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CHAPTER FIVE

Work and the Home

TANYA STABLER MILLER

INTRODUCTION

The relationship between work and the home is a rich perspective from which
to examine gender, socio-economic status and historical change. While twenty-
first-century information and communication technology has increasingly
brought certain types of work into the home, effectively blurring the line
between ‘working time’ and ‘leisure time’, the association of work and home,
specifically the home as a site of work, was a marker of the pre-industrial age.
The rise of industrial capitalism, historians have argued, effectively separated
waged labour from the home, thus redefining the meaning of work in ways that
still shape modern assumptions about productive labour. Yet, the image of the
medieval home workshop governed by a master artisan or craftsman, an image
informed by nineteenth-century discourses, has obscured the diversity of
medieval work and the varied ways in which women and men contributed to
the household economy. In the early twentieth century, feminist historians
interested in the history of women’s work identified industrialization and
capitalism as the chief culprits in the denigration of women’s work (Clark
1982). Before the industrial revolution, the argument goes, work took place in
the home, with both husband and wife performing complementary tasks in the
interest of the family-based economy. By separating work from the home,
industrialization introduced individual wages, factory hours and specific labour
requirements. Expected to temain in the domestic sphere, most women could
not compete in this new system (Clark 1982: 290~338). Although recent work
by medieval and modern feminist historians has done much to challenge and
correct these arguments, examining the relationship between work and the
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home still provides historians with fruitful ways to approach the history of
women’s work and complicate what we mean by complementary tasks
(Hanawalt 1999). Clearly, moreover, understandings of this relationship
frequently reflect modern priorities and assumptions about work and gender.

An analysis of work and the home also brings to light the ways in which the
rise of medieval cities, with their guilds, work regulations and wages, shaped
and reshaped the meaning of work by privileging waged labour and profit-
oriented ventures over domestic work. Although all members of the household
- parents, children, and household servants or apprentices — contributed to its
sustenance, medieval officials tended to identify only the names and official
occupations of the head of the household — usually male — thereby occluding
the productive labour of wives, apprentices and dependent children (Beattie
2000). Tax and guild records, moreover, fail to account for the diversity of
household labour, identifying only certain types of labour and ignoring work
that fell outside the guild structure. Although family members, particularly
women, laboured in the home — cooking, cleaning, spinning wool, brewing ale
and caring for family members — unwaged work, then as today, frequently
escaped the attention of observers. Documentary sources also tend to record
the work identities of people at the higher end of the socio-economic scale,
further privileging certain occupations over others. The relationship between
work and home was far different for a poor-wage worker, a woman doing
piecework for little pay, or a merchant managing the work of others while
selling finished goods from his home or in the marketplace.

The relationship between work and the home also varied across regions,
between urban and rural settings, and over the course of the development cycle.
As Tovah Bender in this volume discusses, scholars have generally characterized
north-western European houscholds as composed of partners who married late
(about the mid- to late-twenties), were of similar age, and had few children. By
contrast, the ‘Mediterranean’ or ‘southern Buropean’ family was typically
composed of older men married to younger women (Hajnal 1965). Although
recent research has complicated this picture, these models point to differing
household composition and labour relations. In north-western European
families, for instance, women from propettied families tended to have access to
training opportunities and capital, allowing them to participate in the urban
economies of northern cities (De Moor and Van Zanden 2010). Scholars
working on Italian cities, by contrast, have generally found that few women
participated in the labour market. However, these studies have tended to focus
on elite Italian families, thereby overlooking the preponderance of non-elite
women performing low-paid, semi-skilled work (Chojnacka 2001).

Life cycle, too, shaped the sort of labour that was done within and in support
of the home. The work experiences of young, unmatried people differed
significantly from older, married people. Families with young children organized
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household labour differently from elderly couples, single mothers and widows.
For women in particular, life cycle determined access to certain types of labour,
with singlewomen generally having fewer opportunities to engage in high-
status labour than the widows of propertied artisans and merchants (Howell
1986; Bennett 1996).

Clearly, the relationship between work and the home varied significantly
across time and space, making broad generalizations impossible. Yet, how work
within the home was characterized, valued and documented reflects assumptions
about gender and socio-economic status as well as the realities of occupational
structure and the economy.

WORK AND THE RURAL HOME

In the pre-modern wortld, the family was generally the basic unit of production,
although as we will see, cities attracted a large number of single people, leading
in some cases, as Bender explains in this volume, to households composed of
non-relatives. In the early medieval period, however, the cities of Latin Europe,
particularly in the north, had shrunk or disappeared. ‘Those who work’ were
the serfs or free peasants who laboured on rural estates and monastic lands.
Some estates had women’s workshops, or gynaecea, in which women engaged
in cloth production (Herlihy 1990: 77-90).

Agriculture supported most medieval households. All family members, male
and female, young and old, contributed to the household’s survival by
participating in agricultural labour outside and around the home, as well as
domestic tasks within, particularly in the realms of food and clothing production,
Peasant families provided for their own needs by brewing ale, spinning wool and
weaving textiles for home use. Such labour could supplement the family income,
too. In thousands of peasant homes, for example, women brewed ale for
domestic consumption as well as for sale. In medieval England, almost half of
rural households brewed ale for profit, with many women selling ale to their
neighbours for a profit on a regular basis (Bennett 1996: 14-36). Some rural
households had the opportunity to specialize in crafts that could be accommodated
in the home, particularly spinning, fulling, dyeing and weaving textiles. Thus,
peasant households did not necessarily bake their own bread or make their own
clothes, but rather bought them from locals who specialized in these crafts
(Hanawalt 1986: 113). Rural villagers could also practise crafts such as smithing
or carpentry in addition to working their lands, or seek waged labour on others’
estates to supplement the family income. This bucolic image of peasant families
working in and around their own homes, however, ignores the fact that for
many families, the home was mainly a place to eat and sleep. Members of poor
rural families — both male and female — by necessity found work wherever they
could as wage labourers outside their home (Goldberg 2001: 215).
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The relationship between work and the rural home reveals ways in which
space was gendered. While historians have debated the extent to which medieval
people organized space into public and private secrors, with its conconutant
assumptions about male and female domains, such diasions have guided
thinking about work and spaces within the home, as Eva Svensson shows u< in
this volume. In tural contexts, while women tended to work at tasks associated
with the houschold, such as ¢leaning, cooking, hrewing, spinning and carding
wool, they also worked in the fields, weeding, reaping and threshing, Male
family members tended to work primarily outdoors, suggesting that some types
of labour - particularly ploughing - were gendered. Women might work as
retatlers in the home but they could also be found in the marketplaces. Women
could also supplement the family economy in a quintessentially domestic
manner by taking in lodgers (MclIntosh 2005; Whittle 2013) (Figure 5.1).

FIGURE 5.1: Winter Work from The Golf Book (Bruges, c. 1540). London, Brinsh
Library, Add. Ms. 24098, fol. 18v. © The British Labrary Board

WORK AND THE HOME

The medieval English *‘Ballad of the lyranmcal Husband’, a fifteenth-century
text about peasant life, portrays che gendered division of labour thought to be
typical of rural houscholds. In the ballad, the husband, exhausted from working
the ficlds all day, comes home to find that his wife has yet to prepare dinner.

Then he began to chide and said, “You're an evil shit!
You should go all day to plough with me,

To walk in the clods that are wet and muddy,

Then you will know what it is tobe a ploughman.*
The goodwife then swore, and thus did she say,

‘I have more to do than | may do:

And if you were te follow me for one day,

By my head, you would be weary of your work.’

The wife gaes on to describe her daily duties, which she executes while sleep-
deprived from caring for the children throughout the night.

After | lic awake all night with our child,

I get up in the morning and find our house a mess.

Then 1 milk our cows and turn them out m the ficld,

While you are still sound asteep, Christ protect me!

Then | make the butter later in the day;

Afeer that | make cheese = which is not as easy as you think.
Then while our children are crying and must be got up,

Yet you will blame me if any of our goods are missing,
When | have done all this, yet there is even more still to do:
I feed our chickens otherwise or else they will be scrawny;
Our hens, our capons and our ducks are all together,

Yet | tend to our goslings that go to the green.

I bake. | brew, or clse it will not be well;

I beat and swigle the flax, as | have always done,

As I trample it, 1 warm up and cool down,

I tease wool and card it and spin it on the wheel,

—Wnght and Haliwell 1841-3"

As the “Ballad' suggests, gender influenced the division of lahour, with
women taking responsibility for most domestic tasks. Nevertheless, in reality
the survival of the houschold unit was paramount, making a strict separation of
spheres impossible to maintain. Women sheared sheep. herded cattle, took
gram to the mull, and sold produce in the marketplaces (Figure 5.2). Men
peasant houscholds, for their part, engaged in domestic tasks during the winter
months alongside their wives. Childcare responsibilities, likewise, did not



96 A CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE HOME IN THE MEDIEVAL

including waj

en also worked

s, identif
rended to live at home with t ut may have occasionally helped out

lands of

needed (Hanawalt 1986: 167).

labourers from the countryside frequently migrated to t

ik @

century
1o offser the high

opportunit

. Many urban

occupations, with

5 Dasic

wsome of t

e | o | , 0N mmon areas of labo

ify and classify, was vicr
{

sold su

an households, particularly its
basis. ¢

ceded special ovens, separate from living spaces.

accommodated with ways to




RAL HISTORY OF THE HOME IN THE

ped the des s, which were

«t, with the shop on the gre floor and

living quarters above. Most workshops opened onto the streers for retail

urposes. The statutes for the Parisian makers of leather buckles rec

rs to maintain their shops on the stre
wor’ (Roux 2009: 121). Work needs dictared
afford pl

WORK




WORK AND

Asters,

115 Was

sons of

less teasible

current masters. As full members of the gui

, they owned their own home

profession and enjoyed political power. As maste
op and dominated its members (bo i
and work in the Middle Ages (Epstein 1991). Snll,
idity

aditional ima,

kin and non-k

work:

, exemplifying the

hip berween home

and interaction berween these

Id be considerable f

amony

hierarchical guild structure

groups, muddying the

2015: 166=8

reater control over the

ms of work

radually took increasir

lated

home. Gui s and

davs of we

5 Ostensi

OUF WOTKE

1days were lo

of more powert

's pay for s

avy fines, while mast 1eyme ing up :
| 2014: 15). Bells also dictate

ir work days in t

their work stations aft s had tolled (5t

men started and ended omes.

hen

Many of th

= textile

: most powerful medieval guilds were those

industries, As we have seen, wool working had long been practised in peasant

workshops' or

| settings, on rural estates in ‘women’s

wseholds and, in more fo

aecea. Technological advancements, such as the adoption of

above (and later the

mnoned

dle-operated  horizor loom

as broad zontal

lzaton of t




{ISTORY OF T HOME IN THE M

102 A CULTURAL

c-off of the twelfth cer

» with Europe's

Al

rise of specialist weavers. The urban ry, in

Wt

, was accelerated by the growth of the cloth industr

y and the Low Countries centred on the

important urban centres in It

manufacture and trade of wool-based te European

tiles. In many northe
I arion and weaving

cities, the wool industry employed over half of the pe

bec lds, a full-time occupation in which all family

, for many hous
(Stabel 2015: 34) (

ure 5.6).

members were eng

came to be organized by

 industry became increasingly lucrative and export-ariented, it

Xt

weaver-draper entrepreneurs, The drapers (or lanaivoli

=

FIGURE 5.6: tatibus re
Jean Corbechon (French, 1482). Londor

@ Universal History Archive / Getty Ims

Cloth Dyeing from De proprie m translated into French by
British Library, Royal Ms. 15 e ni, tol. 26%.

WORK AND Tt

HOME 103

e called in It d domestic labour in w 1own as the

ly) organiz

e draper purchased the wool and then

“putting out’ system. In this system,

al in the various producrion

‘purt out’ mart ges, all of which took

homes. The draper lyi

own home workshop befc wool to other specialist work

sucl

as spinners and warpers, whom the draper paid by the piece. These

pieceworkers might be urban or rural labourers seeking ro diversify a

weir houschold income. In most cases, pieceworkers were poorly

nd female (Munro 1988)

supplement

Their work, moreover, fell ourside the guild

ertheless, murual interests and

considerable fluidity and cooperation among rel

1 COMIMON ¢Conon

¢ setting led to

ted crafts that cur across

lividual

formal distinctions of work status, as well as the walls of i
warkshops (Rosser 2015; 164=5).

S W sential to the wool industry,

1d war

med in the extant sources. In medi

for example, the city’s estimated 450 wool weavers would

least 1,700 wool spinners ta supply them with spun wool, Tax records

late thirteenth and ¢ eenth centuries, however, list an aver of only

of whom were women. The small number of

taxed wool spin t the vast majority of Paris’s wool spinners

them in

were either married, m isible to the tax assessors, or simply too

poor to pay the minimum tax. Drapers also took advantage of

sap rural
Belhoste 2000).

labour, purting out wool to workers in the countrysid

The draper usually employed other weavers = journeym

. Oth

sks or

Or apprentices =

to work the looms bers of the he

ehold, parricularly

wives, worked in side of the home w

kshop.

Women's position as wives a ters in the home, however, meant that

some women, particularly those from es, were able to work as

These women lik

ers alongsi d

-

e, or in place of, their ly bro

nto this industry through t position the family (Farmer 2010). One

who came

striking example from thirteenth-century Paris is Ysabel of Tremble

been married to a wealthy dra
Jean
ath, Ysabel took

from a prominent alderman family and had

Her husband’s draper business was notably successfu

Jean Brich:

supplied fine wool cloth to the Counr of Artois. After Jean’s

iness, Her success is evident in roval account books from the

supplied the French royal
r 2010: 94),

early fourteenth century, which reveal

household with almast all of its

ullers. | the

wool cloth to soften it - required investment in vats and access to wat

: labour of

Drapers also urtilized ating of woven

powered fulling mills. The necessity of capital investment and proximity to

household. Tax records suggest that fulling was a

warer

nly affected t

cer

male-dominated task, Fer rs are not found in the tax r ers for




104 A CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE HOME IN THE MEDIEVAL AGE

medieval Paris, although female family members were recognized as essential
for the survival of the business. Guild regulations suggest that fullers could train
their children and nephews in the craft and that widows could continue this
training if necessary. One statute from the fullers’ guild of Paris stated:

If 2 master dies, his wife may practice the craft and keep the apprentices,
freely, in the manner described above; and with the two apprentices she may
teach the children of her hushand and her brothers born of a legal marriage.
If a widowed woman practicing the aforesaid craft of fullers marries a
man who is not a member of the aforesaid crafts, she may not practice the
craft; and if she marries a man who is a member of the craft, even if he is an

apprentice or a worker, she may practice it freely.
—Amt 2013: 196

WORK AND INHERITANCE

Clearly, the preservation of the family business was in the interest of all members
of the household. While Italian families typically relied on training and working
closely with members of the patrilineal line (brothers, sons and nephews),
northwestern European families seem to have privileged the nuclear family
centred on the conjugal pair. Guild regulations and property laws in northern
European cities generally reflect this preference, allowing male and female
children to inherit family property and providing widows with extensive rights
over the family property, including the workshop. Among elite Italian families,
however, women did not tend to manage family property after their husband’s
death (Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber 1988).

Fiscal and guild records from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Paris show
that women often maintained control over their husband’s workshop after their
death, suggesting that the relationship between home and work made widows
important in the continuation of the family business. Indeed, their work in the
home meant that widows were generally perceived as competent to manage
workshops in their own right, not as placeholders for their children. Tracking
households across the tax rolls compiled during the reign of Philip the Fair
(t. 1285-1314) shows remarkable stability of family businesses, even upon the
death of male householders. Although most of the households listed in the tax
registers are represented by the male head, in dozens of cases widows are listed
as head of a household composed of dependent children who, in subsequent
years, leave the household to start their own workshops. The tax rolls clearly
show that widows continued to manage the original workshop in their own right.
In 1297, for example, a woman named Marie of Dreues took over management
of the home workshop after the death of her husband. While her son Guillot was
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listed alongside her between 1297 and 1300, by 1313 Marie was taxed alone,
suggesting that her son had left the household to establish his own business
elsewhere (Archer 1995: 167). Similarly, the tax rolls list Robert d’Anvers as the
head of his family business in 1297; in 1298, his widow Richeut is listed along
with a son. By 1300, Richeut is listed alone as the head of the family business.
Guild regulations supported these transitions, demonstrating the ways in which
the relationship between home and work privileged the conjugal pair.

Similar patterns of inheritance are evident in other northwestern European
cities, such as Leiden and Cologne, where women frequently carried on the
family business after their husband’s death (Howell 1986). As in Paris, the
desire to preserve the home workshop trumped gender. Widows maintained
the masterships of their deceased husbands. Guild regulations implicitly
encouraged widows to remain single or remarry within the guild, In theory,
widows could maintain masterships in their own right if they remarried outside
the guild, so long as they satisfied the guild requirements. Regulations for the
linen weavers’ guild in medieval Leiden, for example, state:

[SThould a master of the aforesaid trade die, his widow may maintain the
mastership as long as she likes without paying new fees; however, should she
remarry with a man who is not a master (in this trade), she is obligated to
satisfy the requirements of the brotherhood and all else required of those
setting up masterships anew.

—Howell 1986: 74

WOMEN, WORK AND THE HOME

In spite of the household’s function as an economic unit, documentary sources,
such as fiscal or legal records, tend to identify only the male household heads,
while ignoring other members of the household and obscuring the fact that
many urban households were multi-occupational. For these reasons, it is
difficult to know precisely how female members contributed to the household
economy. The tax rolls of Philip the Fair, for instance, only record the names of
female taxpayers in the absence of a male head. Thus, married women, even if
occupied in a profession, remain invisible, Inventories reveal that the medieval
home was the site of many different types of work, not just the official
occupation by which the (typically) male head was identified. Descriptions of
brewing equipment and cloth-making tools in households headed by men in
different trades suggest that someone in the household, likely wives, brewed or
engaged in cloth making (Goldberg 2001: 63). Then as now, the domestic
labour in which most women engaged, because unpaid, is not acknowledged in
the extant records.
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Fiscal and guild records sometimes reveal that women were members of craft
guilds that were different, albeit related to those of their husbands. Cologne
was one of three medieval cities with guilds that were exclusively female. The
most important of these guilds was the silk makers. Membership in the guild,
however, seems to have been restricted to women married to men in a related
trade, typically men who were silk merchants. The silk mistresses’ position in
the home, which was often the site of a family business in silk merchandising,
was what gave them access to lucrative work (Howell 1986: 124-60). The
silkwomen of London, although never organized into a formal guild, were also
usually the wives of members of the city’s mercantile class (Dale 1933).

Indeed, women’s ability to maintain control over workshops was the result
of the confluence of home and work that characterized medieval labour.
Women’s position in the household and their responsibility for domestic labour,
particularly household management, gave them recognition as their husbands’
partners and the key to the preservation of the family business. Indeed, many
historians have argued that women’s access to what is termed ‘high status
labour’ is contingent upon their place in the home, drawing influential
conclusions about the effects of capitalism on the household, the family, and
women’s productive labour. In her pioneering book The Working Life of Women
in the Seventeenth Century (1919), Alice Clark connected the decline of the
family economy with the rise of capitalism, which, she contended, separated
work from the home. Women’s responsibilities in the home — particularly caring
for children, cooking meals and cleaning — shut them out of the world of
compensated labour, a shift that dramatically affected women’s access to most
types of work. Women, or course, continued to work in the home well beyond
the rise of industrial capitalism, labouring at a range of domestic tasks within
the domestic sphere. Domestic work, however, came to be regarded as ‘not
work’, a perception that lingers into the modern age.

Other historians have argued that capitalism and industrialization had little
effect on the status of women’s work (Bennett 1996). At every stage in history,
women working both within and outside the home laboured in tasks that were
considered low skill and thus poorly compensated. Judith Bennett’s classic
study on female brewsters in medieval England demonstrated that brewing had
traditionally been the preserve of women, since it was easily accommodated in
the home and carried out in the course of a woman’s other daily domestic
duties. As in the case of weaving, however, the introduction of new processes
led to the commercialization of the industry. Ale soured quickly and thus was
brewed in small batches (and thereby well suited to women’s daily domestic
routines). As brewers added hops, an import from Eastern Europe, they found
the new brew, identified as beer, lasted longer. Over time, as brewing required
capital investment and had profit potential, unattached women experienced
greater difficult competing. Wives might still help their beer-brewing husbands
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as retailers and shop aids, but brewing was no longer ‘women’s work’ once it
became profitable (Bennett 1996: 145-57).

Clearly, the relationship of home and work was what allowed women to
participate in certain types of productive labour. Although women can be found
injustabout every profession practised in medieval Paris, most of the professions
to which Parisian women had access were only open through the family
(Frappier-Bigras 1989). Singlewomen or widows unable to draw on the wealth
of the conjugal household or continue their deceased husband’s profession
found these crafts closed to them. The wool weavers’ guild, for example,
admitted no women save for the widows of masters. The tax rolls show that
most female wool workers were concentrated in the lowest-paid crafts in this
industry, such as wool spinning, a task that required minimal tools, little
technical knowledge, and was easily accommodated to domestic responsibilities.
Regulations for other Parisian guilds were hostile to unmarried women. The
statutes for the strap makers’ guild, for example, state that wives could not
learn the craft unless they themselves were the daughters of strap makers.
Daughters, moreover, were not permitted to enter the guild independently and
could practise the craft only if they married within the guild.

BEGUINE HOUSEHOLDS: THE WORK OF
SINGLEWOMEN IN THE HOME

There were sectors of the medieval urban economy in which women could
achieve high labour status apart from the family. As the seat of the French
monarchy and part-time home to just about every important French noble and
ecclesiastic, Paris had a robust luxury market. Thus, royal and aristocratic
interests were best served by organizing and supervising the production of
luxury goods, Consequently, the silk industry, which was just taking off in Paris
in the latter half of the thirteenth century, came under guild organization as
early as the 1260s. In fact, by the 1290s, there were seven guilds related to the
production of luxury-silk commodities. Five of them were exclusively female in
membership and the other two were dominated by women (Archer 1995; 111~
17; Farmer 2002: 141-2).

Paris was also a city with a significant population of singlewomen. Historical
demographers have argued that in northern cities where work opportunities
were abundant, women tended to marry late or not at all, suggesting that in
times and places where women had control over their own resources, they
might choose to remain single (Schmidt, Devos and Blondé 2015; Stabel 2015).
Indeed, the work opportunities, inheritance practices and cultural ideals of
northern medieval cities allowed for at least the possibility of choice (Stabel
2015). These factors were important in supporting what is known as the
beguine movement. Beguines were women who took personal, informal vows
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of chastity and pursued a life of contemplative prayer and active service in the
world. In organizing their days around prayers, beguines lived like nuns,
although they were never officially recognized as an official, papally approved
religious order. They did not follow an approved rule, they did not live in
convents, and they did not give up their personal property. In fact, beguines
were free to abandon their religious vocation at any time since it was not
enforced by any binding monastic vow. In medieval Paris, many beguines
congregated together in households, supporting themselves by their own
labour. Tax registers attest to the ubiquity of the beguine household.
These records also show that almost all of these women worked in the silk
industry.

A particularly specialized and Iucrative textile industry, silk was also carried
out in home workshops. Spinners, reelers, dyers, warpers and weavers worked
out of their homes rather than in a central workshop. As in the wool industry,
pieceworkers laboured using materials supplied by merchant entrepreneurs
called mercers. Considering the high cost of raw silk, the mercers dealt with
their workers directly and closely supervised all stages of the process. Mercers
dispatched shop boys to deliver skeins of silk to the dyers and weft thread to the
weavers (De Roover 1950: 2915).

Mercers came to dominate the silk industry by the late thirteenth century,
organizing silk workers and marketing finished silk cloth and accessories at Les
Halles or other venues. One of the four most influential and politically powetful
corporations in medieval Paris, the mercers nevertheless permitted women to
attain the status of mistress of the craft (Bove 2004). Many mercers rose to
prominence supplying high-value Iuxury cloth to aristocratic households.
Mercers with more modest clients also dealt with silk, albeit less prestigious
items such as narrow ware and mercery goods.

The overtlap between work identity and religious identity suggests that the
silk industry was particulatly accommodating to women who wished to live
lives of chastity, prayer and active service, while remaining in their homes rather
than moving into an official beguine community {or beguinage). Well-
remunerated, socially valued and culturally associated with women, silk work
facilitated the creation of female-centred household production units,
which provided women with resources, support systems and a work identity
independent of the conjugal household. Guild regulations suggest that silk
technology passed among women, specifically female masters and apprentices,
while fiscal and property records offer glimpses into home workshops
composed of women who trained and worked with one another (Miller 2014:
59-80).

These households and networks were important sources of support. Coming
together for the purposes of prayer, work and mutual support, Parisian beguines
could support themselves and their households through earnings from silk

WORK AND THE HOME 109

work, an industry that facilitated the creation of strong ties among lay religious
women of diverse socio-economic backgrounds and broadened their social
networks. Indeed, silk work was such an important facilitator of beguine
households that the vast majority (over 90%) of Parisian beguines for whom an
occupation is known performed tasks related to the production and marketing
of silk and Iuxury items made from silk (Miller 2014: 65-7).

The Parisian tax rolls reveal that several beguines worked as mercers,
managing home silk workshops composed of other lay religious women. While
much about these households is obscured by the nature of the sources, it is clear
that silk served to bind these women together in supportive and stable
households. The workshops of the beguine mercers Isabelle of Cambrai and
Marguerite of Troyes, for example, located on the rue de Quicampoix, were at
the centre of a cluster of beguine silk workers appearing in the tax assessments
between 1296 and 1300. With the help of these beguine employees, Isabelle ran
a modestly successful workshop that produced small silk goods, such as
kerchiefs (Miller 2014: 172). The rolls indicate that she continued to run a
home workshop with other beguines at least until 1300. Although it is impossible
to know how these households were organized or even how many women came
and went during the four years these households turn up in the records, it is
clear that Isabelle and her companions trained and employed other beguines in
their workshops, perhaps even helping to set up other women in the silk
business (Figure 5.7). These workshops should change schofarly views on
women, work, and the household production unit, which scholars — as we have
seen — traditionally associate with the family. Rather than envision a household
in which women contributed as wives, widows or daughters of masters, we
might imagine a community organized and sustained by women who trained,
worked and prayed together.

HOME, WORK AND MASCULINITY

Still, in most medieval cities and for most professions, marriage and the
establishment of an independent home workshop went hand in hand. Indeed,
some guilds dictated that only masters of the craft were allowed to marry and
set up a workshop (Goldberg 2001: 62). Masters defined themselves against
other men, locating their authority in their ownership of a workshop,
membership in a guild, and ability to control their subordinates. Many of the
craft statutes for medieval Paris required masters to have hearth and home to
take care of their family members and apprentices (Roux 2009: 180).

The formalization of crafts into guilds articulated a hierarchy of labour —
apprentices, journeymen and masters — that not only marginalized certain types of
domestic labour (work generally associated with women) but defined masculinity
by the possession of a workshop, economic success and civic authority (Riddy
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48, 113). Although these same moralists viewed female servants as a greater
threat to the household ~ characterizing female servants as especially wanton
and lustful — in reality female servants were particularly vulnerable to sexual
exploitation by their masters (Hanawalt 1993: 187-8).

Some wealthy families owned slaves, bringing unfree labour into their homes.
Although some historians have argued that slavery had declined, and in some
regions died out, after the collapse of the Roman Empire, western Christian
traders continued to supply enslaved peoples to eastern markets.’ In Sweden, for

example, slaveholding persisted into the fourteenth century (Karras 1998).

Although expansion of long-distance trade, as well as Frankish and Venetian
conquests in the Byzantine Empire in the thirteenth century, indeed led to a
revival of the slave trade in Latin Europe, the enslavement of women was
remarkably consistent throughout the Middle Ages, calling into question
arguments for decline (Stuard 1995; McKee 1998). Because maintaining enslaved
people was so expensive, typically only wealthy families engaged in slave owning.
There is abundant evidence, for example, of a demand for enslaved women in
the households of wealthy Italian families. These women performed mainly
domestic tasks, such as weaving, cooking, cleaning and caring for children. Many
may have been kept at least in part to satisfy the sexual desires of their masters
(McKee 1998: 319-20). In late medieval Iberia, patticulatly Valencia, the
population of enslaved peoples was particularly diverse, with a sizable number of
Muslims and black Africans enslaved in the course of the Reconquista and
Portuguese exploration. In contrast to the Italian scene, both urban and rural
households utilized slave labour, both within and outside the home. Enslaved
men worked in the fields and women worked in silk workshops, picked fruit
and sold it in the marketplaces (Blumenthal 2009: 80-4). Some households
endeavoured to integrate their enslaved occupants through baptism and
education, maintaining a paternal hold over enslaved men and women. Concerns
about miscegenation and distrust of Muslims, however, meant that these groups
experienced more difficulty integrating into Christian households as enslaved
persons and into Valencian society as freed persons (Blumenthal 2009: 3-4).
The master of the home was expected to be the master of all of its members
and the work they performed. Inevitable tensions resulted as wives resented the
enslaved women who bore their husband’s children and as apprentices or
journeymen defied their master’s authority by running away or bringing scandal
on the household. A court case from medieval York suggests some of the ways
these hierarchies played out in the home. The court records reveal that an
apprentice, John Warrington, seduced one of his master’s female servants. After
making him swear never to commit such an offence again, the master caught
John with another servant, a woman named Margaret, at which point the
master tried to force him to marry Margaret. John did not wish to go through
with the marriage unless the master gave him enough money to set up his own
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shop. Although John ultimately refused the marriage, the case illustrates some
of the tensions that arose within the home workshop. Apprentices, even if they
were fully grown men, could not take wives without possessing a workshop.
The master, for his part, assumed responsibility for the household, including
the sexual behaviour of those living within it (Goldberg 1999: 59-60).

SPACE AND DOMESTICITY IN
THE LATE MIDDLE AGES

By the late Middle Ages, the growth of competition and increased organization
of working life had a profound effect on the home and its occupants’ relationship
to labour. As artisan-merchants began to acquire greater civic authority and
social status in medieval cities, they used their wealth and power to control not
only the organization of work and the market, but also to forge for themselves
an image of mercantile honour. This image was based on successful management
of the workshop and the home, financial independence and civic authority, all
of which they viewed as mutually reinforcing. Merchants and artisans were
good businessmen and householders, therefore they were “fit to govern others’
(Howell 2013: 565).

As several historians have recently argued, the social, economic and political
ascendance of the merchant capitalist brought with it a firmer demarcation
between the domestic and commercial spaces, dramatically affecting ideas
about home, work and ‘domesticity’. New emphasis was placed on women’s
role in the domestic sphere, as women who necessarily ventured outside that
sphere risked suspicion as ‘common’ women. Families at the upper reaches of
the socio-economic scale conveyed their status by observing these distinctions.
Virtuous women concerned themselves with household management, not with
running a workshop or going to the markets. Thus, women who were obliged
to labour outside the home, whether as laundresses or hucksters, might be
regarded with distrust (Hanawalt 1998: 76, 84).

Advice literature emphasized the role women played in managing the
household, suggesting a gendered division of labour and a clear distinction
between domestic and common spaces. The Goodman of Paris’s advice book
for his young bride conveys this ideal, counselling his wife to rely on female
domestic servants ~ in this case a beguine named Jeanne - to supervise household
tasks:

Item, concerning chambermaids and house varlets, who are sometimes called
domestics, understand, my dear, that I leave you the power and authority to
have them chosen by Dame Agnes the Beguine (or another woman you
choose to have in your service), to hire, pay, retain, or dismiss from service
as you wish, in order that they may obey you better and fear to anger you.
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Nevertheless, you should consult me privately about this and act according
to my advice, because you are too young and could easily be deceived by
even your own people.

—Greco and Rose 2009: 216

Male servants, on the other hand, had responsibilities outside the home and
should be overseen by a male steward. While the young wife ought to hire
labourers seasonally, she needed the help of a male superintendent when dealing
with these ‘rough men’ (Greco and Rose 2009: 215-16).

As for the work that the wife must do in the home, the Goodman described
rooms that needed to be tidied and cleaned and linens to be aired. He also
included remedies, recipes and cleaning advice for his bride, whose sphere of
activity was strictly limited to the home:

[Yiou must be in charge of yourself, your children, and your belongings. But
in each of these things you can certainly have assistance. You must see how
best to apply yourself to the household tasks, what help and what people you
will employ, and how you will occupy them. In these matters, you need take
on only the command, the supervision, and the conscientiousness to have
things done right, but have the work performed by others, at your husband’s
expense.

—Greco and Rose 2009: 181

Yet, the needs of most working families necessarily pushed working women
outside domestic spaces. For some tasks, such as retailing, women would have
occupied intermediary spaces. Indeed, shops were an important liminal zone,
with work and commerce taking place in and near domestic spaces (Rees Jones
2003).

Demographic and economic recovery during the post-Black Death period
led to changes in working life and household space. Prosperous merchant
families were able to acquire more space in the less-crowded conditions of late
medieval cities, building larger homes with clearly demarcated spaces for
entertaining, eating and sleeping. The urban houses of the wealthy could now
have separate spheres for work space, retail space and domestic space, with
work space increasingly regarded as ‘male’ and domestic life as ‘female’ (Rees
Jones 2003).

In contrast to their poorer neighbours who lived in single rooms of simple
cottages, prosperous urban householders had the rooms and space to establish
a ‘domestic geography” (Riddy 2008: 15). The masters supervised the work of
the apprentices and servants and were able to separate these work spaces from
domestic spaces, This domestic geography conveyed orderliness, control and
industriousness. As masters and owners of the workspace, moreover, they
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controlled the timing and intensity of work. A well-furnished home was
essential to merchants who wished to impress their peers, negotiate contracts
with potential clients, and convey an air of prosperity, honesty and credit-
worthiness. Less prosperous craftspeople could hardly afford to compete. Some
rented stalls to sell goods, or worked in the shops or out of the undercrofts of
wealthier craftspeople.

In many ways, then, the question of labour in the home is one that relates to
power, gender and status. Working in the home was to have some control over
the process and intensity of one’s own labour. Throughout the Middle Ages,
work was inextricably tied to home life. It sustained it, reflecting its priorities,
gender and social relations, as well as how these factors changed over time.
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