daughters of 

Eve, vain and rebellious temptresses who were responsible 

for man's fall from grace, or as chaste and dutiful 

handmaids and mothers imitating the Mary who was an 

important figure in the salvation of mankind. Tertullian 

(15) D. Herlihy, " Land, Family and Women in Continental 
Europe, 701-1200," Women in Medieval History, 
ed. S. Stuard ( Philadelphia, 1976), p. 15. 

(16) E. Power, Medieval Women, ed. M. Postan ( Cambridge, 
Eng., 1922, reprint 1975), p. 19. For the strong 
links between the chivalric cult of the lady and the 
religious cult of the Virgin, see S. Painter, French  
Chivalry ( London, 1940), and G. Duby, The Chivalrous  
Society , trans. C. Postan ( London, 1977). 

(17) S. Stuard, Women in Medieval History, p. 8; S. Sticco, 
"Sin And Salvation: The Dramatic Context of 
Hrotswitha's Women," The Roles and Imaqes of Women in 
the Middle Ages and Renaissance, 
ed. D. Radcliff-Umstead ( Pittsburg, 1975), p. 4. 
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(d. 222) thought women to be the embodiment of evil.(18) 

Jerome ( d. 420) wrote that "death came through Eve, but 

life has come through Mary."(19) 

More sympathetic was Ambrose ( d. 397) who recorded, 

that Mary had instigated the principle of redemption. "AS 

sin began with women', so the good also begins with women, 

so that women too, leaving aside female doings, abandon 

their weakness, and the soul, which has no sex, like Mary 

who makes no mistke, devotes itself to the religious care 

of ciastity."(20) Less moderate than Ambrose was Augustine 

(d. 430), who accepted not only the " tarnished notion of 

Eve" but also the ancient notion that the mental powers of 

a woman were inferior.(21) 4 woman's subordination to man 

was a natural state, " for it is only just thaE the one 

(18) Tertullian, The Writinqs of Quintus Tertullianus, 
ed. A. Roberts and J. Donaldson ( Edinburg, 1895), 
trans. S. Thewall, III, pp. 1-20, 154-80. 

(19) "Mors per Evam: vita per Miriam...," Jerome's 
Epistola, XVII, col. 408, cited by Sticca, p. 4. 

(20) Ambrose, Expositio Evanqelii secundum Lucan, 
ed. C. Schenkl ( Prague, Vienna, Leipzig, 1902), Trait 
sur l'Evanqile de s. Luc, ed. and trans. G. Tissot 
(Paris, 1956-58), p. 83, cited by Wemp]e, p. 23. 

(21) Wemple, p. 23. 
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whose understanding is feebler should serve the one whose 

understanding is stronger."(22) Ambrosiaster, the author 

of a commentary on the Epistles of Paul, went further as he 

asked, "How can one say about the woman that she is in the 

image of God when she is subject to the domination of her 

husband and is not allowed to have any authority? She 

cannot teach, testify, act as a surety, or serve as a 

judge."(23) 

The Fathers' letters and treatises became more than 

just the records of Christian thought in its formative 

stages. They were approached by the medieval thinkers as 

living texts to be read and interpreted, and even rewritten 

by succeeding generations as the Church attempted to shape 

and direct the lives of men and women in secular society. 

Particularly important to women was the influence of 

the early Christian writers on the development of a 

systematic theology and canon law in the twelfth century. 

One of the objects of the intellectualactivity of both 

(22) Augustine, Quaestionum in Heptateuchum libri VII, 
ed. J. Zycha ( Prague, Vienna, 1895), p. 153. Cited by 
Wemple, p. 23; V. Bullough, "The Christian 
.Inheritance," Sexual Practices . and the Medieval  
Church, ed. V. Bullough and J. Brundage ( Buffalo, 
1982), pp. 1-4; V. Bullough, " Formation of 
Ideals: Christian Theory and Practice," Ibid., 
pp. 14-15. 

(23) Ambrosiaster, Commentarius in Epistulas Paulinas, 
ed. H. Vogels ( Vienna, 1966-69), pp. 74-75, cited by 
Wemp1e, p. 23. 
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legal studies and scholastic theology was an examination of 

marriage. On the crucial question of the mode in which the 

marriage bond was established, the Concordia Discordantium 

Canonum of Gratian ( ca. 1140) espoused the concubitus  

theory: the married state "was begun by the exchange of 

consent (matrimonium initiatum), but the union was 

completed (matrimonium ratum) only by consummation."(24) 

Twenty years later, Peter Lombard's Libri IV Sententiarum 

presented positions in radical disareement with those of 

Gratian. Lombard maintained a distinction between 

betrothal or promise of marriage ( consent de futuro) and 

the actual marriage ( consent de presenti), arguing that the 

consent of the principals rather than consummation was 

(24) A. Esmein, Le mariaqe en droit canonicrue, 
ed. R. Genestal ( Paris, 1929-35), I, 108-9, cited by 
Herlihy, Medieval Households ( Cambridge, Mass., 1985), 
p. 80; M. Sheehan, " Choice of Marriage Partner in the 
Middle Ages: Development and Mode of Application of a 
Theory of Marriage," Studies in Medieval and 
Renaissance History 1 ( 1978): 8; C. Donahue, " The 
Canon Law on the Formation of Marriage and Social 
Practice in the Later Middle Ages," Journal of Family 
History 8 ( 1983): 145-46; T. McLaughlin, The Summa  
Parisiensis on the Decretum Gratiani ( Toronto, 1952, 
reprint 1977); S. Chodorow, Christian Political Theory 
and Church Politics in the Mid-Twelfth Century: The 
Ecclesioloqy of Gratian's Decretum ( Berkeley, 1972), 

pp. 13-14. 
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necessary for the creation of the marriage bond. ( 25) 

Discussions of marriage in both the Decretum and the 

Sentences presumed a world where ties of blood played an 

important role in the choice of marriage partners. The 

free choice of the family was as much at issue as the 

choices made by the marrying couple.(26) The status of 

Medieval women was therefore riddled with contradictions. 

Entitled to express consent to their marriage and to enjoy 

inheritance and property, they were nonetheless subject to 

male authority both socially and civilly. 

As regards the status of women, the twelfth-century 

revival of Roman civil law often differed from the 

tradition of the theologians and canonists who framed 

theoretical positions within the Church.(27) The 

Scholastics had elevated the notion of female weakness " to 

the level of philosophic truth."(28) Thomas Aquinas 

(25) Esmeiri, pp. 119-24. Cited by Herlihy, Medieval  
Households, p. 81; Sheehan, pp. 13-14; P. Gold, "Nary 
and Joseph in Twelfth-Century Ideology of Marriage," 
Sexual Practices, Bullough and Brundage, pp. 102-17. 

(26) Corpus luris canonici, ed. E. Friedberg ( Leipzig, 
1879), I, pt. 2, c. 12, 13, 17, 18, 33, cited in 
J. O'Faolin and L. Martines, Not in God's Imaqe ( New 
York, 1973), pp. 130-31; Sheehan, p. 12. 

(27) Q. Breen, " The Twelfth-Century Revival of the Roman 
Law," Christianity and Humanism ( Grand Rapids, 1968), 
pp. 131-82. 

(28) Kuehn, " Cum Consensu," p. 315. 



21 

thought that as regards individual nature women were 

"defective and accidental...a male gone awry."(29) This 

inherent imperfection was closely linked to the supposed 

intellectual inferiority of women. "Such is the subjection 

in which woman is by nature subordinate to man, because the 

power of rational discernment is by nature stronger in 

man."(30) 

But academic doctrine was not unanimous in denying 

women the capacity to make decisions. According to the 

(29) St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theoloqica, I, 92, art. 1; 
Sticco, p. 6. The theories of Aquinas and other 
theologians are discussed in V. Bullough's "Medieval 
Medical and Scientific Views of Women," Viator 4 
(1973): 485-501; C. Erickson, The Medieval Vision (New 
York, 1976), p. 204; 0'Faolin and Martines p. 131. 
The Aristotelian argument that became part of 
Thomistic theology passed from law and theology, into 
literature. In one of his misogynous passages, 
Giovanni Boccaccio considered a woman to be a scourge 
of humanity, an ".,. imperfect creature excited by a 
thousand foul passions, abominable even to remember, 
let alone speak of...," G. Boccaccio, The Corbaccio  
ed. and trans. A. Casell ( Urbana, 1975), p. 24; 
W. Gundersheimer, " Bartolommeo Goggio: A Feminist in 
Renaissance Ferrara," Renaissance Quarterly 33 
(1980): 178; Similarly, Francesco Petrarca wrote that 
women were "... diabolical, enemies of peace...," 
Epistola, XXII, 2, in P. L. XXII, col. 395, sen. XIV, 
3. " Foemina...veruS est diabolus, hostis pacis, fons 
impatientiae, materia jurgorum, qua caruisse 
tranquillitas certa est...," cited in. Sticca, p. 6. 

(30) "Et sic ex tali subjectione naturaliter femina 
subjecta est viro, quia naturaliter in homine magis 
abundat discretio rationis." Aquinas, Summa, I, 92, 
art. 2. On the other hand, as regards human nature in 
general, St. Thomas thought women not misbegotten but 
included in nature's plan of generation. 
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Bolognese jurist Rolandino Passaggieri ( d. 1300), a woman 

was not 

among those who cannot obligate 
themselves, because she can regularly 
celebrate all contracts in her own 
name ... nor by reason of her gender is 
she prohibited from entering into 
contracts. So she can undertake sales, 
rentals, gifts, and all contracts with 
a third party, and she does not need 
her husband's consent, for she has 
nothing to do with her husband when it 
comes to making obligations and 
contracts. ( 31) 

This denial of legal incapacity inherent in a woman became 

the focus of considerable debate as other jurists attempted 

to assimilate theory with the existing practices of forms 

of guardianship over women. An important female legal 

disability was at issue. In Roman law women could not 

obligate themselves on behalf of.others, i.e. they could 

not guarantee another person's adherence to the terms of a 

contractual agreement, by standing surety for them. While 

women could obligate themselves in cases in which the 

obligation would be initiated by their own deeds, they 

could not obligate themselves when the occasion for its 

initiation rested with others. The provision of the 

(31) "... non quia muller sit de jllis personis, quae non 
possunt se obligare, quia ipsa suo nomine potest omnes 
contractus cum extraneo celebrare potest nec exigitur 
consensus mariti, nihil enim quantum ad se obligandum 
et contrahendum habet facere cum marito...." Cited by 
Kuehn, "Cum Consensu," p. 314, from Passaggieri's 
Summa totius artis notariae ( Venice, 1574), fol. 470. 
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Senatusconsultum Vellelanum ( ca. A. D. 46) allowed women to 

waive the protection ,from obligation on behalf of others; 

but the existence of the protection in the law provided 

support for arguments that favored statutory restrictions 

on the legal capacities of women.(32) Bartolo of 

Sassoferrato ( d. 1357), for example, saw restrictions as 

protective of women and drew a connection between the legal 

disability of women under the Senatusconsultum Velleianum 

and existing statutes which forbade women from being 

obligated "unless certain solemnities are observed."(33) 

(32) Justinian, Corpus luris Civilis, Digesta, I, 
ed. W. Kunkel ( Berlin, 1954), 16. 1. 2; Buckland, 
pp. 357-58. This legislation had originally 
prohibited a woman from undertaking an obligation on 
behalf of her husband. Justinian greatly altered the 
law. Suretyship became valid if the woman confirmed 
it after two years, or was paid for it, or 
acknowledged in a witnessed document that she had been 
paid: P. Riesenberg, "Roman Law, Renunciations, and 
Business in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries," 
Essays in Medieval Life and Thouqht, ed. J. Mundy, 
R. Emery, and B. Nelson ( New York, 1965), p. 209; 
Jolowicz, p. 101; Kuehn, "Cum Consensu Mundualdi," 
p. 314; S. Kuttner, Gratlan and the Schools of Law, 
1140-1234 ( London, 1983), pp. 44-45. 

(33) "Dicit auth. si qua mulier C. ad Vellelanum quod 
muller non potest obligari pro viro suo aliquo modo, 
nisi appareat quod in utilitatem mulieris convértatur. 
Ex hoc appareat quod muller non potest liberare virum 
pacto, quia ex hoc obligatur naturaliter non petere. 
Quod facit pro statuto quod prohibet mulieres vel 
minores obligarl nisi certis solemnitatibus servatis." 
Cited by Kuehn in " Cum Consensu," p. 314, from 
Bartolo's Opera omnla ( Venice, 1585), 1, fol. 86; 
C. Smith, Medieval Law Teachers and Writers: Civilian  
and Canonist ( Ottawa, 1975), pp. 81-82. 



24 

Elaborating on regulations which demanded consent of others 

in the legal actions of a woman, Bartolo argued that no 

guardian of a woman's interests should consent to her 

actions if he stood to gain directly from her acts. To be 

truly protective of a woman, a guardian had to be 

disinterested. He added that the inability to find an 

appropriate guardian should not prevent a woman from using 

legal mechanisms.(34) Baldo Ubaldi ( d. 1400), a student of 

Bartolo, expressed the same sentiments.(35) He wrote that 

"a woman and a minor, on account of their incapacity and 

weakness, cannot renounce rights unless they are vouched 

for."(36) 

Not all jurists agreed with the view of the weakness 

of women. Paolo di Castro ( d. 1441) openly questioned 

Bartolo's.declaration that a woman's legal actions were 

null and void if the statutory requirement for consent of 

another had not been met. Yet Paolo thought that women 

(34) Ibid. For example, if a statute required the consent 
of relatives and they refused consent, a judge should 
examine their refusal. If their reasons were not 
just, the woman should be able to proceed with 
whatever she had proposed. 

(35) For a comparison of the jurists' writings, see Smith, 
pp. 82-83. 

(36) "Mulier tamen et minor propter eorum imbecillitatem et 
fragilitatem renunciare non possunt nisi 
certiorentur." Cited in Kuehn, "Cum Consensu  

p. 315, from Baldus's Opera omnia ( Venice, 1577), III, 
fol. 105. 
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should comply with a statutory requirement because such a 

constraint was neither contrary to " good customs nor to 

public utility," nor did it prejudice the rights of 

another.(37) A woman should not be released from a legally 

binding oath even if canon law ( and Bartolo) insisted that 

her observance of the oath was wrong.(38) 

Thomas Kuehn suggests that the ideological 

justification for guardianship of women on the part of 

jurists corresponded to " an overt shared cultural bias 

against women."(39) men were considered to be the true 

basis of the family; through them the patrimony and the 

family name were preserved. Women were not permanent 

members in a family. They married and moved away, bearing 

(37) "... pone, dicit statutum quod mulier vel minor non 
possit se obligare vel alienare sine certa 
solemnitate, muller vel minor non servata solernnitate 
se obligavit vel alienavit cum iuramento de non 
veniendo contra. Constat quod si non iurasset non 
valéret lure. Sed an luramentum faciat valere vel 
cogatur ad ipsius observantiam, videtur quod sic, quia 
hic non sumus in aliquo de casibus praedictis. Ista 
enim prohibitio statuti nec est contra bonos mores nec 
contra publicam utilitatem, nec tendit in praeiudicium 
alterius, ergo iuramentum est observandum saltem de 
lure canonico." Cited in Kuehn's " Cum Consensu," 
p. 316, from Paolo's Super secundo diqesto novo  
(Lyons, 1548), fol. 80; Smith, p. 91. 

(38) Bartolo's views of the application of canon and civil 
law are in W. Ullman, The Medieval Idea of Law 
(London, 1946), pp. 90-91; Bartolo is the subject of 
E. Emerton's Humanism and Tyranny: Studies in the 
Italian Trecento ( Cambridge, Mass., 1925), pp. 119-54. 

(39) Kuehn, "Cum Consensu," p. 315. 
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children for others. Kuehn's observations concerned women 

in Florence who were obliged to have an adult male 

associated with them in legal transactions. The tutelary 

function of a mundualdus was considered necessary because 

it was thought that a female,did not have the legitimate 

persona to act on her own behalf.(40) 

In medieval Rome, the guardianship of women was not 

permanent whereby specific rights were accorded them. 

Through the application of exceptions and privileges, women 

,were permitted, under certain conditions, to contract,(41) 

and to obtain,, if damaged, the application of the 

Senatusconsultum velleianum.(42) Protection for younger 

women, whether married or not, was ensured by the 

Beneficium Mirioris Aetatis, which had, from the time of 

Justinian's Code, defended the rights of minors.(43) 

Another " safeguard of a woman's frailty" was the Lex lulia  

(40) Kuehn, " Cum Consensu Mundualdi," P. 311. If a husband 
was present and gave his consent to a legal action, he 
was assumed to be the mundualdus, a form of 
guardianship derived from Lombard law. 

(41) Noteworthy are notarial transactions in which women 
are listed as witnesses. ASR, CL 228, fol. 37; ASR, 
CL 1174, fol. 200. 

(42) Calisse, pp. 522-23. 

(43) A. Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law 
(Philadelphia, 1953), p. 682; Riesenberg, p. 209; 
Besta, p. 140. 
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(18 B. C.) which prohibited a husband's alienation or 

hypothecation of property granted her at marriage. ( 44) 

If one attempts to establish the relationship between 

legal principles and statutory law and the terms in which 

Roman notaries of the late fifteenth century drafted 

contracts that involved women, a number of specific 

patterns of activity becomes observable. Within the Roman 

instruments of transfer, the exceptions and privileges 

granted in law appeared regularly, although most commonly 

in the form of renunciations.(45) The active disposition 

(44) Riesenberg, p. 209. An extension of the Lex lulia was 
the lus Ht,rpothecarum ( A.D. 517) by which the wife was 
to have a hypothec over all property forming her 
dowry, a hypothec that was valid against earlier 
creditors of her husband: ,lolowicz, pp. 172-73. In 
A.D. 530, the favor shown to dotal claims was carried 
further by the creation of a tacit hypotec over the 
husband's property at marriage. 

(45) Riesenberg, p. 209. The reasons for the use of 
protections which Roman law offered are themselves the 
subject of dispute. Meynial formulated a theory that 
renunciations developed from an opposition to Roman 
law by the German codes, a weapon against the 
imposition of their ideas. E. Meynial, "Des 
renonciations au moyen-age et dans notre aricien 
droit," Nouvelle Revue Historique de Droit Francais et 
Etranqer, XXIV. ( 1900), 108-42; XXV ( 1901), 241-'77, 
657-97; XXVI ( 1902), 49-78, 649-710; XXVIII ( 1904), 
699-746. 

Another view questioned the legal effect of the 
phrases, arguing the notaries inserted renunciations 
at great length and in all types of acts in order to 
lengthen the document and extract a greater fee from 
their clients. Giry, Manuel de diplomatique ( Paris, 
1894) pp. 560-62; A. de Bouard, Manuel de diplomatique 
francaise et pontificale ( Paris, 1929-48), I, 285-90. 
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of property was, of course, of great interest to men. 

Renunciations by women such as Iacobel1a.Destes and 

Caterina della Pirosella, two representative examples, 

could be multiplied at will and could have been a means by 

which their husbands attained and maintained resources. In 

1475 lacobella was involved in the sale of two pezze of a 

vineyard to another woman living in the neighborhood.(46) 

Caterina consented to the sale of a house that appeared to 

(46) ' honesta mulier domina lacobella uxor discreti yin 
Petri lohannis domini lacobi Destes de Bononia que 
domina primo et ante omnia cum iuramento renuntiavit 
auxilio velleani senatusconsulti et auctentice siqua 
mulier et legi iulie de fondo dotali et omnibus aliis 
iuribus legibus et defensionibus in favorem mulierum 
introductis certiorata prius per me notarium 
infrascriptum de dictis iuribus et legibus quid sint 
quid dicant et quem effectum habeant sponte et ex 
certa eius scientia et non per errorem cum consensu 
verbo et voluntate dicti Petri lohannis eius yin 
presentis et consentientis his omnibus et singulis 
infrascriptis suum consensum et assensum prestantis 
vendidit et titulo venditionis dedit cessit concessit 
transtulit et mandavit iure proprio et imperpetuum 
domine Pellegrine uxori Mathei Pauli alias Ponzani 
calcelarii de regione arenule licet absenti et dicto 
Matteo Ponzano eius viro presenti recipienti et 
legitime stipulanti pro ea et suis heredibus et 
successoribus me notario infrascripto ut publica 
persona presente et stipulante pro eis et omnibus 
quorum nunc interest intererit aut interesse potent 
quomodolibet infuturum idest quandam vineam ipsius 
domine lacobelle cum vitibus et arboribus in ea 
existentibus duarum petiarum plus vel minus quanta sit 
et cum quodam canneto et quodam petio sodi ac statio 
infra ea existenti positam extra portam sancti pauli 
in loco qui dicitur la penna...," ASR, CL 1292, 
fol. 14. 
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be part of her dotal property.(47) Both women agreed to 

forego the protections offered by the Roman law in the 

interests of their husbands. The possession and legal 

exercise of rights did not necessarily mean control over 

them. 

Many married and widowed Roman women designated 

procurators to act on their behalf.(48) While giving 

advice, handling the formalities connected with lawsuits,. 

and representing women's claims in court, the procurators, 

many of whom were husbands and relatives, were in a 

position to advance their own authority. Antonio di 

Silvestri, for instance, could well have benefited from the 

judgment of 1489 in favor of his wife, Ceccholella, as she 

(47) " ... providus vir Antonius della Pirosella de regione 
pontis cum consensu presentia verbo et voluntate 
domine Cateririe eius uxoris que primo et ante omnia 
renuntiavit velleani et autentice si qua muler et omni 
alio legum et iuris auxillo certiorata etc. et que cum 
iuramento expresse renuntiavit sporite etc. omnibus 
suis iuribus dotalibus et ipothece seu obligationi 
quam habebat in domo infrascripta de qua obligatione 
seu ipotheca iurium dotaliurn patet manu luliani Ionii 
publici notarii per me notarium infrascriptum viso et 
lecto cui et in eo contentis specialiter et expresse 
cum luramento renuntiavit sponte et ex certa sua 
scientia et non per errorem nec vi nec dolo nec metu 
ducta vendidit tradidit cessit et titulo et causa 
venditionis in perpetuum habere concessit ad veram 
proprietatem et dominium provido viro ser Cristoforo 
Filiputii alias Maldosso de regione pontis presenti 

• ementi recipienti et pro se suisque heredibus et 
successoribus legitime stipulanti id est unam ipsius 
venditricis domum...," ASR, CL 1314, fol. 123. 

(48) Martines, Lawyers and Statecraft, pp. 30, 38-40. 
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had asked for a renewal of promises made to her late 

father, Antonio Cagnalasina. Ceccholella was the heiress 

to her father's estate.(49) In another example, Giovanni 

de Archioni, in 1471, was appointed to represent his 

sister, Palotia, in an arbitration concerning the 

restitution of a house. Andrea, the notary for Nicolao de 

Ubaldi, promised that within six months the house would be 

returned to either Giovanni or Palotia.(50) 

The legal position of women such as Palotia, Caterina, 

Ceccolella and lacobella rested on the use of Roman law 

(49) " lacobus mandatarius curie capitolii retulit 
etc. citasse ad instantiam dicte heredis dominum 
Hyeronimum de Boncianis principalem Dioclitianum 
filium et heredem quondam Iulii Fichinelli 
exprornissoris pignorum dicti domini Hyeronimi ad 
videndum apodisse: et ad dicendum causam quia non 
debeat apodixa contra ipsium lulium tamquam 
expromissorem et detemptorum pignorum dicti domini 
Hyeronimi ablatorum ad instantiam dicti quondam 
Antonhi ab1atoruni dicto domini Hyeronimo vir.tute laudi 
lati per ohm dominos pacerios contra ipsum dominuin 
Hyeronium heredem quondam domini Angehi eius patris in 
favorem dicti quondam Aritonhi ut patet ex actis mei 
notarii etc. presente Antonio Silvestri genero dicti 
quondam Antonii et viro dicte domine Ceccholelle ac 
procuratore ut asserensit eiusdem et accusantem 
contrainanam dictorum citatorum non comparentium et 
petente dictam apodixam renovariet obtinenti...," 
ASR, CL 1174, fol. 193. 

(50) " ... dominus Andrèas notarius domini Nicolai de Ubaldis 
auditoris sponte etc. promisit nobihi viro lohanni de 
Archionibus clvi romano procuratore et coniuncte 
persone domine palotie sue sororis restituere dicto 
lohanne sive dicte Palotie domum quam ipse Andreas 
retinet inconductum finito presenti semestre quod 
finiet finito mense marthi proxime futuro vacuam 
hiberam et expeditam et etc...," ASR, CL 952, fol. 50. 
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among the population. According to David Herlihy, the 

history of Roman law is " the history of progressive 

improvement in the legal rights of the women."(51) In the 

formation of communal regulation wherein Roman' influence 

was one of the strongest elements, its principles 

"penetrated and dominated, or at least mitigated the 

severity of the German rules."(52) Limited rights, but 

rights nevertheless, were accorded to women of the medieval 

and Renaissance period. Although Roman law aided the 

restraining of women by providing legally effective means 

for the curtailing of their freedom, it simultaneously 

formalized and refined the reasons why the rights of women 

were to be protected. 

(51) Herlihy, " Land, Family and Women in Continental 
Europe, 701-1200," Women in Medieval History, 
ed. S. Stuard ( Philadelphia, 1976), p. 13. 

(52) Calisse, p. 522. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE MARRIED STATE 

It was through the institution of matrimony, through 

the rules governing marriage and the way those rules were 

applied, that Renaissance society tried to perpetuate its 

own structure. Marriage defined and launched a series of 

exchanges within a lineage and between allied lineages 

which were organized around the agnatic line of descent, a 

relationship calculated by males. The goal was to preserve 

the wealth of the male members over time by limiting the 

number of claimants upon resources and by reducing the size 

of the sharesof resources. According to David Herlihy, 

the family " seems to have turned inward upon its patrimony, 

conserved it as an essential prop to its power, and 

prevented its disintegration through excessive 

partitionings."(l) 

Within such patrilineal families, women were viewed as 

destined to be married, currently married or formerly 

married. Their value was judged by physical " entrances" 

(1) D. Herlihy, " The Medieval Marriage Market," Medieval  
and Renaissance Studies, VI, ed. D. Randall ( Durham, 
N. C., 1976), p. 19; Calisse, p. 533; Herlihy, Medieval  
Households, pp. 82-83. 
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and " exits" into and out of the " houses of men" by means of 

an honorable marriage. 

The marriage that brought a woman out of the paternal 

house and lineage was governed by two different sets of 

rules: the civil and the religious.(2) In this chapter, a 

survey of the evolution of the state of matrimony observes 

the attitudes of both regulatory systems toward women, as 

law and custom were molded to suit particular economic and 

social needs. A comparison of the secular and religious 

ritual associated with the transfer of women and goods to 

husbands illustrates the importance of matrimony and 

reveals that there were times when the temporary discord 

between the civil and the religious caused marriage 

practice to evolve toward a new equilibrium. 

The rites of marriage were initiated by the early 

Romans to ensure an orderly distribution of women among men 

and to acknowledge procreation. A wife became subject to a 

husband's manus by either of two ceremonies, the 

confarreatio, a sharing of a coarse grain called spelt, or 

by coemptio, a pretended sale of the woman.(3) Kinsmen 

(2) G. Duby, 'The Kniqht, the Lady, and the Priest: the 
Makinq of Modern Marriaqe in Medieval France, 
trans. B. Bray ( New York, 1983), p. 19; A. Marongiu, 
"Matrimonio medievale," Rivista di storia del diritto 
italiano 17 ( 1984): 12, 110. 

(3) Pomeroy, p. 152; Hallett, pp., 21-28. 
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could continue to reap material benefits from their female 

relatives because the power of the patria potestas was not 

automatically transferred to the husband. Blood ties were 

not severed by marriage.(4) 

Among the German tribes, blood relationship was the 

most cohesive bond. "The more relations a. man has and the 

larger the number of his connections by marriage," Tacitus 

noted, " the more influence he has in his old age."(5) By 

the time of the historian ( c. 55-120), marriage had evolved 

from the early German arrangement,. whereby couples 

cohabited for purposes of copulation and the division of 

labor, to a system that was patrilocal, which meant that 

the bride went to live in the house of the groom. 

Livestock, probably oxen and " a horse with bridle" were 

used to compensate a father for the loss of a daughter's 

labor. ( 6) Women were also. valued in this society because 

they provided an additional network of kinship ties as 

wives and mothers.(7) 

(4) Pomeroy, pp. 152-58; Hallett, pp. 92-93, 124-26; 
W. Buckland and A. McNair, Roman Law and Common Law: A 
Comparison in Outline ( London, 1936), p. 54. 

(5) " ... quanto plus propinquorum, quanto ntaior adfinium 
numerus tanto gratiosior senectus...," Tacitus, 
Germania, p. 295. 

(6) Ibid., p. 289. 

(7) Wemple, p. 13. 
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The advent of Christian teachings did not have a 

profound and rapid influence on the regulation of marriage. 

Roman law and the barbarian codes continued to define a 

legal basis for matrimony that was often at variance with 

the Christian tradition.(8) The Church relied on the 

private consciences of Christians in order to secure 

compliance with its own " ethic of marriage."(9) 

Early Christian writers did formulate principles that 

would be of great importance for the future. Their 

treatises gave primacy to the virginal state, and 

considered chastity to be a divine condition.(10) marriage 

was a limited good, created for " the containment of 

lust."(ll) Writers referred Eo the Apostle Paul whose 

(8) Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 10. The Corpus luris  
Civilis, redacted during the sixth century by the 
Christian emperor Justinian, for example, still allowed 
divorce as was the tradition of Roman law. 

(9) Herlihy, Medieval Households, pp. 10-13. Christian 
ceremonies were not apparent in Church history until 
the fourth century when their rituals began to emerge 
both in the East and West: Calisse, p. 538. 

(10) Sticco, P. 5. Tertullian, Ambrose and Jerome 
supported virginity to the extent that the extinction 
of mankind was preferred to its continuation through 
sin in marriage. Both Tertullian and Jerome suggested 
a chaste marriage or widowhood as alternatives to 
virginity: Maclean, p. 15. In the metaphorical and 
allegorical understanding of biblical texts women were 
often identified with sensuality; it was assumed that 
Adam had been incited to sexual appetite. 

(11) Wemple, p. 11. 
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dictum " it is better to marry than to burn" permitted 

marriage as a concession to the flesh.(12) Paul had also 

defended the notion that women had as much claim to 

salvation as men. He argued that there is " no such thing 

as Jew or Greek, slave or freeman, male or female; for you 

are all one person in Christ Jesus."(13) Within the bonds 

of marriage, there was to be a partnership that would 

reject the double standards inherent in Judaic law. Both 

men and women were equally obligated to observe chastity 

and fidelity. One Christian morality was to be binding for 

both sexes.(14) 

The opposition to double standards in marriage did not 

extend to other forms of sexual disparity. In a later 

chapter of First Corinthians, Paul reaffirmed the prevalent 

notion that Eve was created from Adam's rib, that there was 

not a simultaneous creation of man and woman. "Man is not 

created from woman, but woman from man. For man was not 

created for woman, but woman for man."(15) The husband was 

(12) 1 Cor. 7: 8-9; G. Duby, Medieval Marriaqe: To Models  
from Twelfth-Century France, trans. E. Forster 
(Baltimore, 1978), pp. 15-18. 

(13) Gal. 3: 28. 

(14) Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 11; Wemple, p. 20. 

(15) 1 Cor. 11: 8-9, with reference to Gen. 1: 27 and 
Gen. 2: 18-25. 
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to be " the head of the wife, as Christ is the head of the 

husband who walks in righteousness."(lG) 

Augustine was especially influential in shaping 

medieval perceptions of marriage. He followed the lead of 

Origen ( d. 254) who thought that " God has allowed us to 

marry wives because not everybody is capable of the 

superior condition which is to be entirely pure." ( 17) 

Augustine wrote that marriage was for the morally weak, 

"for those who do not have self control."(lB) Using a 

theme expressed by Paul in an address to the Ephesians, he 

concluded that the union of husband and wife was analogous 

to Christ's union with the Church. Marriage was a 

sacramentum, a sacred bonding. But just as the Church is 

"subject to Christianity so also let wives be to their 

husbands in all things."(19) 

Medieval notions of the position of women within 

marriage were modified only slightly by the Renaissance 

(16) Eph. 5: 21-29; 1 Cor. 14: 34; Wemple, p. 21. 

(17) H. Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum, trans. H. Chadwick 
(Cambridge, Eng., 1953), p. 494. 

(18) Augustine, Treatises on Marriage and Other Subjects, 
cited by Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 25, from The 
Fathers of the Church: A New Translation, 
trans. C. Wilcox ( New York, 1955), p. 166. 

(19) Eph. 5: 24. 
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theologians and commentators.(20) The functions of 

marriage were to be mutual aid, companionship and 

procreation; the man was to be a steward or curator of the 

woman.(21) A civic humanist, Leonardo Bruni, enriched the 

writings supportive of marriage with an eloquent assertion 

that man is a " social animal, as all philosophers agree; 

the fundamental union which by its multiplication creates 

the city, is that of husband and wife. Nothing can be 

accomplished where this union does not exist. And this 

love alone is natural, legitimate, and allowed."(22) 

(20) " Love is the vinculum mundi, binding the whole of 
creation together; earthly love is a step on the 
ladder of love leading eventually to ecstatic reunion 
with the Godhead." Marsilio Ficino, who exalted women 
in the neoplatonic theories, is paraphrased by 
Maclean, pp. 19, 24. Also see Ficino's Opera Omnia  
(1576, reprint, 1962, Turin); P. Kristeller, Studies  
in Renaissance Thouqht and Letters ( Rome, 1956), 
pp. 35-257. 

(21) Maclean, pp. 19, 59. Men and women were enjoined to 
love and respect one another. Reciprocal love did not 
mean a personal attachment, rather a combination of 
Christian charity and the virtues of tolerance and 
chastity. 

(22) " L'uomo e animal civile, secondo piace a tutti i 
Filosofi; la prima congiunzione della qual 
multiplicata nasce la Citta, e marito, e moglie, ne 
cosa puo esser perfetta dove questa non sia, e solo 
questo amore e naturale, legitimo, e permesso." " Le 
vite di Dante e del Petrarca ( 1436)," Humanistisch-
philosophische Schriften, ed. H. Baron, Quellen zur 
Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters, ed. W. Goetz 
(Leipzig and Berlin, 1928), p. 54, cited by Herlihy, 
Medieval Households, p. 117. 
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Within marriage, the roles of man and wife were 

considered to be different, in accordance with the 

differing physical and mental attributes of the sexes. The 

duties of the woman in the household, set out in 

Aristotle's Economics, were often quoted by the moralists 

of the Renaissance. The wife should " subject her will to 

that of her husband, look after his property, keep 

strangers out of his house, be modest in personal habits 

and dress, be tolerant of her husband's moods and behavior; 

and pray for him in his absence."(.23) In a letter of 

advice to his friend, Lorenzo de' Medici, Francesco Barbaro 

argued the importance of a wife's obedience to her husband. 

"Let the husband give the orders, and let the wife carry 

them out with an even temper."(24) 

Young women were expected to become accustomed to 

docility at an early age. Vespasiano da Bisticci was of 

the opinion that they should not converse with servants and 

certainly not with a male who happened to be more than 

seven years of age.. If they met with other girls it should 

(23) Maclean, p. 58. The writers noted are Gozzi, Governo  
della famiqlia, pp. 48-9; Vettori, in Aristotelis  
politicorum libri octo, trans. Lambin and Vettori, 
pp. 97, ff; Keckermann, Synopsis disciplinae  
oeconomicae, II, 3, pp. 158-59; Cabot, Les politiques, 
pp. 101-14. 

(24) F. Barbaro, p. 193; J. Martin, " Out of the 
Shadow: Heretical and Catholic Women in Renaissance 
Venice," Journal of Family History, 10 ( 1983): 22. 
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be with those whose piety was well known and who had 

mothers assisting in converáations.(25) San Bernardino 

thought that mothers should bring up daughters with a 

discipline hardly less severe than that of a monastery. He 

advised that a girl should lead a life that was never for a 

moment idle and always within her mother's sight. "Keep 

your eye on her! If she does not stay quietly at home 

spinning and weaving, but runs to the window at every 

sound... then, if you don't chastise her, you will see her 

bring you to shame."(26) His concern was echoed by a 

contemporary, Giovanni Morelli, who inquired of the 

characteristics of the relatives of the family his son had 

chosen. "Make sure that they too were honest and bashful 

women." He added that the bride should be "peace- loving 

and not arrogant, as reasonable and intelligent as it is a 

woman's nature to be, and also, if possible, not too 

vain."(27) As to education, it was not entirely met with 

disapproval. The main object of a girl's learning was to 

prepare her for marriage. " If she has no love for 

(25) " ... che mai con le serve di casa non portava, se none 
in presenza della madre...." V. da Bisticci, Le Vite, 
ed. A. Greco ( Firenze, 1970), p. 468; Rodocanachi, 
p. 46. 

(26) San Bernardino, pp. 666-67. 

(27)'G. Morelli, Ricordi, ed. V. Branca ( Florence, 1956), 
pp. 209-10, cited by Origo, San Bernardino, p. 67. 
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household matters you will see her given up to vanities and 

always at the door or window."(28) 

Plans for a girl's marriage began early; a betrothal 

could take place literally from the cradle.(29) A ten year 

old Caterina Sforza, for example, was promised to Girolamo 

Riario in 1473.(30) Similarly, Francesca Bussa, the woman 

later known to her fellow citizens and then to the Church 

at large as Santa Francesca Romana, was betrothed at eleven 

(28) "... se ella non ara amore a le cose di casa, tu la 
vedrai impazzata e smemoratá, e darassi in tutte le 
vanita, in lisciarsi, in imbrattarsi, in iscorticarsi 
e pettinarsi per piacere al suo smemorato e impazato, 
e mai non la farai stare dentro in casa con onesta, ma 
sempre usciaiuola e finestraiuola...," San Bernardino, 
p. 685; J. Burckhardt, The Civilization of the 
Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore 
(1929, reprinted New York, 1958), p. 389; The 
education given to women in the upper classes was 
comparable to that given to men: P. Kristeller, 
"Learned Women of Early Modern Italy: Humanists and 
University Scholars," Beyond Their Sex: Learned Women  
of the European Past, ed. P. Labalme ( New York, 1980), 
pp. 91-116; M. King, " Book-Lined Cells: Women and 
Humanism in the Early Italian Renaissance," Ibid., 
pp. 66-90. 

(29) A young Roman girl, Lucia Nardi, was declared to be of 
age as she was entered into a marriage agreement by 
her brother in 1471. " ... asserens dicta Lucia se esse 
maiorem xii annis ... que et quas dicti Cola et Lucia 
nunc habent eisque competunt habere eisque competere 
possent nunc et quomodolibet in futurum contra ipsum 
Petrumpaulum vigore acconci et rerum iocalium per 
ipsum Petrum promissarum in instrumento fidantiarum et 
contractus parentele...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 54. 

(30) E. Breisach, Caterina Sforza: A Renaissance Viraqo  
(Chicago, 1967), p. 19. 
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and married a year later in 1492.(31) Lucrezia Borgia was 

.also twelve years of age when she married Giovanni Sforza 

in 1493.(32) In an agreement negotiated at Genoa, in 1488, 

an artisan promised his youthful daughter to the son of 

another artisan with the condition that during the four 

years before the marriage the young man was to live in the 

fiancee's house. In return for maintenance, nourishment, 

and a four hundred pound dowry, the young lad promised to 

do nothing to hasten or render inevitable the marriage.(33) 

Women "went to their husbands," on average, at eighteen 

years of age or less.(34) 

Both religious and secular rites and customs were used 

(31) " ... andata glovanissima sposa aLorenzo del 
Ponziani...." P. Lugano, I processi inediti per  
Francesca Bussa del Ponziani (Santa Francesca Romana)  
1440-1453 ( Vatican City, 1965), p. v; Herlihy, 
Medieval Households, p. 104. 

(32) M. Mallett, The Borqias: The Rise and Fall of a 
Renaissance Dynasty (London, 1969), p. 126. 

(33) Rodocanachi, in pp. 56-62, recalls the betrothals of 
prominent families. Francesco Guicciardini wrote that 
he had not seen his fiancee yet all of Florence knew 
that the marriage was imminent. Similarly, Francesco 
della Rovere did not meet his bride until three years 
after the marriage. In 1508 he resolved to make the 
aquaintance of Lenora, the daughter of Isabella d'Este 
and Francesco Gonzaga, to whom he had been united by 
procurator. 

(34) Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 76. Florentine 
brides of 1427 were over twelve years younger than 
their grooms, whose mean age at first marriage was 
nearly thirty: D. Herlihy and C. Klapisch, Les 
Toscans et leurs families ( Paris, 1978), pp. 393-412. 
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to demonstrate the couple's intention to wed.(35) The 

group of ceremonies that made up the nuptial ritual was 

organized around several focal points, the first of which 

was the initial negotiation for marriage.(36) Often 

involved were the services of a sensale, an agent for 

facilitating matrimony, or some interested person within 

the community who came to the families and proposed a 

profitable alliance.(37) Buonaccorso Pitti recorded the 

strategy involved in negotiations for his marriage in 1391. 

Since Guido di Messer Tommaso di Neri 
del Palagio was the most respected and 
influential man in the city, I decided 
to put the, matter in his hands and 
leave the choice of bride up to him, 
provided he picked her among his own 
relatives. Accordingly, I sent the 
marriage-broker, Bartolo della 
Contessa, to tell Guido of my 
intentions. He sent Bartolo back with 
the message that he would be happy to 
have me as a kinsman and was giving the 
matter thought. A few days later he 
sent him a second time to say that if I 
liked I might have the daughter of 

(35) G. Brucker, Giovanni and Lusanna: Love and Marriaqe in 
Renaissance Florence, ( Berkeley, 1986), p. 83. 

(36) Ibid., pp. 80-82. 

(37) The Roman census of 1527 mentions a number of sensali. 
Among them were Alessandro ( no. 6138), Valente 
(no. 6603), Beltramo ( no. 6618), and Gregorio 
(no. 6638). See E. Lee, ed., Descriptio Urbis: The 
Roman Census of 1527 ( Rome, 1985). 
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Luca, son of Piero degli Albizzi, whose 
mother was a first cousin of his own. 
I sent back word that I would be very 
happy and honored and so forth.(38) 

A contemporary, Giovanni de Pagolo Morelli, recalled that 

at his marriage in 1395 to Caterina degli Alberti the 

differing interests of both parties were " settled by the 

mezzani," who could have been friends or relatives.(39.) A 

meeting would then have taken place, that is, between the 

Morelli and the Alberti families. Ecclesiastical 

representation was not included. Rather, in the presence 

of three or four of their close kin, the 'betrothal 

(desponsatlo) would have become sealed. ( 40) 

Many of the carefully arranged marriages had a 

parental assessment beforehand. Lucrezia Tornabuoni wrote 

(38) B. Pitti, The Diary of Buonaccorso Pitti, 
ed. G. Brucker, trans. J. Martines (New York, 1967), 
Two Memoirs of Renaissance Florence, pp. 45-46. 

(39) The one thousand florin dowry "di p01 ml tradi ii 
padre di quella, che me 1'avea promessa mediante ii 
mezzano...," Morelli, pp. 341-42. 

(40) Duby, The Kniqht, the Lady, and the Priest, p. 33; 
Tamassia, p. 167; Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and 
Ritual, p. 183; Prominent officials were at times 
given the delicate assignment of assessing the bride. 
A carefully worded summary of Lucrezia Borgia's 
qualities was sent by the ambassadors of Duke Ercole 
of Ferrara before she married his son, Alfonso.. " She 
is of incontestable beauty and her manners add to her 
charm. She seems so gifted that we cannot, and should 

• not, suspect her of unseemly behavior. Apart from her 
perfect grace in all things, she is a Catholic and 
shows she fears God." E. Chamberlin, The World of the 
Italian Renaissance ( London, 1982), p. 191. 
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to her husband, Piero de' Medici, that the bride-to-be of 

her son, Lorenzo, was " reasonably tall and fair-skinned. 

She is gentle in manner without the ease we are used to, 

but she is obedient and will soon conform to our ways. Her 

hair is not blond: they are not blond here ( in Rome) but it 

is reddish and plentiful. Her face is on the round side. 

Her neck is slender - perhaps on the thin side - but 

graceful. We didn't see her bosom, the women cover it 

here, but it gave the impression of being well formed."(41) 

Symbolic gestures would have sanctioned the Medici 

marriage agreement. A handshake, called the impalmamento, 

or toccamano, was a direct but private acknowledgment of 

intent. In the Rome of Lorenzo de' Medici's bride, Clarice 

Orsini, an additional ceremony called the abboccamento gave 

importance to a kiss on the mouth exchanged by the 

(41) "... la quale, come dico, e di ricipiente grandezza, e 
bianca, et a si dolce maniera, non pero si gentile 
come le noStre: ma e di grande modesta, e da ridulla 
presto a nostri costumi. Il capo non a biondo, perche 
non se n'a di qua: pendono ± suo capegli in rosso, e 
n'a assai. La faccia del viso pende un p0' tondetta 
ma non mi dispiace. La gola e isvelta 
confacientemente ma mi pare un po'sottiletta o, a dir 
meglio, gentiletta. Ii petto non potelno vedere, 
perche usano ire tutte turate, ma mostra di buona 
qualita...." Tre lettere di Lucrezia Tornabuoni a 
Piero de Medici, ed. Le Monnier ( Firenze, 1859), 
pp. 9-10, cited by J. Lucas-Dubreton, La vita  
quotidiana a Firenze ai tempi dei Medici, 
trans. R. Pela ( Milan, 1985), p. 81; Chamberlin, 
P. 191. 
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partners.(42) The groom then went immediately to the house 

of the future bride, to whom he usually brought gifts of 

rings or jewelry.(43) Customarily, the family invited him 

to remain for a meal.(44) 

There was then ,a solemn and public meeting between the 

parties who were accompanied by their kin and friends. 

Again, in the presence of the male members of- the families 

and without benefit of clergy, the father, or person who 

had " authority" over the bride-to-be, promised both to give 

her as a bride and to obtain her consent. In one of many 

examples, recorded in January 1474, Gordano de Carboni, of 

the rione Monti, assigned his daughter, Laurentia, to 

Camillo de Cesarini in the presence of the young man's 

(42) Rodocanachi, p. 69. The kiss was a custom dating back 
to Constantine signifying a free intention to be 
married. Also see Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and 
Ritual, p. 183. Roman customs are cited in 
M. A. Altieri, Li nuptiali, ed. E. Narducci ( Rome, 
1873). The humanist Marco Antonio Altieri's analysis 
of the Roman moral and-political order led to the 
composition of Li Nuptiali, in which he gauged the 
civic and religious ritual of the fifteenth century by 
the standard of classical antiquity. 

(43) Chamberlin, p. 192. In the lower classes, the couple 
most often came from the same locality and would have 
known each other, at least by sight. In the upper 
classes, they probably did not meet until the day of 
the contract was finalized. 

(44) Ibid., p. 183. 
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father, Iacopo.(45) The future groom then vowed to marry 

her within a specified time period and according to the 

agreed conditions. ( 46) 

In a similar manner, Baptista di lacopo Colutie of the 

none Ponte spoke for his daughter, Lucia, who was married 

to Domenico Bonaugurio in 1460.(47) At Rome, a second baso 

de bocca, a kiss on the mouth, traditionally expressed the 

validity of the publicly proclaimed agreement. At this 

time a notary recorded the instrumento delli futuri  

sponsalitii, in which the financial conditions of the 

marriage, the dowry, the acconcio and other paraphernalia 

(45) "... hec sunt fidantie et pacta parentele habite 
tractate et in christi nomine formate inter virum 
nobilem lordanum de Carbonibus de regione montium 
patrem honeste iuvenis Laurentie eius legitime et 
naturalis filie pro qua se et bona sua principaliter 
obligavit et promisit de rato etc. ex una parte et 
virum nobilem Camillum lacobi de Cesarinis de regione 
pontis cum consensu presentia verbo et voluntate dicti 
lacobi sui patris presentis et consentientis etc. ex 
altera parte. Hinc est quod dictus lordanus promisit 
et convenit dicto Camillo presenti etc. dare et 
consignare dictam Laurentam eius filiam in legitimam 
uxorem ipsius Camilli...," ASR, CL 1629, fol. 136. 

(46) "... et versa vice dictus Camillus promisit et convenit 
dicto lordino presenti etc. nobis notariis etc. capere 
et recipere dictam Laurentiam in eius legitimam uxorem 
...,' ASR, CL 1629, fol. 136. 

(47) ASR, CL 1896, fol. 15. 
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were specified.(48) Domenico Bonaugurio was to receive a 

sizable dowry of four hundred Roman florins along with a 

promise that the bride would contribute a trousseau and 

jewelry worth three hundred Roman florins. (49) Another 

case involved Sigismonda, the daughter of Giovanpietro de 

Mediolano, a keeper of the gate at the Apostolic palace, 

who was married in 1450. The groom was to receive a 

trousseau valued at two hundred ducats and a suitable 

amount of jewelry, after which the customary kiss was 

(48) "... et -ad firmitatem . icte parentele dicti Baptista et 
dominus Dominicus partes predicte inter se dederunt 
osculum pacis de hore ad hos pro quibus omnibus et 
singulis observandis plenarie et firmiter adimplendis 
dicte partes ad invicem obligaverunt omnia eorum bona 
etc...," ASR, CL 1896, fol. 15; Klapisch-Zuber, Women, 
Family, and Ritual, p. 183; Rodocanachi, p. 57. 

(49) "... cum dote et nomine dotis quatrocentorum florenorum 
currentium in urbe ad rationem quatragintaseptem 
sollorum provisinorum senatus pro floreno et aliorum 
tricentorum florenorum ad rationem predictam pro 
acconcio hornatu et rebus iocalibus ipsius Lucie 
expendidendorum ad voluptatem ipsarum partium...," 
ASR, CL 1896, fol. 15. 

Medieval and Renaissance coins, weights and 
measures varied in different times and places. During 
the fifteenth century, 1 Roman florin = 47 soldi, at 
12 denari per soldi, as compared to 1 Cameral florin = 

72 bolognini, at 16 denari per bolognino. A ducat and 
a florin were. of approximately the same value. See 
F. Edler, Glossary of Mediaeval Terms of Business  
(Cambridge, Mass., 1934) and I. Origo, The Merchant of 
Prato ( Harmondsworth, 1957), pp. 23-25. 
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observed.(50) Sometimes called the fidanze in Rome, these 

engagements were binding and could not be broken without 

financial consequences. ( 51) 

Although the responsibility for the payment of the 

monetary portion of the marriage agreement began at the 

time of the exchange of consent, it was not obligatory to 

deliver the trousseau until the day of the wedding or even 

the following day.(52) Signifying the renunciation of the 

rights of the family over the bride, it was conveyed in 

baskets or coffers, sometimes provided by the husband, 

which further defined the status of the dowered woman. 

Jewelry, ornamented belts and strands of pearls and coral 

were placed in the chests, the more affluent adding 

embroidery 'work, lace, linen and precious stones. The 

bride-chests were opened in order to display the riches 

they contained and were carried by servants.(53) 

(50) "... cum dote et nomine dotis tricentorum florenorum in 
urbe currentium ad rationem et rebus iocalibus ipsius 
puelle exponendis et erogandis ad voluntatem ipsaruni 
partium...et pro maiori roboris firmitate dicte partes 
ad invicem prestiterunt osculum oris de ore ad Os: pro 
quibus etc. obligaverunt etc. et voluerunt etc...," 
ASR, CL 1174, fol. 175. 

(51) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 184; 
Rodocanachi, p. 59. 

(52) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 219. 

(53) Rodocanachi, p. 82. Each region fashioned thecasoni  
differently. In Rome they were white whereas the 
northern areas preferred gilded and sculptured 
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Nuptial gifts pledging the two parties were called the 

arra and the sponsalia in Rome. In 1468 Gregorio de 

Carosini, of the none Monti, negotiated with Domenico di 

Giovanni Coletti, of the same neighborhood, in order to 

obtain some land to be used as an arra, his down-payment on 

the marriage of his sister, Iacobella.(54) The sponsalia, 

on the other hand, were often gifts of jewels, ornaments 

and adornments of all sorts considered necessary when 

launching the girl into her new life. Appollonia da Siena, 

for example, was allowed thirty Roman florins for a 

trousseau and jewelry when she married Lorenzo di Martino 

de Vertolina, of the none Parione, in 1479. Also included 

was a bed, complete with linens, pillows and a 

coverlet.(55) Similarly, Jeronima Freda was presented with 

items for her new household when she married Rostoro di 

Angelino Corso in 1468. Her widowed mother, Caterina, 

ornamentation. Venetians covered them with 
allegorical paintings. The chests of Lorenzo de' 
Medici were decorated with scenes illustrating 
Petrarch's Trionfi. 

(54) " ... dictus dominus Gregorius soluit et pacavit dicto 
Dominico pro se et dicta lacobella reci.pienti 
ducatorum duodecim inter papales et venetos pro arra 
et parte preti.i prefati...," ASR, CL 1629, fol. 25. 

(55) '... et ultra dictos triginta florenos pro ornatu et 
iocalibus predictis cum uno lecto fulcito cum duobus 
paribus lentiaminium capezzali et copertorio...," ASR, 
CL 1313, fol. 73. 
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specified in the marriage contract that Jeronima was also 

to receive clothes and jewelry of value.(56) 

The letters of Alessandra Strozzi, a widow and member 

of a prominent Florentine family, give a full description 

of a dress of crimson velvet that was supplied at the time 

of her daughter's marriage in 1447. It was topped by a 

cloak of the same fabric, along with a headpiece of pearls 

and plumes valued at eighty florins.(57) In a similar 

manner, the Borgia family presented young Lucrezia with 

rings decorated with sapphires and diamonds, pieces of gold 

brocade, and costly bowls and vases on the occasion of her 

(56) "... pro supplimento dotis dicte Hieronime et cum 
acconclo et rebus iocalibus infrascriptis videlicet 
una gonna colons viridi obscuni uno guarnello novo 
una corda corallorum medic eorum cum aurettis de 
argento deauratis unam corugiam de argento regellato 
et deaurato cum cinto rubeo francia messo ad auruin 
item uno cincto de since pagoriatlo sive argento 
tribus liniteamibus aptis pro amantando sex pannis 
listatis duabus tobales novem tobaleolis quinque 
pannis de bonbice ad campanile x caput leganibus 
quatuor pannis per macchaguianio duobus struccatonibus 
vultus tribus pannis pro spatulis tribus camisiis et 
duabus casis que res repariuntur in cassa nunc et 
promissit predicta domina Caterina facere eidem 
Hyeronime unam gonnam de bruschino novam unum 
guarnellum novum quatuor camisias quatuor pannos pro 
macchaguiario unum pannum 1istatumde cortina duos 
succatores perficere corrugiam videlicet arcum 
pagonatium et ponere argentum ad eius libitum etc...," 
ASR, CL 1763, fol. 83. 

(57) A. Macinghi negli Strozzi, Lettere di una qentildonna  
fiorentina del secolo XV ai fiqliuoli esuli, ed. 
G. Guasti ( Florence, 1877, reprinted 1972), pp. 4, 
106, 116, 395. 
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first marriage in 1493. For her third alliance, Lucrezia 

received two hundred chemises, which were decorated on the 

sleeves with fringes of gold and valued at one hundred 

ducats, in addition to silver 

thousand ducats. ( 58) 

Another exchange carried 

plates worth more than three 

out privately and rarely 

mentioned in notarial transactions was the wardrobe the 

husband provided for his wife during the days or months 

previous to the marriage and within the year following. A 

countertrousseau, these marital gifts customarily balanced 

the contributions of the two parties. Giovanni Morelli 

wrote of silver jewellery, richly ornamented with pearls, 

that was presented by lacopo di Zanobi to his bride at 

their elaborate wedding in Florence, during 1384.(59) 

Marco Parenti, the son-in-law of AlessandraStrozzi, spent 

seven hundred florins on clothes and jewelry 'for his wife, 

a sum that represented more than two-thirds of the dowry he 

had received. A newcomer by comparison with the family 

with whom he had allied himself, Parenti would have 

justified the expenditures as necessary in order to impress 

(58) Rodocanachi, p. 80. 

(59) " Fecesi gran festa, e furono delle belle nozze si 
facesse in quell'anno in Firenze; e dal marito fu 
presentata di ricchi gioe d'ariento e di perle 
riccamente...." Morelli, p. 184. 
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the public as she entered his household.(60) Girolamo 

Riario's gifts for Caterina Sforza included two dresses, 

one of gold brocade and another of green velvet adorned 

with pearls, belts decorated with silver, a purse of gold, 

a jewel clasp, a broach in the shape of a pheasant, three 

strings containing over five hundred pearls, two thimbles 

set with precious stones, and several smaller vestments of 

brocade. ( 61) 

Although not all husbands displayed equal generosity, 

they usually spent for this purpose between one- and 

two-thirds of the promised dowry, trousseau included.(62) 
/ 

When Valorino Ciurianni made arrangements for the marriage 

of his son Lapozzo, in 1410, he was promised seven hundred 

florins of dowry, but spent four hundred and thirty florins 

on clothing for the bride.(63) In another case, Giovanni 

Venturi, in 1439, gave his second bride seven hundred and 

fifty florins for adoriiment, compared to the dowry which 

amounted to thirteen hundred florins.(64) At times the 

sums devoted to this purpose remained a fraction of the 

(60) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 220. 

(61) Breisach, Caterina Sforza, p. 20. 

(62) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, pp. 220-21. 

(63) Ibid., p. 220. 

(64) Ibid., P. 221. 
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amount received. The clothing, jewels, and decorations for 

the conjugal chamber cost Tribaldo dei Rossi only two 

hundred and seventy florins when he married, whereas he had 

been promised a dowry and trousseau valued at fifteen 

hundred florins.(65) Similarily, lacopo di Giovanni 

Attavanti spent ninety-three florins on Oretta Malifici, 

whose dowry was three hundred and fifty florins, in 

1457. (66) 

After all negotiating was settled, the execution of 

the marriage contract was supervised by guarantors and 

arbiters, who were chosen by the families and who also 

decided on the dates of the remaining festivities.(67) 

Another short period of time permitted the parties to 

rectify any problems which may have arisen concerning a 

licit union.(68) 

(65) Ibid. 

(66) Ibid. 

(67) When Nardo and Christofora della Corona, for example, 
agreed that theit son, Bartolomeo, was to marry 
Laurentia Dioteguardi, in 1475, they enlisted the 
services of Antonio di Paolutio de Azecti and 
Christoforo de Capitari of the none Ponte. ASR, CL 
1629, fol. 159; In another case, Jacobo Mario, a 
shoemaker in Ponte, apparently favored agents from his 
own guild. Lorenzo Meo Claudio, a calsolario, is 
listed as one of the guarantors of the sponsalitia  
contracted in December 1480. ASR, CL 1174, fol. 177. 

(68) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 221. 
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The ceremony which rendered the union irrevocable took 

place at the house of the bride-to-be, where the kin and 

friends of her family had assembled.(69) Invited also were 

the groom-to--be, his family and friends. A notary, rather 

than a priest, posed questions prescribed by the Church in 

order to elicit the consent of the newlyweds to the 

union.(70) After asking successively of the desire to 

unite, the couple were to respond "volo." With the verba  

de praesenti, the husband placed a nuptial ring on the 

finger of the bride's right hand, as the notary confirmed 

the sacredness and permanence of marriage.(71) 

A nuptial ring was to impress the new bride with her 

status of wife within a new lineage. The vows pledged, in 

1480, between a young ironworker by the name of Stefano and 

Antonel].a, the youthful daughter of Ceccha and the late 

Giovanni Teutonici, were sealed with a gold ring that held 

(69) Ibid., p. 186. Although the ceremony was called the 
matrimonium by canonists, the words sponsalia and 
arraqlia appear in notarial transactions. 

(70) " ... prout mandat sancta mater ecclesia...," ASR, CL 
124, fol. 28. 

(71) " ... Dominicus Antonii Marrocchi de regione trivii 
sponte etc. subarravit dominam Sigismundam filiam 
legitimam et naturalem lohannespetri de Mediolano per 
verba de presenti vis volo ad primam interrogationem 
hinc inde et annuli sigilli aurei in subarrationem in 
digito annulare rnanus dextre et ego notarius dicens 
quod deus coniunxit homo non seperet...," ASR, CL 
1174, fol. 176. 
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a precious stone.(72) In a transaction of 1485, a 

meticulous notary recorded that as Martino di Pietro de 

Lasca di Lubiana, a Slav living in Ponte, married Magdalena 

di Bartolomeo de Spalatio, from another Slavic family 

living in Ponte, ajred paste ring was presented to the 

bride.(73) In contrast, there was no mention of the 

quality of ring given when Giovanni de Colonia, a tavern 

cook, married Anna Theutonica in 1472. She was living and 

possibly working at the home of Nicolao Piston, in whose 

home the vows were exchanged.(74) 

According to Altieri, other " rings and little 

presents," brought by the husband and his friends, were 

offered to the new family- in-law later in the day, after 

which a feast was offered by tiiebnide's family.(75) The 

reception offered by the Borgia family when Lucrezia 

married Giovanni Sforza of Pesaro was noteworthy. 

Alexander VI, several cardinals and bishops, and a number 

(72) "... et tunc dictus Stephanus imnisit anulum aureum cum 
lapide pretioso in digitum anularem manus dextre dicte 
Antonelle...," ASR, CL 1729, fol. 71. 

(73) "... contraxerunt matrimonium per verba de presenti vis 
volo et annuli argentei deaurati cum lapide vitreo 
rubeo subarationem...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 3. 

(74) " ... et tunc dictus lovanninus dictam Annam subarravit 
immittendo annulum in digito annulari manus dextre 
ipsius Anne...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 2. 

(75) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 82. 
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of foreign ambassadors, along with Roman magistrates and 

one hundred and fifty noble couples took part. After the 

ceremony, " the Pope had silver vessels filled with 

sweetmeats handed round, the contents of which were poured 

into the laps of the fairest women."(76) 

A completed union also called for a public sign of 

celebration to be given to the entire community. The bride 

was transported to the house of the husband whose kin and 

friends welcomed her with several days of festivities. A 

procession was -not only a means of display but told the 

world that the girl had passed from her father's 

protection. Spectacular torchlit ceremonies were popular 

in Florence. The bride crossed the city riding a white 

palfrey, escorted by her husband's friends.(77) Bolognese 

fathers escorted their daughters to the husband's home on 

horseback.(78) Aitieri recorded that Roman couples met at 

a church where they heard mass and were given the blessing 

of a priest.(79) On arrival at the bridegroom's house, 

(76) Gregorovius, VII, I, p. 344. Not without malice 
Infessura added, "... et hoc ad honorem et lauden 
omnipotentis Dei et Ecclesiae Romanae...," Stefano 
Infessura, Diario della citta di Roma, 
ed. 0. Tommasini ( Rome, 1890), p. 286. 

(77) Chamberlin, p. 195; Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and 
Ritual, p. 187. 

(78) Ibid. 

(79) Ibid. 



58 

they were given honey as a foretaste of the sweetness of 

marriage. A sword was then held over the bride's head as a 

warning of what would happen if she did not pay scrupulous 

attention to her marital duties.(80) 

The offerings that were necessary for the festivities 

that accompanied the marriage proceedings were another 

important aspect of nuptial exchange. Altieri referred to 

the pane, the contributions of foodstuffs that the friends 

and relatives of the husband's family brought on the eve of 

the wedding, as " loans" which in similar circumstances 

would have to be returned with good will and love.(81) 

Nuptial banquets did not include a religious ceremony. 

(80) Ibid. pp. 187, 239; Rodocanachi, pp. 72-73. Snudo, 
a Venetian chronicler, described the wedding ceremony 
of Leo X's niece, held in 1518 at Rome. She was 
conducted to the house of her husband on a white mare 
that belonged to the pope and was "dressed in a most 
luxuriant manner and carried large quantities of 
pearls and jewels." One hundred and fifty men dressed 
in dazzling costumes followed her. Six young boys 
lead the procession wearing long cloaks of chamois 
that were striped and marked with stitching the size 
of " a grain of pepper." The groom waited at the door 
of his house, surrounded by relatives and friends. 
After the couple tasted the honey, the bride entered a 
tapestried room where a harp, drum and cymbals 
orchestrated a measured and supposedly tranquil dance. 
During the wedding feast the heads of particular birds 
and fish were reserved for the bride and presented to 
her as an assurance of her fertility: For a 
description of the use of fish in fertility rites of 
early Romans, see E. Westermarck, The Iiistoryof Human 
Marriaqe ( London, 1891), pp. 543-72. 

(81) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 238. 
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Rather, there were recitations and singing for the 

amusement of the newlyweds, and sometimes jousting, 

wrestling and theatrical presentations took place before 

the evening of dancing. The sumptuousness of the wedding 

feasts of some of the princely Roman families was legend. 

When Eleanor of Aragon journeyed through Rome after her 

marriage to Ercole, the duke of Ferrara, in 1473, Cardinal 

Pietro Riario, in order to do her father honor, spent a 

considerable sum; the banquet especially was stunning. One 

could not imagine, commented Infessura, that the church of 

God possessed such money. ( 82) 

Communal governments tried without success to 

establish limits upon all aspects of wedding 

expenditure.(83) At the marriage of Caterina Sforza to 

Girolamo Riario at Rome, in 1477, the guests were so well 

taken care of that chariots appeared between each course 

carrying children who recited verse to prevent the guests 

(82) " ... perche tra lo convito et la festa ci fonno spesi 
parecchi migliara di ducati, et fecence adrizzare una 
argentaria con tanto ariento che mai fo creso, che la 
Ecciesia di Dio ne havesse tanto, senza di quello che 
serviva ad tavola...," Infessura, p. 77; Rodocanachi, 
p. 75. 

(83) Rodacanachi, p. 85. The Roman sumptuary statutes of 
1473 included a detailed regulation of dress, banquets 
and gifts. The bride's headdress could not cost more 
than forty ducats. No person was to give the couple 
jewels, silver vases or tapestries. Parents were not 
to give the bride-to-be gifts: Klapisch-Zuber, Women, 
Family, and Ritual, pp. 242-43. 
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from going to sleep, not a useless precaution, added the 

narrator. ( 84) 

Traditionally, it was at the end of the day of 

feasting that the union was consurnmated.(85) Altieri 

indicated that from eight to fifteen days separated the 

abboccamento and the fidanze, and after another eight days 

came the verba de praesenti. The nozze, the day of the 

public transfer and festivities, could take place as much 

as a year later. However, the notarial documents verify 

Rodocanachi's contention that the act of engagement and the 

contract of marriage were often merged with one another. 

The nuptials of the widow, Antonia dell' Acqua, for 

example, took place on the same day as the marriage was 

negotiated. Simone di Matteo da Bergamo, a fish vendor 

living in the Borgo San Pietro, presented her with a garnet 

(84) Breisach, p. 22. 

(85) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, pp. 189, 
242. Although seldom explicit, early Florentine 
ricordanze indicated that couples consummated the 
marriage the evening of the nozze, " after the woman, 
first ' sworn' then ' espoused' or ' ringed', had been 
'led' to her husband's house." Altieri attributed to 
his fourteenth century ancestors a self-control that 
made them wait until the evening of the nozze to 
consummate the marriage, no matter how long a time 
period separated the matrimonium from the wife's 
transfer to the house of the husband. 
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ring following the expressions of consent.(86) Some 

transactions stipulated that the fidanze were to take place 

within a determined time. A fine which could reach five 

hundred Roman florins sanctioned the requirement.(87) 

Domestic records (ricordi) of the latter part of the 

fifteenth century reveal a gradual relegation of the 

nuptial cortege and public festivities to a secondary 

position. The ceremonial complex became grouped around the 

day the verba de praesenti was spoken. A shift in the time 

at which consummation became acceptable could have been for 

financial reasons. In Florence, concerned parents of 

marriageable daughters considered consummation a useful 

guarantee against second thoughts on the part of the 

husband.(88) At Rome, the sponsalitia between the widowed 

Cater ma Freda and Rostoro di Angelino Corso, included a 

stipulation that the trousseau and jewelry allowed to her 

(86) "Eisdem Anno pontificatu indictione mense die loco et 
testibus quibus supra in presentia mel notarii dictus 
Symon Matthei de Bergamo subarravit dictam dominam 
Antoniam per verba de presenti vis volo et annuli 
aurel cum lapide granate subarrationem...," ASR, CL 
1764, fol. 119. 

(87) Rodocanachi, p. 58. 

(88) Kiapisch-Zuber, p. 191. A marriage could be annulled 
for reason of nonconsummation: Calisse, p. 317; 
Sheehan, " Choice of marriage Partner in the Middle 
Ages"; J. Brundage, "The Problem of Impotence," Sexual  
Practices, Bullough and Brundage, pp. 135-48. 



62 

daughter would be forthcoming when Jeronima had been " led 

to his home and the marriage consummated."(89) 

According to Altieri, fifteenth century Romans also 

feared the casting of evil spells on the day of the nuptial 

cortege, when they were openly vulnerable to possible 

expressions of ill will. The reasonable way to prevent an 

occult interference appeared to be an advancing of the time 

of consummation of the already legally binding union.(90) 

Another reason for a shift in the importance of the 

ceremonies could have been the influence of the Church as 

it directed its efforts toward bringing control of the 

legality of matrimony within its realm. An ecciestiastical 

presence and the religious consecration of marriage had 

been persistently kept to a marginal role. Florentine 

nuptial rituals virtually omitted a benediction by the 

Church. Sunday was chosen for the celebration of the nozze  

precisely because the ceremonies ( on a •holiday) were less 

subject to the Church's interference. Wednesday and 

Thursday accounted for almost as great a number of 

(89) "... cum dote et acconcio ac rebus iocalibus predictis 
quos xl ducatos promisit dicta Caterina eidem restoro 
traddere et consignare tempore quo dictam Hyeronimam 
ducet ad eidem domum et matrimonium consumabit...," 
ASR, CL 1167, fol. 83. 

(90) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 190. 
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transfers of new brides to their husbands' homes.(91) 

Similarly, the choice, of a church for ceremonies seemed 

above all aimed at creating a climate of neutrality between 

the participating families rather than an adherence to. 

ecclesiastical directives.(92) Roman families gave the 

liturgy of the Church a more secure place in nuptial 

ritual; the wedding mass was part of the festivities 

associated with marriage. According to Altieri, the 

predominance of Sunday as the day that Romans celebrated 

the ceremonies probably revealed a desire to give them wide 

publicity rather than a desire to integrate them into 

Sunday religious ceremonies.(93) 

There were some specific duties assigned to the 

clergy. Along with maintaining a registry of marriages in 

order to have a record of them, the priests were to ensure 

that there were no obstacles which would render a valid 

union illicit. The impediments of consanguinity and 

(91) I. del Lungo, " La donna fiorentina nel Rinascimento e 
negli ultimi tempi della liberta," La vita italiana  
nel Rinascimento, ed. E. Masi, G. Giacosa, and G. Bagi 
(Milan, 1906), pp. 118-19. 

(92) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 193. 

(93) Altieri, pp. 66-67, cited by Klapisch-Zuber, Ibid., 
p. 187. 
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affinity were of special concern.(94) To this end public 

notice came into use. 

The Church asserted that one and no institution could 

interfere with the right of a person, otherwise eligible, 

to marry or not to marry. Herlihy suggests that the 

ecclesiastical precedence given to the family of marriage 

over the family of origin was a measure instigated to 

undermine the authority of parents, fathers in particular, 

who sought to arrange, or prevent, the marriage of their 

children. By itself, the Church's doctrine assured that 

the family could never develop into a true patriarchy. It 

had been " traditionally wary of the claims of the family 

over its offspring, which might conflict with the claims of 

God. "( 95) 

Yet the conspicuous absence of ecclesiastical elements 

in the principle ceremonies of marriage indicates that the 

Church did not exercise a hold on the state of matrimony. 

Neither through its representatives nor its legislation was 

it able to penetrate into the heart of marriage ritual. 

The study of the distinctive features of the historical 

(94) Sheehan, p. 28; 0. Reichel, A Complete Manual of Canon 
Law ( London, 1896), pp. 329-70; Calisse, p. 553. 

(95) Herlihy, Medieval Households, pp. 81-82. Also see 
Herlihy's "The Making of the Medieval Family: 
Symmetry, Structure, and Sentiment," Journal of Family 
History 10 ( 1983): 121, 124. 
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development of the nuptial scenario, of its shifts and 

internal substitutions, enables one to ascertain that 

patrilineal families, supported by civil authority, largely 

ignored the recommendations of the Church and promoted 

strategies that were unambiguously designed to achieve the 

perpetuation of their own goals. There was a careful 

distinction maintained between the contractual phase which 

regulated the. legal transfer of the woman to another 

lineage and the ritualized festive phase which organized 

the physical transfer to her husband within full view of 

the entire community. Throughout, a girl's passage into 

the role of married woman was viewed in terms of an 

opportunity to enhance the male line. The female lines 

were discounted. Women were treated as marginal members of 

a lineage. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE DOTAL SYSTEM 

By far, a woman's most important instrument of 

economic influence on interfamilial relations was her 

dowry, the settlement from her own family that was 

presented to her husband at marriage. When leaving the 

paternal home with a dowry, the bride effected an important 

transmission of money and goods, land in particular, from 

one male lineage to another. 

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, various 

structural contradictions made it difficult to combine the 

dowry system with patrilinearity. The injunction, Thulium 

sine dote fiat coniuqium," " let there be no marriage 

without a marriage gift," was in conflict with the clearly 

defined legal affirmation of the rights of male heirs to 

their father's real property.(l) Sons inherited an equal 

share of the paternal estate. Property was to be preserved 

to those who remained in the family and were in a position 

to perpetuate it in their persons and names. Daughters 

were excluded from an inheritance when dowered in 

(1) Majoran ( Leges novellae, 165), cited by D. Hughes, 
"From Brideprice to Dowry in Mediterranean Europe," 
Journal of Family History 3 ( 1978): 274; Herlihy, "The 
Medieval Marriage Market," p. 3. 
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proportion to a father's social standing and economic 

means. ( 2) 

The importance of status and lineage considerations 

encouraged families to seek alliances that were profitable, 

even though the dowry was expected to be in an amount at 

least equal to a full share in the patrimony.(3) Dotal 

negotiation became a fundamental aspect of the "marriage 

market." Although religious beliefs, values, customs and 

law defined who was eligible for marriage and who was 

desirable as a partner, there was still considerable scope 

for bidding and response, for the kind of interaction that 

makes the phrase, mariiage market, almost literally 

applicable.(4) Families bargained, looking for the best 

terms for themselves and for the sons and daughters they 

placed in marriage. Their negotiating strength depended on 

the relative number of persons available for marriage as 

well as the obvious considerations, those of physical 

attraction, health and social connections. 

From the late twelfth century, a plurality of women 

over men caused an imbalance on the marriage scene across 

(2) Calisse, p. 577; Hughes, From Brideprice to Dowry, 
p. 280. 

(3) S. Chojnacki, "Dowries and Kinsmen in Early Renaissance 
Venice," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 4 
(1975): 575. 

(4) Herlihy, "The Medieval Marriage Market," pp. 3-27. 
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Europe. According to Georges Duby, the great lineages of 

northern France placed all their daughters in marriage but 

only the first born of their sons.(5) Fathers were 

hesitant to marry off sons who might seize an opportunity 

to contest their authority. In Tuscany, these trends were 

marked among the rich and among peasants living on 

family-owned holdings; they were less established among the 

poor, particularly in the cities, where a shortage of goods 

and housing probably converged to disperse the sons who 

were old enough to earn a living.(6) San Bernardino 

remarked that there were many men who did not take a wife 

on account of the additional expense. The shortage of 

prospective grooms became so serious that Alberti suggested 

fathers should leave a share of the family estate only to 

the sons who had married at a reasonable age.(7) 

By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the dowry 

had become the critical element of matrimonial strategy. 

Competition for eligible males raised the amounts that 

fathers were willing to settle on their daughters. Had the 

dotal system always been so important? According to early 

(5) Duby, The Kniqht, the Lady, and the Priest, p. 287. 

(6) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 19. 

(7) The comments of San Bernardino and Alberti are 
paraphrased in Origo, World of San Bernardino, 
pp. 52-53. 
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Roman dowry practice, a new household depended on conveyed 

wealth as an aid to the onera matrimonii, the burdens of 

matrimony.(8) marriage was the occasion for an exchange of 

gifts between the bride and groom, or rather, their 

respective families. Though not legally necessary, it was 

not unusual, in the alliances that included the passage of 

women from the manus of a father to the menus of a husband, 

for a father, grandfather, - or even the wife herself, if 

sui iuris, - to provide a gift of property to a woman's 

husband as a compensation for her.rights to succession 

which were lost through marriage.(9) 

With the advent of marriage sine manu, an alliance in 

which the father of the bride did not have absolute 

authority over the bride, the use of the dowry became 

specific. Marriage agreements began to include detailed 

stipulations, often for the return of the dowry to the 

bride's family upon dissolution of a marriage, thus 

providing safeguards for both the bride and her . family in 

the event of widowhood or remarriage.(lO) As divorce 

became more common, the system of leaving the regulation of 

(8) S. Chojnacki, "Patrician Women in Early Renaissance 
Venice," Studies in the Renaissance 15 ( 1974): 575; 
Besta, p. 146. 

(9) Jolowicz, p. 162. 

(10) S. Dixon, "The Marriage Alliance in the Roman Elite," 
Journal of Family History 10 ( 1985): 364. 
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dowries to the foresight of families became inadequate. 

The actio rei uxoriae of the second century B. C. enabled 

the wife herself to reclaim the dowry if the marriage was 

dissolved.(11) During the Republic, the wife's contingent 

right to reclaim her dowry under specific circumstances was 

"purely in personam against her husband or his heirs," and 

so it remained in principle throughout the classical 

period, although she became a privileged creditor for the 

amount of the dowry in case of bankruptcy.(12) 

A significant alteration was made as the Republican 

era came to an end. Augustus's lex lulia de adulteriis ( 18 - 

B. C.) forbad the husband to alienate land forming part of 

his wife's dowry without her consent.(13) Although the 

dowry was the property of the husband, it was to be 

administered in the interests of the wife. Additional 

legislation transformed dowries from customary gifts into 

legal requirements. To counter any discouragement of 

matrimony during times of financial distress, the lex lulia  

(11) A. Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law, The 
American Philosophical Society ( Philadelphia, 1953), 
p. 444; Jolowicz, p. 164. 

(12) Ibid., pp.. 164-65; Besta, p. 144; W. Morey, Outlines  
of Roman Law ( Mew York, 1890, reprint, Littleton, 
Col., 1985), pp. 269-71. 

(13) W. Buckland, A Manual of Roman Private Law ( Cambridge, 
Eng., 1925), p. 65. 
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de furido dotali ( 18 B. C.) placed fathers under an 

obligation to endow daughters wishing to marry.(14) 

After the third century of the common era, the 

dimensions and the direction of dowry practice shifted 

remarkably. A new system of marital conveyance, the 

donatio ante nuptias, gained importance alongside the 

dowry. Sometimes called the reverse dowry, or dower, it 

was a gift from the husband, or on his behalf, to the 

bride.(15) Justinian's Codex iuris civilis 

donatio propter nuptias, and legislated its 

the dowry and dower (donatio) were equal in 

called it the 

amount until 

amount. ( 16) 

All special agreement made in regard to the payment of one 

was to apply equally to the other in order to ensure an 

equality of contribution to the capital of the new 

household. Legislation was intended to counteract a strong 

tendency in late antiquity for the reverse dowry to grow 

while the dowry itself had been declining. The 

administration of the property involved, along with the 

right to enjoy the fruits ( usufruct), remained with the 

husband, although there were safeguards because any capital 

involved was considered to be part of the wife's assets. 

(14) Herlihy, Medieval Households, pp. 9-14; Berger, 
p. 553. 

(15) Buckland, p. 66. 

(16) Novella 3. 97. 1. 
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If a husband became insolvent, the wife could request that 

the dowry be returned to her family even while the marriage 

subsisted. The property of the husband was hypothecated as 

security for the repayment of the dowry.(17) A,husband was 

no longer favored as in classical law. 

The importance of the reverse dowry brought marriage 

practice closer to that of the Germanic tradition which was 

then taking root in areas of Italy. "AS for the dower," 

wrote Tacitus in describing ancient, custom, " it is not the 

wife who brings it to the husband,,but the husband to the 

wife."(18) According to German codes, largely redacted 

between the sixth and ninth centuries, the husband conveyed 

his gifts directly to the bride and not to her family.(19) 

The mefio was given as a dower on the wedding day. It 

became the property of the wife. A faderfio was the 

father's voluntary gift to the daughter upon her marriage. 

By it, the bride came to lose all subsequent claim upon her 

family's estate. The morqenqabe was a gift which the 

husband made •to the wife the day after the wedding. Its 

purpose was to give sanction to the consummated union.(20) 

(17) Jolowicz, pp. 170-76. 

(18) "... dotem non uxor marito, sed uxori maritus 
offert .... " Tacitus, Germania, p. 289. 

(19) Herlihy, "Medieval Marriage Market," p. 7. 

(20) 'Calisse, pp. 550, 573-75; Besta, p. 145. 
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During the period of the late empire and into the early 

Middle Ages, the groom or his family assumed a principal 

share of the costs at marriage.(21) 

The dowry system, which had been preserved by the 

Roman population after the collapse of the Roman state, 

came into .favor again from approximately the twelfth 

century. A chief reason for its entrance into Statute law 

was the renewed interest in the study and interpretationof 

Roman law.(22) The dowry, the trousseau and the 

paraphernalia were considered to be important aids to " the 

burdens of matrimony." Again, the paterfamilias was 

required to commit sums of capital as expenditure necessary 

in a marriage shifted primarily to the bride and her 

family. ( 23) 

* 

Towards the middle of the fourteenth century, a 

problem of the dowry institution itself, dowry inflation, 

began to cause extreme anxiety among fathers who faced the 

responsibility of marrying eligible daughters. The 

complaints about excessive amounts paid in dowries became 

(21) Herlihy, "Medieval Marriage Market," p. 7. 

(22) Hughes, " From Brideprice to Dowry," p. 273; Herlihy, 
"Women in Medieval Society," The Smith Lecture 1971  
(Houston, 1971), p. 5; Breen, pp. 131-79. 

(23) Labalme, P. 131. 
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increasingly frequent. One meets the general concern in 

the works of prominent literary figures.(24) Dante, in the 

Paradiso, longed for the days when "a daughter's birth did 

not yet fill! A father's heart with fear! For age [ at 

marriage] and dowry had not yet fled to opposite 

extremes."(25) The Florentine chronicler, Giovanni Villani 

(d. 1348), commented on the recent development of a 

favorable position that was enjoyed by men as they 

contemplated marriage.(26) During the fifteenth century, 

San Bernardino cried out that there were twenty thousand 

young women without husbands in Milan because they could 

not provide adequate dowries.(27) 

The communal counsel of Rome decreed, in 1471, with 

the assent of Sixtus IV, that dowries not pass beyond eight 

(24) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 215. 

(25) "... non faceva, nascendo, aricor paura/ la figlia al 
padre; che'l tempo e la dote/ non fuggien quirici e 
quindi la misura...," Dante Alighieri, La Divina  
Commedia, Paradiso, XV, 103-5. 

(26) "... lire cento era commune dota di moglie, e lire 
dugento o trecento era a quegli tempi tenuta 
isfalgorata; e le piu delle pulcelle avevano venti o 
piu anni, anzi ch'andassano a marito...." G. Villani, 
Cronica di Giovanni Villani a miqlior edizione ridotta  
(Florence, 1823), cited in Herlihy, Medieval  
Households, p. 203. 

(27) "... in Milano, quando frate Bernardino tomb, 11 fu 
detto che venti milia v'erano da maritare, senza la 
maritate...," cited in Herlihy, "Women in Medieval 
Society," p. 5. 
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hundred Roman florins, under pain of a fine of two hundred 

gold ducats, an indication that some dowries had risen 

beyond that amount.(28) Did Roman dowries reflect the 

problems that troubled other cities? How costly for the 

bride's family was marriage during the fifteenth century? 

Had dowries entered upon an inflationary spiral? Were the 

amounts of dowries relative to the different social groups 

of people? Finally, in what manner was the dowry paid and 

collected by families? 

That marriage was " one of the businesses of the Roman 

family, and every Roman family showed that it knew the 

value of marriage" is evident in eighty dowry contracts 

that were recorded by notaries working in the none Ponte 

during the latter part of the century.(29) Upper class 

families whose members were bqth wealthy and held important 

public offices parted with substantial amounts of capital 

when dowering their daughters. At least seven hundred 

Roman florins were provided in each of the twelve dowry 

agreements that involved families of noble rank. Most 

extraordinary was a dowry negotiated for Orsina, the 

dynastically named daughter of Triolo Orsini, a member of 

one of the great Roman families. At her marriage, in June 

(28) Rodocanachi, p. 63. 

(29)Brentano, Rome, p. 203. 
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1478, a dowry of four thousand Roman florins was promised 

to the groom, Bartolomeo de Almano.(30) 

Marriage was a means of establishing alliances between 

families. This was a particularly important concern for 

the Roman nobility such as the Colonna, the Sanguigni, the 

Stefaneschi, the Savelli. The Sanguigni, in one case, 

appeared to have controlled their familial wealth by 

marrying one member to another of the same family. In a 

negotiation that did not specify the proximity of the 

relationship, Caterina, the daughter of. Riccardo de' 

Sanguigni, was married to Nicolao, a son of Antonio de' 

Sanguigni in April 1478. Her dowry was valued at fourteen 

hundred gold ducats.(31) A Cesarini was listed as. a 

neighbor in the Sanguigni document. In 1474 Camillo de 

Cesarini was awarded a dowry of nine hundred florins upon 

his marriage to Laurentia, the daughter of Giordano de 

Carboni, ofthe none Moriti.(32) 

(30) "... dicta domina Ursina consentiet inmatrimonium 
dicti domini Bartholomei et dare eldem in dotem et 
dotis nomine florenos in urbe currentes quator mille 
ad computum xlvii sollidorum pro quolibet floreno...," 
ASR, CL 175, fol. 117. 

(31) "... dictus Riccardus sponte etc. promisit et convenit 
dicto domino Nicolao presenti et legitime stipulanti 
dare tradere et assignare eldem domino Nicolao dictam 
Caterinam in legitimam uxorem ipsius Nicolai cum dote 
et nomine dotis mule et quadringentorum ducatcrum 
auri in auro...," ASR, CL 1110, fol. 127. 

(32) "... dictus lordanus promisit et convenit dicto Camillo 
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Seven of the twelve contracts stipulated that one 

thousand Roman florins were to be forthcoming as dowries. 

One case involved a widow, Girolama di Matheo de Albertoni, 

who provided the dowry for her daughter, lulia, at the 

girl's marriage to Gaspar, the son of the late Nutio 

Cecchi, of. the none Ponte, in April 1478.(33) The groom's 

family perhaps needed the cash as they had agreed to the 

marriage of another son, Gregorio, two days earlier. 

Gentilesca, the daughter of Paolutio di Giovanni di Matteo 

was to bring one thousand Roman florins into the 

family.(34) In one further example, the prominent 

Sanguigni family gained one thousand Roman florins when 

Lucretia de Cappoccini was married to Gaspar di Paolo de 

Sanguigni, also during. April 1478.(35) 

presenti etc. dare et consignare dictam Laurentiam 
eius filiam in legitimam uxorem ipsius Camilli cum 
dote et nomine dotis nonigentorum florenorum in urbe 
currentium ad rationem xlvii sollorum provisinorum 
senatus pro floreno...," ASR, CL 1629, fol. 136. 

(33) "... dicta Hieronima promittit dare in uxorem dicto 
Gaspari luliam suprascriptam cum dote mille florenorum 
in urbe currentium...," ASR, CL 175, fol. 112. 

(34) " ... dictus Palutius ut pater et legitimus 
administrator predictus promisit et convenit dare in 
uxorem dicto Gregorio prefatamGentilescam eius filiam 
cum dote et nomine dotis mule florenorum in urbe 
currentium ad rationem xlvii solidorum pro quolibet 
floreno...," ASR, CL 175, fol. 108. 

(35) " ... misser lacovo zio carnale delle infrascripta 
zitelle et Tomao dicto fratelleo carnale promettono 
dare la honesta zitella Lucretia Pantasilia nepote 
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More moderate were the dowries of the prominent 

bourgeois families. Lucia Colutie, for example, was 

provided with a dowry of four hundred Roman florins when 

she was married to Domenico de Bonaugurio, a doctor of law, 

in 1460.(36) In another case, the furrier, Damiano di 

Domenico de Scalis, paid a dowry of five hundred Roman 

florins when marrying his daughter, Pulisena, to Francesco 

di lacobo Bagliante in August 1474.(37) 

Dowries valued at four hundred Roman florins and 

upwards appear to have been common among the merchant 

class. Mattutlo Giovaniti paid four hundred Roman florins 

to Simone di Gaspár Cole, of the none Parione, in 

carnale dello dicto misser lacovo et sorella carnale 
dello dicta Tomao allo sopradicti Gasparre persona 
legitima mogle con dote de fierini milli currenti de 
soul quararitasette per ciasche fierine...," ASR, CL 
175, fol. 109. 

(36) "... dictus Baptista pater predictus promisit et per 
sollempnem et legitimam stipulationem convenit eidem 
domino Dominico presenti recipienti et legitime 
stipulanti dictam Luciam eius filiam dare tradere et 
assignare in eius legitimam uxorem cum dote et nomine 
dotis quatrocentorum florenorum currentium in urbe ad 
rationem quatragintaseptem sollorum provisinorum 
senatus pro floreno...," ASR, CL 1896, fol. 15. 

(37) II dominus Damianus promisit et convenit dicto 
Francisco presenti recipienti et stipulanti dare 
traddere et cum effectu assignare dominam Pulisenam 
eius filiam in legitimam uxorem ipsius Francisci cum 
dote et nomine dotis quingentorum florenorum in urbe 
currentium ad rationem xlvii sollidorunt provisinorum 
senatus pro quolibet floreno...," ASR, CL 1764, 
fol. 62. 
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1468.(38) The cost was somewhat higher when Lorenzo di 

Paolo Veccia married his daughter, Alessandra, to Francesco 

di Paolo Giovanni in 1470. Five hundred Roman florins were 

paid to lacobo, the father of Francesco.(39) In another 

example, Giorgio Petrica pledged four hundred gold ducats 

(the equivalent of approximately eight hundred and fifty 

Roman florins) when his daughter, Fabriana, was married 

Mariano di Lorenzo Casassi, a merchant from Pisa, in 

1467.(40) 

Much lower on the scale were the dowries of artisans 

and laborers. Twelve of the notarial documents contained 

(38) "... dictus Mattutius pater etc. promisit et convenit 
dicto Symoni presenti etc. dare et cum effectu 
assignare dictam Caterinam eius filiam in ipsius 
Symonis legitimam uxorem cum dote et nomine dotis cccc 
florenorum in urbe curreritium ad rationem xlvii 
solidorum provisinorum senatus pro floreno...," ASR, 
CL 1763, fol. 91. 

(39) "... prefatus aurentius Paulus pater et legitimus 
administrator predictus sponte et ex certa eius 
scientia et non per errorem promisit ac per sollemna 
et legitimam stipulationem convenit eidem Francischo 
presenti recipienti et legitime stipulanti ut supra 
dare traddere et assignare eidem Francischo dictam 
Alexandram eius filiam legitimam in uxorem legitimam 
ipsius francischi cum dote et nomine dotis 
quingentorum florenorum currentium ad rationem xlvii 
sollorum provisinorum pro quolibet floreno...," ASR, 
CL 470, fol. 8. 

(40) " ... fuerit pro dote dicte Fabriane dicto Mariano iiiic 
ducatorum auri de camera quos prefatus Georgius 
promiserit et convenerit dicto Mariano tunc presenti 
.solvere et pacare ac tradere et assigñare in hunc 
modum et formam...," ASR, CL 709, fol. 49. 
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principals whose occupations were listed within this 

category. In one transaction of February 1471, Antonio 

Pedone, a barber living in the none Ponte, promised his 

daughter, luliana, in marriage to Blasio di lacobo Polono, 

a saddler in Ponte. The dowry was to be valued at fifty 

gold ducats ( the equivalent of approximately one hundred 

and six Roman florins).(41) Another barber, lacobo di 

Giovanni Spagnolo, of the none Sant' Eustachio, received 

sixty gold papal ducats ( the equivalent of approximately 

one hundred and twenty eight Roman florins) upon his 

marriage to Marta de Trivisio in 1467.(42) 

The dowry paid by Marco Vitiani, a butcher in the 

none Trevi, at the marriage of his daughter, Ricotia, to 

Lorenzo di Pietro Portaccasa, of the none Ponte, in 1478, 

(41) " ... dictus magister Antonio pater et legitimus 
administrator predictus promisit et convenit dicto 
magistro Blaxio presenti recipienti et stipulanti dare 
tradere et cum effectu assignare dictam Iu1ianam eius 
filiam in legitimam uxorem ipsius magistri Blaxil cum 
dote et nomine dotis quinquaginta ducatorum auri de 
camera de auro in aurum...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 9. 

(42) " ... habuit et recepit in depositum etc. tamquam bonus 
et legalis depositarius etc. a magistro lacobo quondam 
lohannis spagnoli tonsori de regione sancti eustachii 
presente et deponente de eius propria pecunia Ut ipse 
asservit pro dote marte pupille filie quondam Bernardi 
de trivislo eius neptis ducatos auri papales sexaginta 
in auro...," ASR, CL 709, fol. 25. 
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was two hundred Roman florins.(43) Another butcher, Gaspar 

di Lorenzo Paolo, received a dowry of three hundred Roman 

florins upon his marriage, in 1472, to Perna Ceccharelli, 

of Trastevere.(44) Giovanni di Pietro de Mediolano, a 

guard at the Vatican . palace, also agreed to pay a dowry of 

three hundred Roman florins when his daughter, Sigismonda, 

was married to Domenico di Antonio Marrocchi in 1480.(45) 

on average, the dowries of artisans and laborers were 

valued at one hundred and fifty Roman florins. That amount 

was paid by Francesco Cole, a Ponte tailor, when his 

daughter, Caterina, was married to Arcangelo de Fosso 

(43) " ... dictus Marcus pater et legitimus administrator 
predictus promisit et convenit dicto Laurentlo 
presenti recipienti et stipulanti dare tradere et cum 
effectu assignare dictam Ricotiam elus filiam in 
legitimam uxorem ipsius Laurentil cum dote et nomine 
dotis ducentorum florenorum in urbe currentium ad 
rationem xlvii sollorum provisinorum senatus pro 
quolibet floreno...," ASR, CL 1313, fol. 66. 

(44) presentibus et stipulantibus pro dicta Perna pro 
florinis in urbe currentibus ccc dote...," ASR, CL 
1391, fol. 231. 

(45) " ... dictus lohannespetrus pater et legitimus 
administrator predictus promisit et convenit dicto 
Dominico presenti recipienti et stipulanti dare 
traddere cum effectu assignare dictam Sigismundam eius 
filiam in legitimam uxorem ipsius dominici cum dote et 
nomine dotis tricentorum florenorum in urbe currentium 
ad rationem xlvii sollorum provisinorum senatus pro 
quolibet floreno...," ASR, CL 1174, fol. 175. 
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Uronio in'1470.(46) A shoemaker, lacobo di Mario, of the 

none Arenula, also paid one hundred and fifty Roman 

florins upon the marriage of his daughter, Pantasilia, in 

1480. ( 47) 

A comparison of the amounts paid for dowries during 

the Quattrocento with the amounts paid during the preceding 

centuries suggests that various social groups were affected 

in different ways by the dowry inflation of which Dante, 

Villani and San Bernardino wrote. Villani recorded that in 

1259 there were no dowries higher than two hundred 

Florentine lire, the approximate equivalent of two hundred 

florins.(48) The evidence for size of typical artisans' or 

laborers' dowries in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 

(46) " ... dictus Francischus pater et legitimus 
administrator predictus sponte promisit et convenit 
eidem Archagnielo presenti recipienti et legitime 
stipulanti dare tradere et assigriare dictam Catherinam 
eius filiam legitimam in ipsius Archagnieli legitimam 
uxorem cum dote et nomine dotis centum et quinquaginta 
florenorum currentium ad rationem quatraginta septem 
sollorum provisinorum pro quolibet floreno...," ASR, 
CL 124, fol. 28. 

(47) "t...dictus lacobus pater et legitime administrator 
predictus promisit et convenit dicto luliano presenti 
recipienti et stipulanti etc. dare tradere et cum 
effectu assignare dictam Pantasiliam eius filiam in 
legitimam uxorem ipsius Iulianhi cum dote et nomine 
dotis centum et quinquagita florenorum in urbe 
currentium ad rationem xlvii sollorum provisinorum 
senatus pro quolibet floreno...," ASR, CL 1174, 
fol. 177. 

(48) Rodocanachi, p. 61. 
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is inconclusive. On one hand, it seems that the amounts 

paid at marriage by artisans and workers living in Genoa 

during the thirteenth century were subject to inflation. 

Diane Hughes notes that in the second half of the 

thirteenth century, the average artisan dowry was about 

seventy-one Genoese pounds, compared- with twenty-four 

Genoese pounds in the. previous century.(49) Her later 

research, on the other hand, revealed that, from the 

twelfth to the fifteenth century, the " artisan dowries 

often. failed to exceed one hundred [ Genoese pounds]," 

suggesting that there was no traceable inflationary 

pattern.(50) In Citta di Castello, a smaller centre in 

Northern Umbria, the craftsmen and tradesmen could expect 

to pay sixty florins at marriage, according to Gordon 

Dickson's examination of dowries recorded from 1468 until 

1473.(51) Information about the dowries of artisans from 

Florence is also sparse. Gene Brucker writes of a 

Florentine marriage that was arranged in November 1436 by 

Benedetto di Girolamo for his daughter, Lusannà, to a 

(49) D. Hughes, "Domestic Ideals and Social 
Behavior: Evidence from Medieval Genoa," The Family in 
History, ed. C. E. Rosenberg ( Philadelphia, 1975), 
p. 130. 

(50) Hughes, " From Brideprice to Dowry," p. 284. 

(51) G. Dickson, Women in Citta di Castello, 1468-1473  
(Unpublished M. A. Thesis, Calgary, 1977), p. 25. 
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linen-maker, Andrea Nucci. Benedetto provided her with a 

dowry of two hundred and fifty florins, a figure 

"considerably larger than the average.marriage portion for 

daughters of artisan parents." Although it is impossible 

to compare the dowries examined by Dickson and Brucker with 

those negotiated in Citta di Castello and Florence during 

the previous two centuries, it is clear that they did not 

exceed the amount quoted by Villani.(52) 

Whereas it is not known whether theamounts paid at 

the time of marriage by the artisans and tradesmen in 

Italian cities grew significantly over two centuries, the 

same cannot be said about the wealthier bourgeois and 

nobles. Dowry inflation appears to have been widespread. 

Diane Hughes contrasted the dowries of artisans in Genoa 

with those of aristocrats which rose to one thousand, even 

two thousand pounds.. The Genoese chronicler Giorgio Stella 

claimed that the ruin of patrician fortunes at the 

beginning of the fourteenth century caused many young women 

who were without dowries to be forced to " stain their 

bodily honor in venal commerce, driven by poverty, that 

teacher of corruption."(53) Susan Stuard's study of dowry 

(52) Brucker, Giovanni and Lusanna, p. 5. 

(53) G. Stella, "Annales genuenses," Rerum Italicarum 
Scriptores, XVII, pt. 2, ed. G. Petti Balbi ( Bologna, 
1975), p. 230, cited in Hughes, " From Brideprice to 
Dowry," p. 284. 
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practice in medieval Dubronvik revealed a widespread 

increase in the amounts of dowries that were, in turn, 

instrumental in the accumulation of many personal 

fortunes.(54) Fathers from the wealthier families in Citta 

di Castello paid dowries that were almost four times as 

high as the average dowry of an artisan.(55) 

A sense of the same trend is also evident in Stanley 

Chojnacki.'s study of patrician dowries from Venice. The 

average mid-thirteenth century dowry was about six hundred 

and fifty ducats, the largest about fifteen hundred and 

forty ducats. By the fifteenth century, it was rare that 

patrician dowries fell below one thousand ducats. The 

tendency to go much higher induced the Venetian Senate, in 

1420, to place a limit of sixteen hundred ducats on 

patrician dowries(56) 

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the 

cost of dowering the daughters of the wealthy in Florence 

also rose steadily. In 1384, a prosperous merchant, Lapo 

Niccolini, received a dowry of seven hundred florins with 

his first bride, but required one thousand florins when he 

(54) S. Stuard, "Dowry Increase and Increments in Wealth in 
Medieval Ragusa ( Dubrovnik)," Journal of Economic  
History 41 ( 1981): 795-791. 

(55) Dickson, pp. 23-24. 

(56)Chojnacki, "Dowries," p. 572. 
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married again twenty years later.(57) When Lionardo Bruni 

drew up his will in March 1439, he included a clause 

leaving his wife the original sum of her dowry, eleven 

hundred florins, which had been paid to him almost thirty 

years earlier. A dowry of this size in 1411 denoted a 

family of means, one that was comparable with the dowries 

of the dominant Medici house. The large Medici dowries 

varied from five hundred to twelve hundred florins. The 

largest dowry received by the Medici in the fourteenth 

century was the sum of fifteen hundred florins, brought to 

Giovanni di Bicci by his bride, Riccarda Bueri, in October 

1385. ( 58) 

A business diary of Simone di Filippo Strozzi 

(d. 1424), which included a record of the amounts received 

or paid out as dowrie, specified that the dowry of his 

wife amounted to sixteen hundred florins.(59) Yet many of 

the prominent families in Florence appear to have been 

unable to pay exhorbitant prices when marrying their 

daughters. According to the Florentine catasto of 1427, an 

(57) G. Niccolini, Chronicles of a Florentine  
Family: 1200-1470 ( London, 1933), pp. 77-79. 

(58) G. Brucker, " The Medici in the Fourteenth Century," 
Speculum 32 ( 1957): 11. 

(59) R. Goldthwaite, Private Wealth in Renaissance  
Florence: A Study of Four Families ( Princeton, 1968), 
p. 40. 
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average dowry within the Florentine patriciate was six 

hundred florins.(60) As dowries gradually kept increasing 

in size during the late fifteenth century, the practice in 

ruling families was to bestow upon daughters from one 

thousand to two thousand florins.(61) Alessandra Strozzi 

negotiated a dowry of one thousand florins when her . 

daughter Caterina married in 1447, but when offered the 

same amount in 1465, she labelled the sum a "dota  

d'artefici", a mere artisan's dowry.(62) In documenting 

his marriage, Francesco Guicciardini acknowledged his 

father's disappointment in the two thousand florin dowry 

received in 1506. The ambitious young diplomat had chosen 

a family that possessed more prestige than wealth in order 

to benefit from their considerable political 

connections. ( 63) 

There were innovations within the communes, aimed at 

helping families to combat dowry inflation. In 1425 

Florentine officials created a fund known as the Monte  

delle doti, an institution facilitating the arrangement of 

(60) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 225. 

(61) L. Martines, The Social World of the Florentine  
Humanists ( Princeton, 1963), p. 61. 

(62) Strozzi, p. 95. 

(63) M. Philips, Francesco Guicciardini: The Historian's  
•Craft ( Toronto, 1977), p. 6; Rodocanachi, p. 62. 
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marriage. Fathers of newborn daughters were invited to 

deposit sums,which would yield an honorable marriage 

portion at a predetermined time. The family of the groom 

was able to agree to a marriage in confidence that the 

collection of the dowry was guaranteed by the good faith of 

their city's government.(64) At Venice, as dowries 

steadily escalated, a strengthening of " traditional 

bonding" took place because kinsmen were compelled to 

devise ways to aid the beleagured families of marriageable 

daughters. Stanley Chojnacki's examination of the 

testamentary evidence of Venetian women concluded that 

mothers, in particular, left sums to ensure that their 

daughters would be able to enter into prosperous 

alliances. ( 65) 

Dotal strategy appeared to be of importance at several 

levels of society. The prominent families who possessed 

little wealth married into families of lower social rank 

who were willing to receive smaller dowries. Alessandra 

Strozzi is exemplary as her father belonged to a newly 

prosperous merchant family, the Macinghi, but her mother 

stemmed from the Alberti, an old family of bankers and 

(64) J. Kirshner and A. Moiho, "The Dowry Fund and the 
Marriage Market in Early Quattrocento Florence," 
Journal of Modern History 50 ( 1978): 403; Tamassia, 
p. 304. 

(65)Chojnacki, "Dowries," p. 597. 
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merchants. Faced with a similar situation herself when 

widowed and fearing that the Strozzi patrimony would not 

remain intact, her efforts favored her sons. She married 

her daughters below their social station and was able to 

offer more modest dowries. "He who takes a wife wants 

money," she wrote, referring to a bride as " suitable 

merchandise. "( 66) 

The study of Roman dowries revealed several examples 

of an apparent change in social status at marriage. In 

February, 1476, Giordano de Monte, a noble and member of 

the famiglia of an Orsini cardinal, bestowed a dowry of 

only two hundred Roman florins upon his daughter, Antonia, 

at her marriage to Lorenzo di Marino de Pagitis, of the 

none Trevi. The dowry placed Antonia on an economic level 

with Romans of the artisan and shopkeeper class(67) The 

same amount was promised by the Vesichelli when their 

daughter, Aurelia, was married to Domenico di lacobo de 

Reate, an Arenula resident who, according to the marriage 

contract, was untitled.(68) At another social level, 

Giovanni di Paolo de Stardafelli, a merchant in Ponte, also 

(66) "... non Si maritava quest'anno; peso che chi to'donna 
vuol danari". . ."mi pareva conveniente mercatanzia...," 
Strozzi,p. 504. 

(67) ASR, CL 470, fol. 249. 

(68)ASR, CL 482, fol. 427. 
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appeared to be short of means. The dowry he provided for 

his orphaned granddaughter, Marta, at her marriage, in 

February 1467, to a Spanish barber from the none Sant' 

Eustachio, was sixty Roman florins. Marta, too, would be 

"stepping down" in society.(69) Conversely, it was 

possible to improve the social and economic circumstances 

of the family by marrying at a more prosperous level. One 

enterprising barber, Pietro de Turbino, while working for 

the Orsini, managed to attract a dowry of four hundred 

Roman florins from Bartolomeo Guadagnolo, of the none 

Campo Marzio, in August 1485.(70) In another case, the 

dowry of one thousand Roman florins upon the second 

marriage of Añtonia, the daughter of Giovanni Salamonio, 

was costly but placed her in a higher social level when, in 

1464, she was married to Francesco Marzei, a Florentine 

merchant living in Ponte.(71) 

Despite the notarial transactions that confirm 

incidences of marrying "up" and " down", the cost of dowries 

appears to have induced members of all social levels to 

marry within their own group. For example, an arbitration 

concerning the payment of a dowry indicates that Giovanni 

(69) ASR, CL 709, fol. 25; ASR, CL 1479, fol. 60. 

(70) ASR, CL 1764, fol. 6. 

(71)ASR, CL 1763, fol. 184. 
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di Pietro Lancellotti, a spicer in the none Ponte, married 

his daughter, Magdalena,to another spicer, Blasio di 

Giovanni Vitiati, of the none Arenula, in March 1474.(72) 

In another case, Alessandro di Pietro Dioteguardi, a notary 

in Monti, married his daughter Laurentia ( with a dowry of 

five hundred Roman florins) to another notary, Bartolomeo 

di Nardo della Corona, who resided in Ponte.(73) The 

shoemaker lacobo di Mario, of Arenula, negotiated a 

marriage for his daughter Pantasilia ( with a dowry of one 

hundred and fifty Roman florins) to luliano Marchesi, who 

practiced the same trade.(74) 

On the other hand, there was no minimum value attached 

to the dowry, a principle corresponding to the ancient 

faderfio which stressed that a girl ought to be content 

with the amount received. In one instance, thirty gold 

ducats was a satisfactory marriage gift for the family of 

(72) " ... Ioannes Petri Lancellocti aromatario ex una 
et ... Blaxio loannis Vitiati aromatario...," ASR, CL 
1314, fol. 86. 

(73) "... Bartolomeus Nardi della Corona de regionis pontis 
notarius ... obligavit et in pignus dotale posuit 
Alexandro quondam Petri Dioteguardi notario de regione 
montium...," ASR, CL 1629, fol. 159. 

(74) "... hec sunt fidantie pacta sponsalitia tractus et 
conventiones parentele ... inter discretuni virum lacobum 
Marium alias de Mea calsolarium de regione 
arenule...ex una et discretum iuvenum lulianum 
•Marchesis calsolanium de regione pontis partibus ex 
altera...," ASR, CL 1174, fol. 177; cf. above, n. 43. 
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Giovanni Francesco de Interaprine as they accepted 

Georgina, the daughter of Petro di Paschali de Tobiter, 

into the household in 1451.(75) Thirty Roman florins was 

the dowry promised to Lorenzo Martini, of the none 

Parione, in 1479, at the time of his marriage to Appolonia 

di Pietro da Siena. Her father, Pietro, supplemented the 

dowry with a bed and linens.(76) 

Four of the marriage agreements did not involve a 

transfer of money. In one case, a promise of a house in 

the none Monti, along with its contents, was made by a 

widow, Antonia deli' Acqua, as she married a second time in 

(75) "... et pro dote ipsius dedit et consignavit dicto 
lohanni ducatos treginta auri...," ASR,.CL 1684, 
fol. 53. 

(76) "... Petrus Petri legitimus administrator predictus 
promisit et convenit dicto Laurentio presenti 
acceptanti et legitime stipulanti pro se suisque 
heredes et successores dare tradere et cum effectu 
assignare dictam appolloniam eius filiam in legitimam 
uxorem ipsius Laurentil concedente cum dote et nomine 
dotis florenorum triginta in urbe currentium ad 
rationem xlvii solidorum pro quolibet floreno...," 
ASR, CL 1313, fol. 73. 
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1471.(77) In another case, a Spanish painter, Martino 

Martini, in 1456 received a legacy of clothes and jewelry 

left to his prospective bride, Nicolia Cursori, by her 

mother. A brother, Giovanni, promised to provide the same 

objects at his own expense if the promised goods failed to 

materialize.(78) In one further case, Georgio di lacobo 

Cole, of the none Monti, granted his sister, Rosina, a 

dowry ( trousseau included) of a house, a bed and linens 

upon her marriage to Antonisio di lacobo Antonio in 

(77) "... dicta Antonia promisit et convenit dicto Symoni 
presenti recipienti et stipulanti contrahere 
matrimonium cum ipso Symone per verba de presenti et 
earn et personam suam dare et cum effectu tradere in 
legitimam uxorem ipsius Symonis et eidem Syinoni 
tradere et cum. effectu assignare pro dote et nomine 
dotis quandam ipsius dornirie Antonie domum terrineam 
solaratam et tegulatam cum sala camera terrineo et 
quadam camera in dicto ternineo et cum' aliis membris 
suis itam in regione Pontis in loco qui dicitur la 
palma...et cum omnibus et singulis massanitiis in 
dicta domo existentibus ... ," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 119; 
cf. Ch. 2, n. 86. 

(78) "... dictus lohannes promisit et convenit eidem Martino 
presenti etc. dictam Nicol5am eius sororem dare et 
traddere in eius legitimam uxorem cum omnibus iuribus 
et relictis eidem Nicolie factis per quondam dominam 
Pernam eius matrem in suo ultimo testamento Si 
executii poterint ab heredibus quondam Laurentii in 
viacta campo eiusdem quondam viri et duabus gonnis ad 
usum rnulieris usitatis videlicet unam panni paonatii 
aliam in colons viridis unam cordam corallorum et 
duas tubalias a mense que pignorata extiteruntper 
eundem quondam Laurentium virum dicte domine Perne si 
executii possunt a dictis heredibus alias promisit 
dictus lohannes dictas gonnas ipse de suis propriis 
pecunhis reluere...," ASR, CL 482, fol. 426. 
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1476.(79) Some kind of a marriage portion was necessary. 

People of little means tried to provide their daughters 

with at least a few articles of clothing and furniture. 

If a parent had problems constituting a dowry, the 

responsibility fell to a son, as appears to have beeen the 

case when Cater ma de Puteo was married to a Milanese 

goldsmith in 1471. The dowry was promised by Antonio, her 

father, but actually paid by her brother, Martino, acting 

in his father's name. A son who would be " assuming a 

proprietorship" of his father's estate, also assumed his 

obligations, in this instance the provision of the dotal 

gift. ( 80) 

(79) " ... dictus Gregorius promisit dictam dominam Rosinam 
eius sororem eidem Antonisio in eius legitimam uxorem 
cum dote et fundo dotali ac pro acconcio et ornatu 
ipsius Rosine unius domus cum introitibus et 
pertinentiis eius terrinee sollarate et tectate qua 
domus posita est in regione montium et contrada via 
recta silicate inter hos fines cui ab uno latere sunt 
res Georgii Capotasto ab alio sunt res Antonio de 
Todules ante est strata pub1icavel siqui etc. libere 
et exempte etc. cum nonnullis rebus iocalibus pro usu 
dicte Rosine existentibus penes earn cum uno lecto 
videlicet rnataratio copertio et linteaminis ... ," ASR, 
CL 470, fol. 250. 

(80) "... ex altera promisse fuerunt eidem magistro Bernardo 
per ipsum magistrum Antonium pro dote et nomine dotis 
dicte Caterine tunc future uxoris ipsius bernardi 
ducente libre monete mediolani que ascendant ad 
quantitatern quinquaginta ducatorum auri de camera vel 
circa quas ex post ipse magister Bernardus habuerit et 
recepit ab Martino filio dicti magistris Antoriii 
nomine ipsius magistri Antonii...," ASR, CL 1174, 
fol. 216. Also see Chojnacki, "Dowries," p. 576. 



95 

If male descendants were lacking, the dowry 

responsibility was issued to the male ascendants.(81) The 

case of Orsina Orsini was a notable example of this policy. 

Pietro di Angelo Orsini, her paternal grandfather, had left 

an inheritance, in the form of a dowry, to Orsina. Because 

Triolo, her father, had died, the four thousand florins 

were given to Margarita, her grandmother, in a trust for 

Orsina.(82) 

A mother's assets were sometimes drawn upon when 

fathers or brothers had insufficient resources. A part of 

the security, the guarantee of fulfillment of the dowry 

promises, pledged by the shoemaker, lacobo di Mario, at his 

daughter's marriage was quite likely his wife's own dowry, 

as she had specifically consented to the pledging of the 

upper floor of a house in Arenula; the lower floor was 

occupied by a nephew. ( 83) 

(81) Ibid. 

(82) "... et in suo ultimo testamento eidem relictis 
computatis etiam omnibus his que petere ex exigere 
posset ipsa domina Ursina ex hereditate quondam domine 
Margarite avie paterne eiusdem et quicquid petere 
posset eidem domina Ursina ex hereditatibus paterna se 
avitis undecumque quocumque et quandocumque tam iure 
testamentorum relictorum seu legatorum quam etiam ab 
intestato...," ASR, CL 175, fol. 117; cf. above, 
n. 30. 

(83) "... in et super dicta parte superiori dicte domus Ut 
supra pro dicto residuo dotis obligata et specialiter 
dictam uxorem ipsius lacobi ad omnem petitionem 
requisitionem dicti luliani .... " ASR, CL 1174, 
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If a girl had neither parents nor brothers or male 

paternal ascendants, the maternal grandfather and other 

maternal ascendants were to accept the responsibility for 

the dowry.(84) Sancto dello Pascio, for instance, the 

maternal grandfather of Lucia Centiporci, was enlisted to 

provide a dowry for Sabbas Antonelli, of Campo Marzio, in 

April 1475.(85) In a similar manner, an uncle of Lucretia 

de Cappoccini, lacobo de Ceccini, a canon at Santa Maria 

Maggiore, along with Tomao de Cappoccini, his. nephew, paid 

the dowry when Lucretia married into the Sanguigni family 

in 1478.(86) 

If not relatives, then others provided the dowries - 

extended families, households, or even charities saw to a 

girl's needs. In 1470 Lorenzo di Sancto de, Vitutti and 

fol. 177. 

(84) A. Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano ( Turin, 1893), 
IV, pp. 93-94. " L'avo ed ascendenti materni 
sussidiariamente sono tenuti a costituire la dote alla 
nipote in mancanza degli ascendenti paterñi, e della 
madre...," ( Ferro, Dizionario, IV), p. 386; Ercole, 
"L'istituto dotale nella pratica e nella legislazione 
statutaria dell'Italia superiore...," Rivista italiana 
per le scienze qiuridiche XLV ( 1908): 237, cited in 
Chojnacki, "Dowries," p. 577. 

(85) "... providus vir Sanctus dello Pascio de regione 
parionis sponte etc. dedit soluit et pacavit provido 
viro Sabbe magistri Antonelli de regione campimartis 
presenti etc. id est ducatos papales Lta pro parte 
dotis honeste puelle Lucie neptis dicti Sancti dicto 
Sabbe. . .," ASR, CL 952, fol. 169. 

(86) ASR, CL 175, fol. 109. 
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Giovanni de Peniti, goldsmiths working in Ponte, agreed to 

a dowry of one hundred Roman florins for Caterina, the 

daughter of an unnamed but deceased Ponte resident, when 

she was wed to Pazzino di Antonio Coccosso, a baker living 

in the none Arenula. The artisans were perhaps friends or 

business associates of the girl's father.-( 87) 

Entry into domestic service could solve the problem of 

a dowry, for girls of humble origins.(88) The stipulatiors 

of employment often included the immediate or eventual 

dowering of the girl by her employer.(89) In 1464 Cola de 

Mastro, of the none Ponte, provided his servant, Angelina, 

with a dowry.of one hundred and fifty Roman florins at her 

marriage to Baptista di Giovanni, also of Ponte.(90) In 

(87) " ... dicti Laurentius et lohannes promiserunt etc. dare 
tradere et assignare diçto Pazzino presenti 
etc. dictam dominam Catheninam in ipsius Pazzini 
legitimam uxorem cum dote et dotis nomine centum 
florenorum currentium ad rationem xlvii sollorum 
etc...," ASR, CL 124, fol. 18. 

(88) Rodocanachi, pp. 65-66; I. Origo, The Merchant of 
Prato ( Harmondsworth, 1957), p. 183. 

(89) Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 153. Girls who spent 
their years of late childhood in service often 
accumulated from their earnings the dowry necessary 
for marriage: Rodocanachi, pp. 228-32; Tamassia, 
pp. 307-9; Klapisch-Zuber, " Female Celibacy and 
Service in Florence," Women, Family, and Ritual, 
pp. 165-77. 

(90) " ... ut legitimum administratorem Angeline eius ancille 
pro qua promittit de rato etc...," ASR, CL 1763, 
fol. 162. 
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another example of 1474, Pietro deRiete, a foot soldier 

living in Ponte, dowered his former servant, Magdalena, 

with household articles and clothing. He requested that, 

in the event that she died and was without heirs, the 

garments be returned if still wearable.(91) 

Provisions were often made within a household for both 

illegitimate children and for slaves.(92) Dowries of girls 

who were completely without means were often provided by 

affluent families or by religious associations and 

confraternities.(93) The Ospedale del Santo Spirito in 

(91) "... in casu predicto dictas res si consumpta non 
essent eidem Petro consignati facere in eo statu in 
quo erunt...," ASR, CL 1.764, fol. 3. 

(92) The letters of Margarita Datini, of Prato, whose 
husband fathered a daughter by one of their household 
slaves, indicate that the family not only provided a 
dowry for the woman when she married, but also 
eventually brqught the child to live with the 
childless couple. At the time of Ginevra's marriage, 
the wealthy merchant noted that many sought her hand 
"not for her own sake, but to get my money," whereas 
he was determined that she have " a companion who will 
not despise her, nor feel shame to have a child by' 
her." The dowry was a handsome one thousand florins, 
much of it to be returned if Ginevra died of the 
plague within two years. Origo, The Merchant of Prato 
pp. 186, 186-93. Also see I. Origo, " The Domestic 
Enemy: Eastern Slaves in Tuscany in the Fourteenth and 
Fifteenth Centuries," Speculum 30 ( 1955): 321-66; 
Rodocanachi, pp. 196-227. 

(93) S. Epstein, Wills and Wealth in Medieval Genoa, 
1150-1250 ( Cambridge, Mass., 1984), pp. 184-86; When 
he distributed his worldly goods, San Bernardino 
divided his property into three parts, one of which 
was for the dowries of poor girls. Origo, San 
Bernardino, p. 265. 
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Rome annually cared for abandoned young women. They were 

dowered so as to either marry or enter a convent, 

supposedly according to their choice.(94) In the testament 

of Alteresia Passarini, drawn up in 1476, were bequests to 

furnish dowries for orphaned girls. She stipulated that a 

young Slav named Caterina, formerly of the Ospedale del 

Santo Spirito but then a member of the Passarini household, 

was to receive a dowry only if her reputation had not been 

sullied. ( 95) 

An entry into religious life was equivalent to an 

entry into marriage. Any practice of demanding dowries 

from those who wished to enter a convent was strictly 

forbidden by canon law. Christ " asked no dowry with his 

bride."(96) The sentiment was, however, set aside in 

practice, although the dowry that girls who entered 

religious life were obliged to bring was less than than one 

customarily given to a bridegroom's family. Richard 

(94) Rodocanchi, p. 66. 

(95) "... reliquit quod maritentur tres orfane pro anima sua 
quibus dentur unicuique ducati vigintiquinque et quod 
de dictis tribus orfanis sit una Caterina sclavona que 
ad presens permanet cum ipsa testatrice et quod dicta 
Caterina ponatur in hospitale sancti spiritus in saxia 
et casu quo dicta Caterina non esset bona et non 
haberet bonum noinen quod esset prava seu vitiosa sui 
corporis tunc et eo casu maritetur una orfana de dicto 
hospitali...," ASR, CL 1313, fol. 36. 

(96) Power, Medieval Enqlish Nunneries ( Cambridge, Eng., 
1922, reprint, New York, 1964), p. 16. 
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Trexier's study of religious life in Florence revealed that 

families who had concentrated their dowry investments on 

one of their daughters sometimes directed their remaining 

girls to a convent. If several sisters joined the same 

order, the younger members paid less dowry. ( 97) 

Even the smaller dowries required by religious orders 

sometimes presented problems. In one case, recorded at 

Rome in September 1474, a young girl appeared to have 

difficulty in assembling a dowry for her entrance into a 

monastery. Arcionina de Archioni, living in the none 

Monti, petitioned in order to obtain both clothing and her 

rightful inheritance from her mother, lacobella, and her 

step-father, Paolo de Riccardini. The couple promised that. 

she would be sufficiently dowered as was their duty.(98) 

Their reluctance is understandable as the placing of a 

daughter in a convent was costly in terms of final profit. 

The family would probably have gained .greater social and 

/ 

(97) R. Trexier, " Le celibat a la fin du Moyen-Age. Les 
religieuses de Florence," Annales: Economies, 
Societs, Civilisations 27 ( 1972): 1329-50; 
N. Skinner, " Benedictine Life for Women in Central 
France, 850-1100: A Feminist Revival," Medieval  
Reliqious Women, ed. J. Nichols and L. Shank 
(Kalamazoo, 1984), pp. 96-100; Shahar, pp. 39-40. 

(98) "... id est moniale officium ac monasteriuxn •intrare, 
cum dote et rebus eidem convenientibus et prout 
poterunt convenire omni meliori modo Ut fieri potest 
et debet...," ASR, CL 1736, fol. 22. 
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economic benefits if they had effected a favorable marriage 

alliance. 

At the same time that the sums involved in dowries 

were rising, the dower was kept within strict limits in 

many cities, often having little pecuniary importance in 

it. Usually the statutes required it to be in direct 

proportion to the dowry, though not always equal to it as 

in Justinian's rules. It became more of an insurance than 

a gift. Often in the form of real estate, it remained 

within the husband's control but provided security for the 

wife in the event of widowhood.(99) Because use of it 

declined in law as well as in practice, many medieval 

statutes began to deny any legal right to the dower, 

admitting it only when voluntarily offered by the 

husband.(100) The cartularies of Genoa stipulated that the 

reverse dowry not exceed one-fourth the value of the 

dowry.(101) In fifteenth century Florence, the required 

(99) B. Biondi, Il Diritto Romano, X ( Bologna, 1957), 353; 
Gies, p. 31. 

(100) Calisse, p. 579. 

(101) D. Herlihy, The Social History of Italy and Western  
Europe, 700-1500 ( London, 1978), p. 8. Volterra, in 
1200, and Florence, in 1253, imposed similar limits: 
D. Hughes, "Domestic Ideals and Social Behavior," 
pp. 129-30. A study of the records of the twelfth 
century Genoese revealed that the husband's return 
gift was withheld by the aristocrats, while the 
artisan husbands continued to grant their wives a 
substantial gift on receipt of the dowry. 
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minimum twelve florins accounted for little when compared 

to the thousand or two thousand florins that the daughters 

of merchant bankers brought into marriage.(102) 

The regions that had always been subject to Roman law 

theoretically maintained the dower, so that the couple 

would contribute equally to the needs of marriage.(103) At 

Rome, the dower appears to have been an important aspect of 

the marriage agreement as it was often included in the 

dotal contract. Thirty-three of the eighty contracts drawn 

up by the Ponte notaries give details about the husband's 

gift at marriage. Twelve of the examined dower contracts" 

stated specifically that the dower would be equal in value 

to the dowry. The shoemaker luliano Machesi, for example, 

promised to match the dowry of one hundred and fifty Roman 

florins that he was to receive upon his marriage in 

December 1480.(104) In another case, lacobo di Cola Masci, 

of the none Trastevere, pledged a dower that was of the 

same value as the dowry upon his marriage to Laurentia, the 

daughter of Lucas de Squarto, late of the none Ponte, in 

(102) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 223. 

(103) "... i pesi del matrimonio col contributo de entrambi 
i coniugi sulla base di un rapporto de parita...," 
Biondi, p. 354. 

(104) "... cum donatione propter nuptias in et super bonis 
stabilibus ipsius luliani equivalentibus dictas dotern 
et donationem propter nuptias...," ASR, CL 1174, 
fol. 177. 
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October 1471.(105) The communal counsel also allowed the 

groom to negotiate a lesser contribution to the marriage. 

Eleven of the principals involved in the thirty-three 

contracts agreed to pay a reduced amount; seven promised a 

dower that constituted one-half the dowry. In October, 

1480, Stefano di Giovanni, a young iron-worker from Ponte, 

promised a dower upon marriage that was reduced in 

accordance with provisions in the statutes and amounted to 

one-half of the dowry of forty Roman florins.(106) 

Two of the dowers were considerably less than one-half 

the dowry. GeronimoCanatlo, a notary working in the none 

Ponte, promised a dower of one hundred Roman florins, 

whereas the dowry contributed, by his wife, Christofora, in 

July 1470, was three hundred Roman florins.(107) An even 

(105) 11 ... cum donatione propter nuptias secundum formam 
statutorum urbis in et super bonis stabilibus 
equivalentibus dictarn dotem et donationem propter 
nuptias...,", ASR, CL 1764, fol. 101. 

(106) "... Stephanus sponte donavit propter nuptias ante 
dicte Antonelle absenti sed dicta Ceccha et me 
notario presentibus et stipulantibus pro dicta 
Antonella et eius heredibus et successoribus florenos 
similes xx ad dictam rationem reducendos secundum 
formam dictorum statutorum urbis...," ASR, CL 1726, 
fol. 70. 

(107) "... dictus leronimus donavit propter nuptias dicte 
Christofore absente et dicto Stefano patri et michi 
notario presentibus et stipulantibus pro ea videlicet 
florenorum centum in urbe currentium reducendis 
secundum formam statutorum urbis ...," ASR, CL 1082, 
fol. 163. 
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wider gap between the dower and dowry occurred in the 

contract negotiated by Sancta de Folvinio in a second 

marriage to Giordano di Orsini de Gallesio in 1456. The 

dower comprised two hundred and fifty Roman florins, much 

less than her dowry of one thousand Roman florins.(108) 

For men entering into marriage, the collection of 

dowries was of concern, as many were paid over an agreed 

number of months or even years. Domenico di lacobo de 

Reate, of the none Arenula, had perhaps read Leon Battista 

Alberti's handbook of instruction which advised the 

acceptance of a dowry "middling in size, certain and prompt 

rather than large, vague or promised for an indefinite 

future."(109) His negotiations for marriage, in June 1456, 

included a stipulation that the dowry of two hundred Roman 

florins, promised by Ciriaco di Paolo de Vesichelli of the 

none Trevi, was to be paid by the feast of the Assumption 

in mid-August.(ll0) In February, 1471, Blasio di lacobo 

Polono, a saddler in the none Ponte, was to receive a 

dowry promised by a barber in Ponte, Antonio Pedone, within 

(108) ASR, CL 482, fol. 422. 

(109) Alberti, p. 17. 

(110) " ... dictus Ciriachas quosupra nomine solvere et 
pacare promisit eldem Dominicho presenti etc. hinc ad 
festum assumptionis beate marie de medio mensis 
augusti proxime future...," ASR, CL 482, fol. 427. 
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six months.(111) Some arrangements were much less 

stringent. When Antonio di'Bucio Buti's daughter, Caterina 

was married in January, 1456, to luliano Arcangelo of the 

none Ponte, the dotal contract was to be fulfilled within 

thirty months, terminating during the feast of the 

Nativity. ( 112) 

The manner in which the dowry was paid raises 

important questions. Its value was normally stated in 

terms of cash but very often what was transferred was a 

legal .claim to real estate. Were the securities pledged at 

the time of marriage meant to be released as dowry payments 

were being made? At which point in dowry payment were 

dower pledges kept or cancelled? Often the payments on the 

dower began after the groom had received a part of the 

dowry as was the case with Guglielmo di Giorgio de Panne. 

Angelotia, the widowed mother of Caterina Sant' Aquila, the 

bride, had' pledged her home as security for the dowry of 

(111) "... promisit et convenit dicto magistro Blaxio 
presenti et acceptanti solvere et cum effectu pacare 
eidem magistro Blaxio hinc ad sex menses proxime 
futuros...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 9; cf. above, n. 41. 

(112) " ... dictus Antonius promisit eidem Iu'liano presenti 
etc. solvere hanc media videlicet quinquaginta 
florenos hinc ad festum nativitatis domini proxime 
future et traddere dictam eam filiam nuptui dicto 
luliano. Reliquuos vero Lta residuum dotis prefate 
ex tunc ad aliud festum nativitatis domini ex tunc 
proxime future millo cccclviii...," ASR, CL 482, 
fol. 328. 
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one hundred Roman florins. Guglielmo promised not to evict 

her even if the house became his property. He also 

promised that a dower settlement would be forthcoming when 

he received the dowry.(113) 

It appears that the dower was often paid as the 

promises stipulated in the dowry were fulfilled.(114) For 

example, in January of 1474, a house was pledged by Camillo 

de Cesarini to Gordano, the father of Laurentia de Carboni, 

after two hundred Roman florins had been paid, in cash, as 

a part of a dowry of nine hundred Roman florins.(115) In 

another case, Gaspar di Lorenzo Paolo, in October 1472, 

pledged a butchershop in lieu of a cash dower upon 

receiving a payment on the dowry which was valued at three 

hundred Roman florins.(l16) 

(113) " ... dictus Guglielmus promisit et convenit eidem 
domine Angelotie presenti et recipienti etc. pro se 
et dicta eius filia et mihi notario quod tempore 
solutionis fiende de dote predicta sibi Guglielmo per 
dictani dominam Angelotiam aut alium vel alios eius 
nomine et pro dicta eius filia videlicet facere curam 
et cautelam dotalem cum donatione propter 
nuptias...," ASR, CL 470, fol. 40. 

(114) "... et uia omne dos solutum meretur donationem 
propter nuptias id circho dictus Laurentius dum 
consensu prefato propter nuptias donavit dicto 
luliano presenti et stipulanti nomine dicte persone 
videlicet florenos CL reducendos secundum formam 
statutorum urbis...," ASR, CL 1082, fol. 231. 

(115) ASR, CL 1629, fol. 136. 

(116) ASR, CL 1082, fol. 231. 
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The reception of the dower provided a proper security 

for the wife at the time of marriage, a legal safeguard to 

ensure the restitution of the dowry.(117) Within the 

contract of Artdreas de Castello and his wife, Caterina, the 

dower was subject to conditions. If Andreas died, it was 

to be used for life by Caterina. At her death, it was to 

pass to their children. If there were no children, the 

dower could be used within her own discretion.(118) In 

another transaction, negotiated in February, 1475, 

Bartholomeo di Nardo della Corona .agreed to grant his 

future wife, Laurentia Diotéguardi, a similar usufruct of a 

dower that eventually was to become the property of her 

(117) Statuti, ed. Re, p. 27; Besta, p. 144. 

(118) "... si casu contiginat ipsum Andream premori dicte 
Caterine cum eorum comunibus filiis tunc et eo casu 
dicta Caterina dictam donationem habeat et lucret ad 
usufructunt iure toto tempore vite sue post eiuz 
mortem ad dictos comunes filios revertantem...," ASR, 
CL 1082, fol. 75. 
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heirs if she had no children from the marriage. ( 119) 

A dowry was returned to the natal family if, the 

husband predeceased the wife.(120) In the case of 

Bartolomeo and Laurentia della Corona, it was to be 

returned to the Dioteguardi family within six months if the 

marriage was dissolved and without children.(121) If 

(119) " ... si Bartholomeus premoriretur dicte Laurentie eius 
uxori cum communibus filiis ex eis communiter 
nascituris quod tunc et eo casu dicta Laurentia 
dictam donationem propter nuptias lucretur ad 
usufructum toto tempore vite sue. Post eius vero 
mortem ad dictos eorum communes filios libere 
revertatur. Si vero sine cornmunibus eorum comrnuniter 
nascituris legitimis ex eorum legitimo matrimio 
dictus Bartholomeus premoriretur dicte Laurentie eo 
àasu dicta Laurentia lucretur dictam donationem 
propter nuptias ad perpetuitatem ad faciendum et 
disponendum de de ea Ut sibi facere et disponere 
voluerit et ad eius velle et quando predicta omnia et 
singula facta et ad impleta fuerint tunc presens 
instrumentum dotale sit nullum et nullius momenti et 
effectus alias quod liceat et licitum sit' dicte 
Laurentie et eius heredibus et successoribus eorum 
propria auctoritate et sine curie proclamatione et 
interpellatione dicta bona supra obligata et 
quaecumque alia bona que tunc reperirentur post 
mortem dicti Bartholomei apprehendere tenere 
possidere et fructificare donec et tam diu quam diu 
fuerit eidem Laurentie et eius heredibus et 
successoribus satisfactum et solutum...," ASR, CL 
1629, fol. 159. 

(120) Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, pp. 590-92. 

(121) " ... promisit et voluit dictus Bartholomeus quod per 
suos heredes et successores et quoscumque bonorum 
ipsius Bartholomei possessioni dicti quingenti 
floreni dos predicta in pecunia numerata et non in 
alia re vel spei infra spatium dimidii anni a die 
obitus dicti Bartholomei computandi reddantur et 
restituantur dicte Laurentie seu dicto Alexandro eius 
patri pro ea recipienti...," ASR, CL 1629, fol. 159; 
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Laurentia della Corona predeceased her husband and left no 

children, a part of the dowry was to be returned to her 

family.(122) Fathers and brothers who had " appropriately" 

dowered a woman made every effort to gain back any of the 

property that had constituted their patrimony. 

The need for dotal practice does not appear to have 

been questioned. From the top of Roman society to the 

bottom, families established a dowry. Assignments of 

property at marriage served important functions. According 

to Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, the dowry penetrated to the 

very heart of the societal relations of the time.(123) It 

was what guaranteed the honor due each individual, it 

ensured the nubile girl and the widow a respectable 

marriage, and it proclaimed before all the social rank of 

the marrying couple and of their families. 

Statuti, ed Re, p. 31. 

(123) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 214. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

MANAGEMENT OF PROPERTY 

The fundamental unit in which possession and control 

of property were vested was the family. In the lower 

strata of Roman society as well as the higher, family 

property was often held in common.(l) It might belong to 

two sisters, three brothers, brothers and their nephews of 

whom one of the brothers was a guardian, or, for example, 

to a widow such as Vannotia and her four sons, whose 

holdings were at issue in May, 1462, during arbitrations 

with three carpenters concerning'the construction of a 

neighboring house. ( 2) 

During the Quattrocento, Roman women were often 

included in property negotiations. The instruments of 

transfer confirm that single, married and widowed women, 

even women affiliated with religious orders, were involved 

in economic matters pertaining to both the family unit and 

the community at large. Was their position within the 

familial household with respect to rights and control over 

property normally secondary to that of male members? 

(1) Brentano, Rome, p. 206-7. 

(2) ASR, CL 1479, foil. 81, 82. 
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Although officially protected in law, to what extent did 

women such as Vannotia manage their own affairs? 

The pattern of participation in property matters was 

complicated by the changing roles of women as they passed 

from girlhood into married life and, often, into widowhood. 

Single, women did not personally participate in the 

negotiations regarding money and property that were 

reflected in their dowry contracts. As a daughter, a gir.l 

was limited to consent as a father or mother acted on her 

behalf. Young women, even girls, sometimes received 

legacies from deceased relatives. But the inheritances of 

single women were handled by a parent or an appointed 

person, often a brother, as was the case in a sale 

involving the humanist Pomponio Leto in 1479. Dyonisio de 

Novate, as his sister Margarita's procurator and 

administrator, acted in her name when her house in the 

none Monti was sold.(3) 

(3) " ... honorabilis vir dominus Dyonisius de Novate 
procurator et persona legitma domine Margarite de 
Novate sororis dudum ac pnincipalis heredes quondam 
Mabilli de Novate ... vendidit et titulo venditionis, 
dedit cessit transtulit et mandavit preclaro viro 
domino Pomponio Leto artium humanitatis professori ad 
artem oratoriam in publico gymnasio conduto urbis yin 
et incole presenti recipienti quandam dicte domine 
Margarite domum terrineam solaram et tectatam cum 
omnibus suis membris pertinentiis...sita est in regione 
montium in contrata 'caballorum cui ab uno latere tenet 
dominus Bartholomeus Platina ab alio sunt res sancti 
salvatoris cornutorum et quedam alia domus ipsius 
dOmini Pomponii...," ASR, CL 175, fol. 140. 
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Emancipation, whereby a fully capable legal person was 

created, was theoretically a means of freeing a woman from 

paternal or fraternal authority but was a measure often 

used to retain property within the family.(4)- Thomas 

Kuehn's study of emancipatory practices in late medieval 

Florence points to daughters receiving land that they, in 

turn, rented to their fathers, who had been appointed their 

legal guardians. The parent was then able to secure a 

second authority over property that was often a maternal 

estate left to a daughter.(5) AtRome, in April 1478, 

Caterina de' Sanguigni was emancipated by her father, 

Riccardo de' Sanguigni, when married to Nicolao di Antonio, 

also of the Sanguigni fami].y.(G) Because the family 

network was not disturbed, Riccardo de' Sanguigni would 

have been less concerned about a loss of wealth when 

deciding on the praemium, the gift that accompanied 

emancipation. 

(4) Besta, pp. 198-209. 

(5) T. Kuehn, Emancipation in Late Medieval Florence (New 
Brunswick, N. J., 1982), P. 116. 

(6) " ... elegit et deputavit prefatam Caterinam eius filiam 
legitimam et naturalem ibidem presentem volentern et 
consentientem emancipavit et registratum potestatem et 
manum suarn posuit voluitque earn de cetero esse sui 
iuris et ipsius Riccardi patrie potestati non 
subiectam...," ASR, CL 1110, fol. 128; cf. Ch. 3, 
n. 31. 
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Testamentary legacy was another and more effective way 

by which women could be assured that their property went to 

specific persons. Because the Roman practices of 

succession and substitution had been revived, there were 

opportunities to allocate,their holdings well into the 

future.(7) In a will of February 1460, Floralla, a 

cobbler's wife, specified that her married daughters, 

Caterina and Rita, were to inherit both the upper and lower 

levels of her house.(8) Another testamentary bequest made 

by a woman skipped a generation.. In 1464 Luna dello Nero 

left household items to a son and daughter, but half of the 

house itself was to belong to a granddaughter, 

Bartolomea. ( 9) 

Propertied married women were the principals in 

transactions that usually ( but not always) required 

(7) Calisse, p. 636; Epstein, p. 12; Chojnacki, " Patrician 
Women," pp. 189-93. 

(8) "... reliquit Catherine eius filie et uxori Acconci de 
regione arenule partem inferiorem cuiusdam domus ipsius 
testatricis positam in dicta regione arenule... reliquit 
domine Rite alteri eius filie et uxori Iheronimi 
magistri Iannutii sutoris de regione arenule partem 
superiorem cuiusdam domus ipsius testatricis positam in 
dicta regione arenule...," ASR, CL 1175, fol. 20. 

(9) "... reliquit dicte Bartholomee eius nepoti et filie 
dicte Ludovice omnes et singulas alias massaricias sive 
supellectilia quas ipsa testatrix nunc habet et in eius 
domo permanent. Item reliquit dicte Bartholomee 
integram medietatem cuiusdam domus ipsius 
testatricis...," ASR, CL 1768, fol. 128. 
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approval from their husbands. In 1488 Francesca di 

Ceretani de Carlonibus did obtain the consent of her 

husband, Mario, before allowing her maternal grandmother to 

sell part of a house in the none Parione that had probably 

been a security for her dowry.(lO) In a similar manner, 

Sabina, the wife of Procedemo Blanci of the none Ponte, 

gained the consent of her husband before leasing a house 

and garden for three years to Giovanni da Caravagio, an 

apostolic scriptor, in 1468.(11) At times, the husband and 

wife were equally involved in the negotiations. Stephania 

and Loterio de Torrinelli da Monania were co-alienors in 

the sale of a house, garden and stable bordering Santa 

Maria Nova in December 1480, a house thatwas probably part 

of their marriage contract.(12) 

A married woman who did negotiate contracts without 

the consent of her husband was Caterina di Martino da Giara 

who engaged Lucas di Giorgio da Segabria for the yearly 

(10) " ... discreta mulier domina Francisca uxor Marii 
Ceretani de Carlonibus notarii de regione columne cum 
consensu presentia verbo et voluntate ipsius Marii 
eius viri presentis et consensientis ac infrascriptis 
omnibus et singulis eius consensum et assensum 
prestantis ... ," ASR, CL 1174, fol. 173. -

(11) ASR, CL 1763, fol. 125. 

(12) "... in presentia mei notarii etc. discreta mulier 
domina Stephania uxor domini Loterii de Torrineilis de 
Monaria cum consensu dicte domine Stephanie unus 
alteri et alter alteri consentiens et eorum consensum 
prefatis ... I'll ASR, CL 1174, foil. 170, 171. 
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seeding of her land hoidings.(13) In another case of 1471, 

Polidora Masci specified that the dowry of her own mother, 

Cassandra, was to be a gift for Lucia Masci, her 

mother-in-law. ( 14) 

The numerous deposits received by married women verify 

their involvement in the commercial activity of their 

neighborhoods. In 1463 Ceccha da Siena, for example, a 

resident of Sant' Eustachio, accepted eight Roman f1orin 

from Francesco da Formio, a custodian at the Ospedale di 

Santa Maria deilo Portico, in the name of the hospital. 

The money was to be returned within three years and was 

possibly used ina business venture.(15) Also enterprising 

was Lucretia Andr'eotii, of the none Ponte, who invested in 

a. vineyard near St. Peter's basilica in 1462. The vendor, 

Leonardo Ciantelle, obtained the consent of his wife, 

Vannotia, before the sale was finalized, indicating that 

the vineyard was probably part of a dowry.(16) 

(13) " Lucas Georgii de Segabnia sciavus habitator in 
regione ripe sponte etc. confessus fuit etc. se esse 
debitorem Caterine Martini de Giara presentis in 
ducatis sex papalibus occaxione mutui mutuati eidem 
Luce per dictam Caterina pro sementatioris facta per 
ipsum in Lucam in tenimento treviorie et in tenimento 
sansale...," ASR, CL 1665, fol. 122. 

(14) ASR, CL 1764, fol. 52. 

(15) ASR, CL 1479, foil. 88, 89. 

(16) ASR, CL 704, fol. 68. 
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Many of the women acting independently were probably 

also in charge of their households. According to the 

census of 1527, 23.3 percent of Roman households were 

headed by women.(17) Fewer women were in charge of Tuscan 

households. In Pistoia, 21.1 percent of homes were headed 

by women in 1427.(18) In neighboring Prato, the number of 

"female households" diminished from 19.2 percent in 1371 to 

10.3 percent in 1470.(19) Christiane Klapisch-Zuber 

contends that a reduction of female heads of family was 

linked to a "decline in the relative weight of females in 

the population as a whole."(20) It was also linked, she 

added, to a reduction in the number of women whose status - 

widowhood or spinsterhood - would formerly have led them to 

direct their own affairs. Rather, they were re- integrated 

into male-directed groups. Klapisch-Zuber argues that 

these shifts reflect "a tendency independent of population 

structure by age and by sex - which thus adds to the 

(17) E. Lee, ed., Descriptio Urbis: The Roman Census of 
1527 ( Rome, 1985). 

(18) D. Herlihy, Medieval and Renaissance Pistoia (New 
Haven, 1967), p. 117. 

(19) C. Klapisch-Zuber, "Declino demografico e struttura 
della famiglia: 1'esempio di Prato ( fine XIV sec. - 

fine XV sec.)," Famiqlia e parentela nell'Ita1ia  
medievale, ed. G. Duby and J. Le Goff ( Bologna, 1981), 
p. 183. 

(20) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 31. 
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general reduction of potential female heads of family to 

diminish the resulting proportion of female-headed 

households. " (21) 

Indeed it seems that male-directed households did 

prevail. In Tuscany, sons, whether married or not, 

commonly remained in their father's house. Several 

generations of couples often co-resided under the authority 

of the father. After his death, the sons sometimes 

continued to live together for the rest of their lives, as 

did their children. Only in exceptional circumstances did 

the alliance introduce members of the wife's family under 

the husband's roof.(22) 

Richard Goldthwaite observed a change in paitern as he 

traced the fortunes of the members of the Florentine 

patriciate by means of a study of their patrimony and 

investments in industry and commerce. By emphasizing the 

solidarity or divergence of interest that maintained family 

unity or hastened its division, he concluded that the 

(21) Ibid. 

(22) P. Cammarosano,. " Les structures familiales dans les 
villes de l'italie communale: XII-XIV siecles," 
Famille et parent  dans 1'occident me' di e' val ( Rome, 
1977), p. 185; J. Goody, The Development of the Family 
and Marriaqe in Europe ( Cambridge, Eng., 1983), 
pp. 231-32; L. Martines, " The Family: The Significance 
of a, Tradition," Social and Economic Foundations of 
the Italian Renaissance, ed. A. Moiho (New York, 
1969), p. 153. 
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nuclear family had emerged. By the fifteenth century, "men 

lived apart, renting houses or building their own," a 

consequence of the " fragmentation of the family and the 

independence of each, member in the pursuit of his 

fortune."(23) Devoid of " common property and with varying 

economic interests, the Renaissance family lost much of its 

inner cohesive force, for the weakening of economic bonds 

most likely loosened other ties as well."(24) 

However, Francis Kent, in an examination of households 

and lineage in Renaissance Florence,' elaborated on 

Goldthwaite's study and saw a pattern that did not indicate 

a single thread. He suggested that rather than permanent 

disintegration or extension of households, there was a 

series of cycles of domestic change. Households were not 

static entities, Kent argued, but " living things whose size 

and nature changed as generations passed and as they were 

subjected to a complex set of pressures and 

circumstances."(25) Each type of household was a stage in 

the life cycle of a particular family unit. 

Robert Brentano observed that, at Rome, during the 

thirteenth century, there were a notable number of brothers 

(23) R. Goldthwaite, p. 258. 

(24) Ibid., p. 259. 

(25) F. Kent, Household and Lineaqe in Renaissance Florence 
(Princeton, 1977), p. 39. 
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who co-habited and held, together as a group, the same 

properties. "Common blood, a common household of origin, 

and perhaps particularly, commonly held property lay at the 

centre of the group."(26) The actual structure of the 

family, he added., showed a clear preference for the male 

line. ( 27) 

The preservation of authority to the agnates extended 

even to widowhood. Because a significant transition in 

women's relationship to their property came at the death of 

their husbands, many became completely, independent of any 

consenting parties. They participated in the transfer of 

property in a manner similar to their late husbands. There 

were, however, exceptions to this tendency. Especially, 

young widows often had no choice but to take advantage of 

their right of tornata, of refuge within the family of 

birth.(28) Since a marriage alliance did not obliterate 

(26) Brentano, Rome, p. 205. 

(27) on the history of the Italian family, in general, see 
• Besta, The Family in the History of Italian Law; 

Tamassia, La famiqlia italiana nei secoli decimoquinto 
e decimosesto. 

(28) Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, p. 217. The 1427 
Florentine catasto informs that women were widowed 
early, 10 percent by age forty, 25 percent by fifty, 
and 50 percent by sixty. 
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blood kinship, it was an obligation of a widow's close kin 

to receive her and assure a place of lodging.(29) 

Because the dowry was, by law, attached to a person 

for, life, the widow's family of birth could ensure that she 

received back all that she brought into the marriage, as 

did the family of Aquilina Piccinini when she was remarried 

to Guido di Antongiovanni de Alteri in August 1473. Not 

only was the dowry returned, but also the dower.(30) in a 

(29) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 122. 
During the fifteenth century, some Florentines, 
concerned about the sheltering of their kin after the 
extinction of their male descendants, provided in 
their testaments that one of their houses be devoted 
to the widowed of their, kin in order to assure them a 
tornata: Herlihy, "Vieillir a Florence au, 
Quattrocento," Annales: Economies, Societes, 
Civilisations XXIV ( 1969): 1343. The incidence of 
widows in cities was high. In 1427, 17.4 percent of 
the population of Florence was widowed. 

(30) "... in et super hereitate quondam Petri Piccinini 
eius viri tam virtute legati facti de dote ex 
donatione propter nuptias quam etiam virtute alterius 
legati trecentorum ducatorum necrion et omnia iura que 
habet insolutum data et traddita dicte Aquiline Ut 
asseruerunt pro pretio cccc ducatorum pro 
satisfactione partis debiti legitorum predictorum ac 
etiam omnia iura eldem a quibus competentia contra 
lohannem Piccininum fratrem et heredem dicti quondam 
Petri Piccinini eius viri cum hac tamen modificatione 
et pacto sollemni stipulatione interveniente Ut supra 
inter dictas partes vallata et firmata quod si infra 
tres annos proxime futuros terminate fuerunt 
differencie et lites vertentes inter dictas Antonium 
de Carpolis et Aquilinam eius filiam ex una et 
prefatum lohannem Piccininum heredem dicti quondam 
Petri Piccinini parte ex altera de et super dictis 
relictis et possessione domus insolutum Ut prefertur 
datum et traditum dicte Aquiline...," ASR, CL 175, 
fol. 19; cf. Intro., n. 1. 
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similar manner, the family of Pacifica Menicuti asked for 

restitution of a dowry in 1468. Stephano Menicuti, her 

father-in-law, after commenting on the cost of Pacifica's 

mourning clothes, which had come from his own pocket, 

agreed to pay the widow one ducat at the beginning of every 

month until the property itself was turned over to her.(31) 

If young and without children, widows immediately 

became involved again in family marital strategy. 

Naturally, a long delay in the restitution of the dowry was 

frowned upon. It was the custom among families to claim a 

woman as soon as her husband was buried and the funeral 

ceremonies ended. The right of natal families to take back 

their widows was stronger than any desire expressed in the 

husband's will. Most often, the position of the family had 

been clearly specified in the marriage agreement.(32) In 

1474 Camillo de Cesarini, for example, upon receiving two 

hundred ducats of a dowry valued at nine hundred ducats, 

promised that the payment would be returned to either 

Laurentia Dioteguardi, the bride, or to her father within 

(31) ASR, CL 166.3, fol. 126; Statuti, ed. Re, p. 124; 
Besta, p. 349; Rodocanachi, p. 292. 

(32) klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 124. 
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six months of Camillo's death.(33) Similarly, in 1468 

Girolamo Cimatori, the procurator and administrator for 

Lucretia de Luca, requested at the time of her marriage to 

Pietro da Bergamo,' that her dowry of three hundred Roman 

florins be returned within six months if she became 

widowed. ( 34) 

The widow's position in her home of birth was often 

not enviable. Even though fathers or other relatives 

sometimes set aside, in a testament, a portion of the 

family assets for this eventuality., other relatives might 

treat her " as a dog does, when he sees another dog 

arriving."(35) That the widow could be subject to her 

father's rule as she had been as a child is illustrated in 

the actions of Caterina, the widowof lacobo de Remulo. In 

1469 Lorenzo de Claudio was named as her procurator but 

only after she obtained the consent of her father, Paolo 

]Damiani. ( 36) 

(33) "... dictus Camillus promisit et convenit dictos 
ducentos florenos ut supra solutos pro parte dicte 
dotis infra spatium dimidii anni a die mortis dicte 
Laurentie computandi reddere et restituere...," ASR, 
CL 1629, fol. 136. Cf. Ch. 3, nn. 32, 115, for the 
terms of the dowry agreement. 

(34) ASR, CL 1763, fol. 104. 

(35) San Bernardino, p. 348. 

(36) " ... domina Caterina uxor quondam lacobi de Remulo de 
castro cerveteri cum consensu presentia et voluntate 
Pauli Danimiani eius patris presentis consentientis 
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If a widow had children she was little better off; she 

often remained with her former husband's family. There, 

too', she was subject to the head of the family and had 

varying degrees of control over both her husband's 

patrimony and the children.(37) The husband's heirs 

generally tried to persuade the widow to remain with them, 

(and not to leave' with the dowry). Men who were as deeply 

committed to maintaining the honor of their lineage as they 

were to preserving an undiminished patrimony despaired at 

the thought of one of their kin not remaining in the 

familial group.(38) 

Despite the preponderance of a widows kin by birth or 

marriage, it was not unusual for a mother to be named as a 

tutrix, a guardian assuming the respresentative and 

administrative functions of children who were, by reason of 

age, incapable of acting for themselves.(39) A condition 

in the testament of Silvestro di luliano Ser Roberti, drawn 

up in 1468, designated his wife, Ceccholella, as the tutrix 

quocumque iudico movendo et agitando per dictam 
dominam Cater.inam eius filiam contra quascumque 
persones etc. sponte etc. constituit etc. eius 
procuratorem etc. videlicet Laurentium Petroni de 
Clodiis...," ASR, CL 709, fol. 223. 

(37) Origo, The World of San Bernardino, p. 70; 
Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 120. 

(38) Ibid., p. 122. 

(39) testa, pp. 229-34, 242. 
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for their sons, Giovanni Baptista and Domenico, and their 

daughters, Faustina and Iu1ia.(40) In another case, the 

tutela of Sabina, the wife of the late Filippo di Giovanni 

di Matheo de Pierianninis, over her son, also named 

Filippo, was the subject of legal appeal when Sabina 

contracted a second marriage. In 1468 Gregorio, a brother 

of the elder Filippo, petitioned to be named the tutor of 

(40) " ... riobilis vir Silvester luliani ser Roberti eius vir 
mortuus fuerit et sit condito per eum testamento 
scripto et publicato manu Maximi magistri Antonii de 
Thebaldis publici notarii in quo ultimo suo testamento 
suos heredes instituit lohannem Baptistarn et Dominicum 
eius filios masculos et Faustinam et luliam eius et 
dicte domine Ceccholelle filias feminas legitimas et 
naturales pupillos et inter ceteros tutores dictorum 
eius filiorum fecerit et constituent et ordinaverit 
dictam dominam Ceccholellam eorum tutricem et uxorem 
ipsius Silvestri superstitio. .. et superviventibus 
supra dictis lohanni Baptiste et Dominico ac Faustine 
et lulie pupillis ipsius testatoris ac dicte domine 
fillis legitimis et naturalibus ad quos hereditas 
dicti quondam Silvestri eorum patris fuit et est 
legitime devoluta et ipsa tutrix velit et intendit 
dictam tutelam et onus eiusdem agnoscere vigore 
testamenti predicti reservata tamen facultatem aliis 
eius con tutoribus in dicto testamento contentis 
dictam tutelam et onus ipsius suscipiendi suis loco et 
tempore etc...," ASR, CL 709, fol. 23. 
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the young boy.(41) The key issue in the case was that the 

children of a first marriage belonged to the lineage of the 

father and usually resided with their ägnatic kin.(42) If 

a widow left a house in order to remarry, she left with her 

dowry but often without her children. When Sabina was to 

be remarried ( to Domenico di Giovanni di Paolo), a second 

dispute with the brother of her late husband revolved 

around her dowry of four hundred Roman florins which would 

have been useful to both the paternal family and to young 

Filippo, the heir.(43) 

(41) "... quondam Filippus lohannis Mathei de Pierianñinis 
in ultimis constitutus suum ultimum condidit 
testamentum in quo inter alia suum universalem heredem 
instituerit postumum Sabine eius uxoris et dictam 
Sabinam tutricem dicto postumo dedit ipsi postea 
transeunte ad secundum votum voluerit et in tutorem 
vocaverit dictus testator dictum Gregorium et dicto 
postumo natus fuerit Filippus pupillus filius et heres 
universalis dicti quondam Filippi sui patris dictaque 
Sabrina eius mater tutelam susceperit eiusdem pupilli 
illamque certo tempore administraverit et nunc ad 
secunda vota transiverit et vigore dicti testamenti 
paterni dictus Gregorius videat et consideret tutelam 
dicti pupilli de iure ad se devolutam esse. Id circho 
petiit per dictum dominum iudicem se in tutorem dicti 
Filippi pupilli confirmari sibi administrationem 
bonorum dari etc. Qui dictus iudex Ut supra sedens 
visis et auditis predictis et instantiis petitionibus 
dicti tutoris testamentarii et viso dicto testarnento 
ac omnibus predictis eundem Gregorium in tutorem dicti 
Filippi pupilli confirmavit decrevit et esse voluit 
dicendo extro tutor etc...," ASR, CL 1082, fol. 142. 

(42) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 125. 

(43) ASR, CL 1082, fol. 96. 
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There was widespread. opposition to second 

marriages.(44) Although it was taken for granted that a 

widower would remarry, a widow who remarried was thought to 

be wronging her children of the first marriage. Permitted 

rather than encouraged by the Church, second marriages by 

women were 'surrounded by formalities that appeared as 

penalties. Nuptial gifts were always discreet and 

publicity carefully avoided. The introduction of a 

remarried widow to a new lineage required neither the rite 

of admission nor a celebration of display. Altieri, 

commenting on the marriage of widows, said that the bride 

went to her new husband's house on a weekday, screened from 

view by a group of women who accompanied her 

discreetly.(45) Certainly husbands, in their wills, tended 

to do their utmost to discourage their widows from entering 

a new marriage. They would often assure women a lifetime 

income with supplementary advantages. In his testament, 

drawn up in August 1471, Antonio de Cagnio, one of the many 

examples, left dominion over and usufruct for life of his 

goods to his wife, Caterina, only if she lived in " chaste 

and honest widowhood."(46) 

(44) Besta, p. 219. 

(45) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 281. 

(46) " ... reliquit dominam Catherinam eius uxorem dominaxu 
dominatricem et usufructuariam omnium bonorum ipsius 
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Statutory law restricted the economic effects of a 

second marriage by rules intended to protect the -children 

from a marriage rather than their mother. In 1471 Simone 

da Bergamo, a fish vendor in a shop near St. Peter's, who 

married the widow, Antonia di Giovanni deli' Acqua, not 

only promised to support the children of his wife's first 

marriage but also agreed that they would inherit the 

paternal home when they reached adulthood.(47) In another 

case, Christoforo, the step-son of Pietro di Sabba da. 

Marroccino, leased two houses located in the none Colonna, 

that were part of the paternal estate, to his step-father 

in 1474.(48) 

Christiane Klapisch-Zuber paints a picture of the 

"good mother," a positive image reflecting social 

expectations. This is the widow who 

refuses to remarry, no matter how young 
she might be, in spite of the 
objurgations of her entire family, so 
as not to abandon her children, in 
order not to lead them to ruin, and who 
is both a father and mother for her 

testatoris toto tempore vite ipsius domine Catherine 
dum honeste et caste vixerit et vitam vidualem 
servaverit...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 86. 

(47) "... et eos alere et gubernare omnibus eisdem 
necessarils et dum erunt adulti et in perfecta etate 
constituti domum ipsorum pupillorum reddere et cum 
effectu restituere eisdem tunc adultis absque aliqua 
mora sive exceptione...," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 119; 
cf. Ch. 2, n. 86, Ch. 3, n. 77; Calisse, p. 559. 

(48) ASR, CL 1764, fol. 34. 
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children. Just like the father, she 
assured, by her stability, a 
transmission that was first and 
foremost a transmission of material 
goods, without which there was no 
family. Remaining, staying, living 
with her children, bequeathing them the 
wealth that was theirs - such was the 
primary paternal obligation in a system 
of residence and transmission of 
patrimony organized by patrilineal 
filiation. ( 49) 

Many of the 1427 Florentine tax declarations deplored the 

plight of orphans because the mother had left the family, 

taking the dowry, leaving her husband's heirs in the charge 

of guardians and of paternal kin.(50) 

If a widow did not get along with the paternal family 

and preferred her freedom, her ability to live alone was 

correlated to her wealth and also to her place of 

residence.(51) According to the statistics on Florentine 

households, it was easier for a widow to live independently 

in the city than in the country. In 1427, 14 percent of 

the urban heads of household were widows. Only 7.6 percent 

of rural widows lived independently. As regards property, 

wealth did not necessarily generate independence. Though 

some level of wealth was a necessity for autonomy, few of 

the truly rich families permitted their widows to live 

(49) Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual, p. 128. 

(50) Ibid., p. 125. 

(51) Besta, pp. 235, 278, 292. 
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independently. Only a minuscule proportion of the 

wealthiest Florentine households were headed by women, and 

"rich widows who lived really autonomously were the 

exception at the upper levels of urban society."(52) 

Nevertheless it is clear that a good many widows 

acquired homes apart from male family members. Notaries at 

Rome frequently listed widows as neighbors in property 

transactions, indicating that they owned .the dwelling and' 

were probably living independently. Of 292 persons listed 

as neighbors or owners of various forms of property in 

contracts of all kinds, roughly 10 percent are women. 

Documents of transfer also indicate that Roman widows 

were able to take advantage of their judicial 

protections.(53) With new-found authority, they often 

became involved in commercial affairs. This did not 

necessarily mean that there was no interference from male 

(52) Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, p. 61. 

(53) " Si vero alimenta petantur per viduam unica citationé 
premissa mandetur per iudicem heredibus et bonorum 
possessoribus iuris et facti viri vel soceri ut dicte 
mulieri per eos per menses et tempora prestentur, et 
donec dos fuerit integre persoluta instrumentodotali 
iudici exhibito contenta quod mandatum astringat virum 
socerum heredes et bonorum possessores tam iusis quam 
facti viri vel soceri vel rerum obligatarum pro dote 
Si predicte persone citate ad dictum mandatum 
audiendum fuerint et etiam Si vocati sint pupilli et 
eorum legitima persona etiam in genere non obstante si 
alimenta petantur infra tempus a iure statutum ad 
inventarii confectionem...," Statuti, ed. Re, 
pp. 29-30. 
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family members. At times widows acted with the consent of 

their relatives when negotiating transactions. Caterina 

Centiporci's son, Pietro, for example, registered his 

consent to her receiving a deposit of fifty papal ducats 

from a dowry paid to Saba Antonelli, of the none 

Campomarzi, in 1475.(54) In a similar manner, Sancta 

Mellini sold two vineyards in the none Ponte, after 

obtaining the consent of both her son- in-- law, Filippo Luti, 

and her daughter, Ginevra, in 1468.(55) 

on the other hand, widows themselves often acted on 

behalf of their families. In the manner of Alessandra 

Strozzi, they struggled continually to keep the family 

patrimony intact and as large as possible.(56) Thus 

Simodea, the widow of Giovanni Colecto, in 1468 acted as a 

procurator and consentor upon the sale of a vineyard 

belonging to her son, Domenico Giovanni, and her daughter, 

(54) "... honesta domina Catherina relicta quondam 
Centiporci de regione pontis cum consensu petri eius 
filli sponte habuit et recepit in depositum etc. a 
provido viro Saba magistri Antonelli ducatos papales 
Lta quos promisit tenere et custodire etc...," ASR, CL 
952, fol. 169. 

(55) ASR, CL 1763, fol. 61. 

(56) For Alessandra Strozzi's descriptions of her attempts 
•to preserve the family's property, see Strozzi, 
pp. 547-52. 
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Iacobella.(57) In another case, Helena, the widow of 

Stefano di Radi da Bosina, when negotiating her second 

marriage in 1468, independently managed to pay Lucas de 

Zara a large part of the promised dowry and pledged the 

furniture in her family home as security for the remaining 

fifty ducats.(58) In 1471, another enterprising Roman 

widow, Geronima Goroli, of Arenula, in the role of guardian 

to her three children, was able to use their inheritance in 

order to buy her natal home in Ponte. Her sisters, 

Paradisa and Caradonna, agreed to sell their portions, 

(57) " ... Dominicus lohannes Colecto et lacobella eius 
germana filia dicti quondam lohannis Colecti que 
lacobella cum iuramento per earn sollemniter prestato 
asservit et dixit se esse etatis xvii annorum et ita 
fuit testificata et dixit domina Simodea mater 
dictorum Dominici et lacobelle videlicet ipsam 
lacobellam esse etatis prefate cum consensu presentia 
et voluntate dicte Simodee... Antonius Laurentii 
Frappe et Iohannes lacobi de Alexandrinis et domina 
Simodea prefata omnes de regione montium et quilibet 
ipsorum in solidum sponte fideiusserunt et fideiusse 
soilemniter ex certa eorum scientia fecerunt pro 
dictis venditoribus...," ASR, CL 1629, foil. 23, 26. 

(58) "Heö sunt fidantie etc. inter Helenam uxorem quondam 
Stefani Radi de Bosina ex una et Lucam Stefani de Zara 
partibus etc ... prefata dicta Helena presentialiter 
manualiter et nurneraliter dedit et pacavit dicto Luce 
presenti et recipienti ducatos quinquaginta auri in 
auro papales in una manu et pro residuo tot ius dot is 
dicta Helena dedit tradidit et assignavit eidem Luce 
presenti recipienti et stipulanti etc. omnia et 
singula bona mobilia et res mobiles quas et que ipsa 
Helena habet in domo eius solite habitationis extimata 
et extimatos ascendere ad residuum dicte dotis de 
communi ipsaruxn partium voluntate ultra dictos L 
ducatos auri papales...," ASR, CL 1763, fol. 177. 
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received from their late father, Francesco de Testi.(59) 

In one further example, Perna, the widow of Giovanni di 

Silvestro Cavis, in 1474 was a principal in a work 

agreement which committed the services of her daughter, 

Beatrice, to a doctor of medicine, Giovanni da Verona, for 

seven years.(60) 

Some widows were lodged near family members and became 

important members of their economic activity. lacobella, 

the widow of Paolo Pietroni, who lived in the same none 

(Ponte) as her brother, Ludovico di Ceccho Topposi, also 

bought a vineyard from him in 1459.(61) Other widows 

contracted independently of their families. Among the 

number was Caterina de Millano, of the none Ponte, who was 

one of the principals in a dispute involving a vineyard 

(59) ASR,CL 175, foil. 36, 37, 59, 60. 

(60) " ... domina Perna uxor quondam lohannis Silvestri de 
Cavis mater et legitima administratix honeste puelie 
Beatrice eius filie et qua domina quantum ad hec 
renuntiavit auxilio velleani etc. sponte etc. locavit 
dictam Beatricem et operas suas ac sua servetia 
egregio artium et medicine doctori magistro lohanni de 
Verone presenti etc. videlicet pro septem annis 
proxime futunis...," ASR, CL 470, fol. 158. 

(61) " ... Ludovicus Cecchi Topposi de regione pontis sponte 
etc. vendidit et titulo.venditionis dedit cessit 
concessit transtulit et mandavit iure proprio et in 
perpetuo honeste domine domine lacobelle uxori quondam 
Pauli Petroni eius sorori de dicta regione...," ASR, 
CL 1174, fol. 38. 
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that she and a man named luliano had been sold in 1460.(62) 

Another widow, Lucia Piazzolante, in 1457 sold a house in 

Arenula to lacobo di Lodovico and luliano di Antonio for 

three hundred Roman florins, two hundred of which were 

received at the time of the sale.(63) 

Active widows also involved themselves in matters of 

charity and pious bequests. The piety observed in Rome, 

according to Brentano, was noteworthy. Many women ( and 

men) sought to copy the living Christ's acts on earth - 

feeding the poor and attending the sick - in the corporal 

works of mercy. It was a "world in which men and women 

tried to re-create the structure, the act, the idiom, the 

vocabulary of the gospel ... to- wipe Christ's face with 

Veronica and touch his side with Thomas."(64) 

Personal aspirations to sanctity were an important 

aspect of Renaissance piety, but they came to be visible 

and public when translated into institutions, especially 

institutions with charitable purposes. Roman women, in 

particular, responded to "popular religious 

(62) "... discreta domina Caterina uxor quondam Antonii de 
Mediolano regionis pontis...et nobilis vir dominus 
lulianus quondam Stefani de Filippinis de regione 
sancti eustachii canonicus venerabilis ecclesie sancti 
eustachii parte ex alia...," ASR, CL 1479, fol. 42. 

(63) ASR, CL 704, fol. 29. 

(64) Brentano, Rome, p. 265. 
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enthusiasms."(65) Some of the gifts, as well as the names 

of those who bequested, were distinguished. In a testament 

from 1364, a noblewoman Donna Paola Savelli, of the none 

Ripa, left sums of money for three paupers and for the 

repair of the Lateran which had been recently damaged. Her 

sapphire ring worth twenty florins and another twenty 

florins in cash went to the Franciscans at the Aracoeli for 

singing masses.(66) Another pious bequest, drawn up in 

1471, balanced spititual concerns against the practical 

problems of settling an estate. Leonarda Piscalonto 

stipulated that her son, lacobo, was to settle any 

outstanding debts that were due, but only after one year 

had elapsed. Pious causes were the recipients of much of 

her legacy. Various chuches, a confraternity and a 

hospital were to be given money in return for prayers and 

(65) R. Brentano, "Notarial Cartularies and Religious 
Personality: Rome, Rieti and Bishop Thomas of Secinaro 
(1339-1341)," Sources of Social History, Brezzi and 
Lee, p. 176. 

(66) 'Brentano, Rome, p. 281. 
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masses offered on the anniversary of her death.(67) Wealth 

tested the Christian conscience. The testament was " a last 

chance to pass the test."(68) In another example, Vannotia 

Totoni presented Paolo de Campagnano, the rector of Santa 

Cecilia de Torre, with one-third of a tavern in return for 

prayers toward the soul of her relative, Cola Picioglia, in 

1488. (69) 

In fact, some single, married and widowedwomen chose 

to express feelings of piety in a direct way within a 

social setting. There seems.to have been a 

characteristically feminine influence on what has been 

called " civic Christianity."(70) David Herlihy points out 

that the Church necessarily had allowed forms of devotion 

that appealed to urban women. Many were living a 

restricted domestic life and had to seek "diversion and 

(67) " ... honesta mulier domina Leonardauxor quondam 
Antonii Piscalonto et mater lacobi luliani spetiarii 
sana corpore et mente et perfectissime conscientie 
volens aliqua pro eius anima ad pias causas relinquere 
sponte reliquit post eius mortem infrascriptis 
ecclesiis et sotiertatibus sive hospitalibus 
infrascriptas quantitates quas voluit non posse nec 
deberi exigi a dicto lacobo eius filio et herede et 
nemine dictarum ecciesiarum sive hospitalium per unum 
annum post obitum ipsius domine .... " ASR, CL 1764, 
fol. 36. 

(68) Epstein, p. 168. 

(69) ASR, CL 709, fol. GO. 

(70) Herlihy, Pistoia, p. 257. 
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spiritual restoration" beyond their households.(71) 

Caterina da Siena ( 1347-1380) combined private penitence 

and public activity. For years she devoted herself to 

caring for the poor and sick while leading a large 

community which was attached to a Dominican tertiary order. 

When her reputation became widespread, she became active in 

the planning of a crusade, in the struggle between a 

Florentine alliance and the papacy, and in -the attempts to 

return the pope from Avignon to Rome.(72) 

Many Romans were followers of Francesca de' Ponziani, 

better known as Santa Francesca Romana ( 1384-1440). Her 

admirers began very shortly after her death to promote her 

elevation to sainthood, and the testimony submitted during 

her canonization proceedings stems largely from depositions 

of persons who had known her. They reveal a woman not only 

devoted to prayer and contemplation, but one who led a 

vigorous public life as a married woman and as a widow. 

(71) Ibid. 

(72) D. Weinstein & R. Bell, Saints and 
Society: Christendom, 1000-1700 ( Chicago, 1982), 
pp. 38-40; Giovanni Morelli, in describing his 
parents' choice of a bride, expressed his gratitude 
and "... grandissima grazia da Dio e da Santa 
Caterina: la quale, per gran divoxione ho in lei, la 
prega mettesse a secuzione quello che fusse salute di 
me e di mia famiglia e deli' anima mia...," Ricordi,. 
p. 342. Also see J. Berrigan, "The Tuscan 
Visionary: Saint Catherine of Siena," Medieval Women  
Writers, ed. K. Wilson ( Athens, Georgia, 1985), 
pp. 252-68; Shahar, pp. 57-59. 
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Francesca Bussa had been married at a very early age 

to a Roman noble, Lorenzo de' Ponziani. During the 

turbulent early years of the fifteenth century, when the 

troops of Ladislas of Naples had entered Rome, the young 

mother of three children was left in the city because of 

her husband's exile.(73) Concerned about those who had 

been left homeless and without resources during the civil 

strife, she not only distributed wine and grain from her 

household, but enlisted citizens, including her family, to 

serve the needs of those less fortunate than 

themselves. ( 74) 

Her entrance into commercial affairs began during her 

early married years. In 1423, for example, as the 

executors of an estate, she and Bartolomeo di Lorenzo de 

Bondio sold the upper half of a house ( the lower half was 

occupied by the mother of the testator) to Paolutio di 

Andreoti de' Ponziani, her brother-in-law. The dwelling 

was located next to the Ponziani residence and was to be 

(73) P. Paschini, Roma nel Rinascimento, Storia di Roma, 
XII, ( Bologna, 1940), pp. 59-71. 

(74) "Nel tempo della maggior carestia Francesca aveva 
distribuito ai poveri tutto ii grano del granalo e 
tutto ii vino della cantina della famiglia Ponziani. 
Agi' infermi essa presto assistenza negli ospizi ed 
ospedali, allora esistenti, di Santa Cecilia, di Santo 
Spirito in Sassia e del Campo Santo; ma, soprattutto, 
in quello, vicinissimo alla casa de' Ponziani, detto 
di Santa,Maria in Cappella...," Lugano, p. ix. 
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used " for the poor of Christ" in the Ospedale di Santa 

Maria in Capella.(75) A part of the palatial home of the 

Ponziani had already been turned into a hospital that she 

managed while ministering to their needs.(76) 

While married, Francesca de' Ponziani formally 

established a society of women pledged to offer of 

themselves to God and to serve the poor of Rome.(77) 

Lorenzo de' Ponziani appears to have encouraged both his 

wife's life of devotion and her commercial talent. He 

acted on her behalf, in 1427, when she bought an olive 

(75) "Nobilis domna Ceccholella uxor nobilis viri Laurentii 
de Pontianis et Bartolome.us Laurentii de Bondiis de 
reg. Transtiberim executores testamenti q. lacobelli 
Cecchi Imperatoris de dicta regione Transtiberim, 
vendiderunt nobili viro Palutio Andreoti de.Pontianis 
de dicta reg. Transtiberim, patrono et cui spectat et 
pertinet ius patronatus hospitalis sancte Marie in 
Cappella de dicta reg. Transtiberim, ac executori 
testamenti q. domne lohanne Ispane hospitalarie dicti 
hospitalis, recipienti pro dicto hospitale et 
pauperibus Christi in dicto hospitali degentibus; 
integram medietatem cuiusdam domus que fuit dicti 
lacobelli Cecchi Imperatoris et nunc dicta medietas 
est dictorum executorum, videlicet partem superiorem 
tantum dicte domus iunctam pro indiviso cum alia 
medietate videlicet parte inferiori dicte domus que 
est domne Angile matris dicti q. Iacobelli...cui ab 
uno latere tenet domna Pellegrina uxor q. Mathei 
Durabilis, ab alio latere tenet dictus Palutius de 
Pontianis ... Actum Rome in reg. Transtiberim, in domo 
habitationis dicte domne Ceccholelle et dicti 
Palutii...," Ibid, p. xxxi. 

(76) Ibid., pp. 234-236. 

(77) There are records of many religious who continued to 
live in their own houses but were obligated to " endure 
a chaste life until death." Besta, p. 330. 
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grove from Rentio Palicti for eighty-five florins " of her 

own money."(78) The olive grove was, in fact, worked by 

the sisters who made up her nascent order. This group of 

women were known to have maintained their property manually 

and often were seen in the streets of Rome, carrying 

produce or bundles of firewood in their arms.(79) Their 

foundress, even when married, was always plainly garbed as 

a widow of the day, shunning the ornamentation and gold 

that adorned most women of her class.(80) Francesca de' 

Ponziani appears to have been responsible for the 

day-to-day operations of her own household, including the 

purchase of supplies from outside vendors. In one 

instance, acting on her own behalf, she bought provisions 

(78) "Rentius Palicti de Tibure vendidit nobili viro 
Laurentio de' Pontianis, de reg. Transtiberim, 
presenti et recipienti vice et nomine riobilis domine 
Ceccholelle uxoris sul eiusdemque heredum et 
successorum in perpetuum; unum petium oliveti ipsius 
Rentii ... pro pretio octuaginta quinque floren. ad 
rationern xlvii sol. prov. quos recepit a dicto 
Laurentio de' Pontianis, solvente nomine dicte domne 
Ceccholelle uxoris sue de propria pecunia ipsius 
domne. . . ," Lugano, p. xxxv. 

(79) Ibid., p. 153. 

(80) Francesca's views delle femine vane are explained in 
M. Pelaez, "Visioni di S. Francesca Romana," Archivio 
della societa romana di storia patria 14, 15 
(1891): 390-1. 
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of new wine from Stephano di Tomao Impiciati in the garden 

of her family home in 1430.(81) 

on the death of Lorenzo de' Ponziani, her order, by 

then known as the Oblates of Tor de' Specchi, welcomed 

their foundress as a "humble suppliant for admission."(82) 

Despite her entry into the religious life, Francesca de' 

Ponziani also appears to have assumed the role of an 

independent widow in the community. She was appealed to 

from all quarters in Rome and even beyond the city. ( 83) 

According to testimony, she not only cured the sick but 

(81) " Stephanus Thome Angeli Impiciati de reg. Columne, 
vendidit nobili mulieri domne Ceccholelle uxoni 
nobilis viri Laurentli de' Pontianis de 
reg. Transtiberim, duas caballatas musti boni et purl, 
more romano, ... pro.pretio septuaginta unius 
floren ... Actum Rome, in orto domus habitationis dicti 
Laurentii de Pontianis .... " Lugano, p. xxxvi. 

(82) S. Baring-Gould, Lives of the Saints ( Edinburgh, 
1914), P. 200; Pastor, V ( London, 1949), p. 59; 
Gregorovius, VII, pt. 1, pp. 99-100. 

(83) "Accidit quodam semel quod quedam femina forensis de 
partibus Bononie sive Lumbardie, devotione ducta, 
venit ad visitandurn istam famulam Christi, ut 
audiverat ab aliquibus servis Del; ipsa Del famula 
erat plena caritate et humilitate et allis virtutibus 
Deo acceptissimis...," Lugano, pp. 95, 182. 
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also settled disputes and healed feuds.(84) On behalf of 

her order, she secured and perhaps administered sizable 

bequests of real estate. In 1437, for example, she 

received a gift of two houses, located near Santa Maria in 

Curtibus, from a widow of the none Campitelli.(85) In 

1439 one Giovanni de Fino, of the none Arenula, gave the 

order a palace, complete with a garden, house and 

stable. ( 86) 

Religious of less prominence were also able to 

continue their involvement with the economic affairs of 

their families. A case in point is Catenina, the widow of 

Angelo Craltera, who was possibly in one of the several 

(84) "... et cum rediret ad domum congregationis, invenit 
istam lacobellam sic stantem et aliqualiter 
perturbatam in corde licet alicui non dixerat, et tunc 
illa beata mater imposuit sibi manum supra scabulam et 
illico fuit liberata; preterea videns rancorem istius 
inquit ad sorores: " Quid credit facere ille fraudis et 
malorum comenta, credit forsan ponere divisionem in 
hac domo? Deus non permittet." Ibid. 

(85) "Domina Caterina uxor q. Petripauli Canetti, de 
reg. Campitelli, donavit domne Francisce uxori 
q. Laurentii de Pontianis, gubernatrici et 
administratnici mulierum continentium simul 
habitantium in regione Campitelli, prope ecciesiam 
sancti Andree de Funarlis, recipientinomine dictarum 
domnarum .... duas domus sirnul iunctas cum orto post 
eas, positas in reg. Campitelli prope ecciesiam sancte 
Marie de Curtibus...," Ibid., p. xxxix. 

(86) ". . .donavit domine Francisce ... recipienti nomine 
aliarum mulierum, unum palatium positum in dicta 
reg. Arenule cum reclaustro in quo est puteus, et cum 
una domo existenti iuxta ortos et cum uno stabulo...," 
Ibid., p. xl. 
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orders of tertiaries. In 1459 she acted on her own behalf 

when negotiating the restitution of the dowry of her 

deceased daughter, Alessandra. The dowry, which was valued 

at three hundred Roman florins, appears to have been fully 

restored when Caterina acknowledged receipt of a payment of 

one hundred and ninety Roman florins.(87) Both Francesca 

de' Ponziani and Caterina di Angeli Craltera attained a 

measure of independence quite unlike many of their 

counterparts in widowhood. 

Traditionally, during their declining years, widows 

such as Caterina di Angeli Craltera were persuaded by their 

sons to re1inquishthe authority and autonomy they had 

gained - and not always without recriminations. Aside from 

the fact that an additional member of the household meant 

another mouth to feed, even older widows presented a threat 

to the family's reputation. Reflecting the public opinion 

(87) " ... religiosa domina domina Caterina uxor quondam 
Angeli Craltera de regione trastiberim mater quondam 
Alexandre eius filie et uxoris Baptiste infrascripti 
non ratione aliculus religionis sed nomine proprio 
...quia ipsa domina presentialiter manualiter et 
numeraliter habuit et recepit a dictis Baptista et 
Ceccholo presentibus dantibus et sôlventibus florenos 
centurn nonaginta currentes in urbe ad rationem xlvii 
sollorum provisinorum senatus pro floreno. Residuum 
vero usque in summam supra expressam dotis predicte 
dicta domina confessa fuit et in veritate recognovit 
habuisse et recepisse a dictis Baptista et Ceccholo 
presentibus et acceptantibus de quibus iiiC florenibus 
currentibus dote prefata ac rebusioca1ibus...," ASR, 
CL 1174, fol. 45. 
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of his time, San Bernardino cautioned that "a widow who 

knows how to demean herself is half a saint."(88) It was 

assumed that widows, more than other women, were assailed 

by temptations, and particularly those of "vanity, idleness 

and lust."(89) 

Aging sometimes presented particular problems for 

widows who saw their independence diminish. On the one 

hand, those who had families often experienced difficulties 

in living amicably with others after having lived 

autonomously for a period of time. On the other hand, if 

there were no family members, aging widows had to make 

other arrangements to ensure that their needs would be 

looked after. The concerns of older and isolated women are 

illustrated in a document involving the widowed Anna da 

Crema, who saw to her own interests when making over the 

title of a vineyard near St. Peter's to Cola di Antonio de 

Rio and Pietro da Alberona in 1471. They agreed that Anna 

would be cared for during her lifetime in return for an 

assurance that she would adhere to her promise even though 

times be difficult.(90) 

(88) San Bernardino, p. 65. 

(89) Origo, San Bernardino, p. 69. 

(90) "... dictus Cole Antonio pro se et dicto Petro promisit 
et per solemnem et legitimam stipulationem convenit 
eidem Anne donatrici presenti recipienti et stipulanti 
ipsam Annam donatricem alere et gubernare omnibus 
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Looking back over the changes in the status of women 

during their lifetime, we see that the capacity of women to 

control the disposition of property was neither clear-cut 

nor fixed. When acting as adult daughters, their ability 

to make decisions was narrowly circumscribed and their role 

similar to that of a child. As adult married persons, 

there were still limitations on the exercise of control of 

their holdings. Although there were occasions when women 

appeared to act independently and on their own behalf, a 

husband's consent was normally sought in commercial 

transactions. Only in widowhood could some women feel a 

sense of certainty about the extent of their control of 

their property. The Renaissance household was a unit whose 

patrilineal nature usually required a man as the head. 

When deprived of that head by death or long absence, it was 

normal to place a woman into a central role. 

ipsorum Cole Antonii et Petri donatariorum sumptibus 
et expensis ipsius Anne vita durante alimentis et 
9ubernatione necessariis et compectentibus ipsi Anne 
donatrici ... ," ASR, CL 1764, fol. 24. 



CONCLUSION 

The subject of this study is the degree of autonomy 

enjoyed by women in one of Italy's main centres during 

three decades in the era commonly described as the 

Renaissance. Gauging and evaluating a notoriously elusive 

aspect of social reality has made it necessary, on the one 

hand, to trace the role of women, chiefly in economic 

matters, over a much longer span of time. On the other 

hand, one must take a quite specific focus on the social 

and economic relationships of individual women at one time 

and in one place. The method used has therefore been 

twofold: ( 1) to observe the development of law pertaining 

to women; and ( 2) to compare the law to traceable 

experiences of women, in order to discern the actuality of 

their ' lives. 

Over the centuries preceding the Renaissance, the 

social position of women was neither uniform nor static. 

It differed in each social group and fluctuated within each 

group under the impact of different historical forces. 

Although the law treated women as less autonomous persons 

than men, it protected their rights and interests. The 

various codes of Roman law defended entitlements to hold 

and inherit property to the point of providing special 

145. 
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exemptions for women's economic well-being. Pervasive, 

after approximately the eleventh century, was the influence 

of the Church and its strong notions about marriage as a 

sacrament, as the initiation into a particular form of 

Christian life. Ecclesiastical law sought to impose a 

common rule of matrimony upon all the faithful, in all 

social classes, with its assertion that a valid marriage is 

based on the free consent of husband and wife. In its 

legislative and jurisprudential activities, the Church 

consistently reaffirmed women's rights in these matters. 

On the other hand, Canon Law seemingly opened the door to 

men's guardianship of women in its willingness to allow 

families a voice in the choice of a marriage partner. 

The status of women was necessarily altered by the 

emergence of the principle of agnation as the dominant 

force in determining familial relationships, and with it 

the domination of paternal authority over all natural ties. 

Family structure and the framework of economic, legal and 

political life were controlled by the patrilineal ideal. 

The award of a dowry became a prerequisite of marriage, the 

burden of which it was supposed to sustain. Women were 

manipulated as was the wealth ' attached to them. In view of 

the fact that the economic power of women was weakened by 

the ascent of institutions such as the male-oriented Church 

and the patrilineal family, were women able to maintain 
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their autonomy in a society dominated by men? Or were they 

relatively dependent on their husbands and the male members 

of their kin? 

Women's rights in property and the control of its 

disposition are indicators of social values and priorities. 

In this respect, the conditions that prevailed in fifteenth 

century Rome were the result of a long evolution. Women 

had been valued and independent members of early medieval 

households. David Herlihy's comprehensive survey of 

property transactions made across ,continental Europe 

revealed them to be in positions of prominence and 

authority. Within the aristocracy, they fulfilled many 

important administrative functions, including the managing 

of landed estates. On a lower social level, they played an 

indispensable role in areas of economic production; for 

example, they dominated many processes of manufacturing, 

including such activities as the dying of cloth.(l) In the 

central and late Middle Ages, however, women were not so 

independently active in administration and production. 

Their contributions made through service or skill were 

considerably diminished.(2) Especially marriageable 

daughters were by the late Middle Ages clearly regarded as 

(1) Herlihy, " Land, Family and Women in Continental 
Europe," pp. 13-45. 

(2) Herlihy, Medieval Households, p. 100. 
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an economic burden and not an asset. As the marriage 

market deteriorated during the fifteenth century, the 

Florentine matron, Alessandra Strozzi, complained that 

nothing could be accomplished in a household if unmarried 

daughters were present.(3) 

The regional focus of this study afforded a view of 

the day-by-day experiences of autonomy, or the lack of it, 

among women with regard to their control over property. 

Land-holding was organized on the basis of the family. 

Although the activities of property exchange protected the 

male line, a man's control of property was regularly 

intersected with, or bounded by, the property rights of his 

female relatives, whether daughter, mother or wife. Women 

themselves, as members of natal and marital families, 

participated in the system of property rights and 

land-holding in a manner that kept them " on the periphery, 

connected to the centre, but not ( often) at the centre."(4) 

The changeability of women's marital status was 

significant. As opposed to the more continuous control 

over property exercised by men throughout their adult 

lives, women experienced a " fractured" pattern of property 

(3) Strozzi, pp. 99-106; Martines, "A Way of Looking at 
Women", p. 23. 

(4) P. Gold, The Lady and the Virqin: Imaqe, Attitude and 
Experience in Twelfth-Century France ( Chicago, 1985), 
p. 144. 
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control. Fathers ( or other persons acting with paternal 

authority) completely directed the interests of unmarried 

girls. The rights a wife had over property of her own - 

whether by an inheritance, a dowry, a dower, an acquisition 

- were clearer and more extensive than when she was only a 

daughter but married women did not always exercise 

effective control over that property. The fact that some 

Roman women did act on their own behalf is worthy of 

mention. Whereas in Florence and Citta di Castello married 

women routinely obtained the consent of their husbands or 

guardians when negotiating commercial transactions, women 

living in the Roman none of Ponte were able to conclude 

contracts without the consent of their husbands or another 

member of their family. Of course, the reasons for this 

higher level of independence might have had little to do 

with women as women but rather have affected men and women 

alike, for example, a husband's absence due to sickness or 

war. The issue of formal guardianship could also have been 

a factor. According to Calisse, certain causes tended, 

though slowly, to raise women's condition.. Among them " the 

most important was the Roman law, still in use among the 

Roman part of the population, by which the guardianship of 
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the woman was not permanent: by which, indeed, nota few 

rights were granted her."(5) 

Widowhood was a more ordinary opportunity for many 

Roman women to step into seats of authority and autonomy. 

Given the special legal capacity reserved for those women 

who survived their husbands, a widow's control of property 

was much closer to the pattern of male control than was a 

married woman's. Francesca de' Ponziani's relations to 

property most strikingly display the contrast between 

women's possible freedom of action and their frequent state 

of dependency. Women could, in certain circumstances, 

carry out all the same activity as men in matters 

pertaining toproperty. 

Roman women appear to have received much more familial 

regard than Alberti allowed in his treatise. To bear 

children and run the household was not their only raison  

d'tre. They were necessary members in the system 

according to which property was given, sold and exchanged. 

Their experiences were varied and rich - and defy an easy 

summary. In some ways, their actual conduct transcended 

the outlook of their own period, but certainly there was a 

partof them that still belonged to it. Because of the 

economic organization and inheritance patterns of society 

(5) Calisse, p. 522. 
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they owned and inherited property, used and bequeathed it, 

and did not find themselves totally deprived of it or 

reduced to total dependency on men. 

It is apparent that in countless ways the realities of 

their lives were at odds with the abstract restrictions of 

theology and law. Women often participated in public life, 

in disregard of Statute law, which, if literally enforced, 

would have been simply too harsh to command full 

compliance. The disparities between prescription and 

living reality indicate that women did take advantage of 

opportunities and rights that were available and thus were 

able to exert an important influence on the economic and 

social relations between families and within the entire 

community. 
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