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Women Suppliers to Medieval Courts: Making
Visible Ducal and Royal Power

Katherine A. Wilson

Department of History and Archaeology, Abstract

University of Chester, Chester, UK . . . .
pversily of hesier, hesier This article analyses under-studied women suppliers to

medieval courts, with a focus on Burgundian and French

Correspondence i .
Katherine A. Wilson, University of Chester, courts of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Through its
Chester, UK. archival research, it identifies over a hundred women involved

PN i1 dchester.ac. . . . .. . .
Email: ke.wilson@chester.ac.uk in creating, supplying and repairing objects. Starting from

the objects supplied, provisioned or repaired by women, the
article seeks to understand women suppliers as significant
actors in ducal and royal households through the way in which
the objects they supplied became visible and meaningful
expressions of ducal and royal power.

En 1312, c’est une femme, Marie 1’écrivaine, qui recoit vingt-cinq sous par écrire les
Heures de la Croix du Saint-Espirit et de la Sainte-Trinité, dont se servait la Comtesse, et
seize sous pour le parchemin et I’écriture du Cours des Epistles et des Euvangiles et des
tabliaus d’argent. !

This record of a payment made in 1312 by the Countess of Artois to Marie, a writer, for texts
she had written, is preserved in Archives départementales du Pas-de-Calais, Arras. It is but one of a
number of similar records published in the nineteenth century by Chrétien César Auguste Dehaisnes
in his Histoire de I’art dans la Flandre, relating to the commissioning, manufacture, bequesting and
movement of art relating to medieval Flanders.” Dehaisnes prefaces the extract regarding ‘Marie’ as
‘curious’, presumably because the writer of the manuscript for the Countess of Artois is a woman.”
Likewise, the archival extract also explicitly emphasises Marie’s gender, noting ‘it is a woman, Marie
the writer, who received twenty-five sous for writing the Hours of the Cross and the Holy Spirit ... and
sixteen sous for .... writing the Epistles and Evangelists’.* The account is not only unequivocal about
Marie’s gender; it also firmly establishes Marie’s professional identity as écrivaine and elucidates
her professional skill set. An addendum summarises that the further sixteen sous were to be used
for parchment for the writing of the manuscript as well as for tabliaus d’argent, presumably for the
process of illuminating the manuscript or in producing the cover.’

However ‘curious’ Dehaisnes might have found the reference, ‘Marie the writer’ was not alone
either in her work or in working for European nobility in the Middle Ages.® A glance at other
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nineteenth-century edited collections of archival references to art, or at the extensive household lists
of expenses from European royal and ducal courts, uncovers over a hundred women employed to sup-
ply or repair a wide variety of objects.” One from 1304 records the purchase of a silver gilt cup with
cover for the household of the countess of Artois from ‘Marote de Douai, wife of the late Jean de
Douai’.® Multiple purchases of large and small toiles were made by the French Royal household in
the 1380s from Marguerite Bourdelote.” In 1404, ‘Marie, widow of the late Jean de Troyes’ supplier
to the Burgundian dynasty was paid for saddles and harnesses for Philip the Bold.'” Agnes Cosyn
appeared in the 1480 Wardrobe Accounts of Edward IV of England, charged with the ‘making of’
eight Brussels sheets for 64 4s.!! Yet apart from Sharon Farmer’s 2010 work on merchant women in
thirteenth-century Paris, which highlighted a number of women suppliers to the French Royal house-
hold, and passing references to female suppliers in research regarding female artists and provisioners
to the English courts in earlier twentieth-century works, these women, and the objects and services
they supplied to Northern European courts, have passed relatively unnoticed.'”

Starting from the objects supplied, provisioned or repaired by women, this article seeks to under-
stand women suppliers as significant actors in ducal and royal households in the later Middle Ages
through the ways in which the objects they supplied became visible expressions of ducal and royal
power. To achieve its goal, it begins with the assumption that women suppliers to European courts
were skilled individuals, involved in object production and commercial networks. First, through anal-
ysis of the uses of the objects, it suggests that women were able to shape ducal and royal households in
cultural and political terms.'* Second, the object focus allows us to view, through the language of the
household expense accounts, the ways women suppliers of ducal and royal households were successful
strategists within the constraints of a patriarchal regime. Third, the article facilitates a consideration of
how women’s professional skills relating to objects empowered them to maintain positions at an elite
level of supply, to manage complex commercial networks and to curate bonds of trust between them-
selves and their royal and ducal customers.'* To achieve these aims, this article works primarily from
unpublished Burgundian household expense accounts from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The
foundation is a survey of unpublished Burgundian household expense accounts for the years 1367-
1423 and sampling of unpublished Burgundian household expense accounts from 1424-96, to mark
out and document records of women suppliers. The identification of individuals is based on femi-
nine endings to names, references to ‘widow’ or relationship to a spouse, and uses of ‘she’ in the
accounts. > To add to this body of data, edited and published volumes of household expense accounts
for the ducal and royal households of France, Flanders, Artois, Hainault and England in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries have also been analysed for examples of women suppliers.'°

Historical perspectives on medieval women as commercial actors

A clear historiographical precedent exists for considering women suppliers to medieval dynastic
households as significant: women’s participation in a wide range of economic activities in the Middle
Ages has been a subject of study for the past century.!” As early as 1916, Annie Abram published in
the Economic Journal on the subject of “Women Traders in Medieval London’, identifying a number
of women involved in a range of trades, production and creation of objects.'® Later twentieth-century
research on women’s economic activities often centred around the debate about whether women had
greater market opportunities after the fourteenth-century Black Death pandemic and interrogated the
nature and extent of these prospects. Jeremy Goldberg’s work regarding effects of marriage on labour
patterns in North East England demonstrated the ways wives were often expected to work alongside
their husbands in the sale of merchandise, but also the ways women worked as sole agents, either as
widows or until male heirs were of age.'” The study of English brewsters by Judith Bennet brought
to light paths by which women traders gained financial reward and personal credit, but also placed
emphasis on the limits of transformation for women’s lives during the fourteenth century, stressing
‘a story of remarkable stability for women despite considerable socio-economic change’.”’ Limits to
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opportunities for women were also present in Anne Sutton’s consideration of women’s place in the
London mercery trade, ¢.1250-1500. Sutton stressed that women silk workers at the bottom of the
trade could find themselves operating at no more than ‘starvation level’.”!

Other research into women’s economic activities in urban centres foregrounded the difference that
each centre’s socio-economic and legal structures made to their enterprises. Indeed, Martha Howell’s
early work on women, production and patriarchy in the medieval cities of Leiden, Cologne and Douai,
investigated the intersections between gender and market production in the three centres to appraise
how female artisans and merchants were able to acquire and sustain their positions.”” Similar themes
are evident in the work of Shennan Hutton’s exploration of women’s economic activities in Ghent,
and Farmer’s more recent study of fourteenth-century Parisian silk women.>® By challenging earlier
patriarchal interpretations of women’s work in Ghent, Hutton noted how ‘women led relatively contin-
uous economic lives, shaped by their own choices, external circumstances and negotiations with their
husbands, their families and the aldermen’.?* For Paris, Farmer reveals how women played a pivotal
and visible role in all aspects of Parisian silk production. Her thesis posited that the particularities of
Parisian law — the fact that the city was under Royal control, rather than being governed by merchant —
echivans — made women relatively unthreatening to established male suppliers of dynastic households
and ‘fostered environments in which women merchants thrived’.?> In more recent work, the involve-
ment of medieval women in networks of trade and credit and the ways these networks influenced the
types of work women undertook have come to the fore. These studies have raised questions about
whether female merchants were able to operate in the same ways as male merchants, and if the enter-
prises they undertook were distinctive from their male counterparts. Importantly, works for the early
modern period have emphasised paths by which women and their work actively shaped a ‘world of
consumption’, echoing an earlier call from Sutton to recognise that a ‘predominantly female artisan
workforce ... had a crucial effect on how ... [the London mercery trade] developed’.”® This body
of existing work, especially foregrounding the skillsets of medieval women and their ability to shape
a ‘world of consumption’ or drive change in industry, shapes this article’s understanding of women
suppliers as adept commercial individuals and strategists within patriarchal structures. Yet this article
seeks to go further. Through its analysis of women suppliers in medieval household expense accounts
it makes the claim that their objects became visible and meaningful expressions of ducal and royal
power.

Objects as expressions of ducal and royal power

The objects associated with women suppliers in medieval household expense accounts fall into two
main categories. These are textiles, precious metals or stones, and sculpture, saddles and book man-
ufacture. The majority of women named in the expense accounts supply or repair objects in an area
related to textiles, followed by precious metals or stones, saddles and sculpture.”’ In terms of tex-
tiles procured, women can be found as manufacturers, suppliers or repairers. In relation to the supply
of textiles, the types of textiles range from canvases such as serge and toile, to cloths of silk, velvet
and tapestry. The described uses of the textiles range widely too, everything from purses, table nap-
kins, bedclothes and cushions to whole chambers of textiles, gloves and covers for the chapel and
manuscripts. Of women identified in Burgundian and French archival and published archival house-
hold expense accounts, some 119 are involved in textile related supply, manufacture or maintenance.”®
In terms of precious metals, stones, sculpture and saddles, women are principally recorded in the
accounts as manufacturers and suppliers. The types of objects associated with women suppliers in this
area are narrower than with textiles. But they still include a broad range of objects: gilded goblets,
covered cups, silver cups, crosses of silver, chains, belts of gold, rosaries, gold crowns, gold chap-
lets, swords, harnesses, saddles, rubies, sapphires, diamonds and other ‘stones’. The uses for these
objects are often as gifts between members of the noble household, or to other ruling nobility. Some
twenty-five women are involved in the supply or manufacture of these objects.
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Gold and silver objects

These objects that women supplied in ducal and royal expense accounts were not passive; they became
visible expressions of ducal and royal power.”” In particular, gold and silver objects supplied by
women suppliers were explicitly used to construct and maintain ducal and royal diplomatic and house-
hold networks. In 1364, Genevieve, described as ‘wife of Jehan de Ille, resident of Paris’, received
5,000 gold francs from the French Royal Household for the delivery of three important diplomatic
items. The first was for the sale of a belt of gold, weighing seven marcs, embellished with ‘large
rubies’, sapphires and diamonds.*” The second and third objects were two gold chains studded with
the same ‘large rubies’, sapphires, diamonds and pearls. The expense account explicitly notes that
the belt was to be given by Charles V of France to the King of England, Edward III, while the two
chains were also to be given by the French King to two sons of the King of England, although the
expense account does not specify which of Edward’s five sons were to receive the gift.’! The three
objects, originally commissioned from Genevieve’s husband, but which were delivered and fulfilled
by Genevieve, were important diplomatic actors.

1364, the date on which the payment is recorded in the French Royal expense accounts is highly
significant. This was the year in which Charles V had succeeded to the throne of France after the
death of his father, John II. In his father’s final years, the future Charles V had to expend great efforts
liberating John from English captivity, paying a significant ransom and conceding large amounts of
French territory to the English in the 1360 treaty of Brétigny as a heavy price.’> What, then was
the purpose of the commissioning and making of such expensive gold work from Genevieve for the
English royal household? The belt to be given from Charles V to Edward III was a particularly appo-
site gift from one European ruler to another. According to Valentina Grub, belts were symbols of
nobility and authority.’® As they were considered essential wear for any knight, a gift of a highly
embellished belt such as the one in 1364 reinforced and acknowledged these qualities in the giver
and receiver. The chains, destined for two of Edward’s sons, to be worn over the shoulders, neck and
over any clothing, were reserved as markers of status and nobility. The stones chosen to embellish
the belt and the chains were also significant.** During the Middle Ages, each gem possessed cer-
tain properties, and the sapphires and diamonds on the belt likely articulated a desire for resolution
in the endemic warfare between the two polities, given that sapphires could resolve peace between
enemies, as well as represent nobility, truth and sincerity, diamonds possessed healing properties,
and pearls were symbolic of harmony. Only the ‘large rubies’ left a hint of ambiguity. Rubies repre-
sented or ensured victory in all conflicts, but whether the victor would be French or English was not
clear.

As a widow of a former partner, Genevieve was not alone in her supply of gold and silver objects to
ducal and royal households. In 1302, Marie de Doaui, ‘widow of Jean de Douai, goldsmith’, supplied
the Artois household with a silver gilt goblet that the lord of Artois gave to a knight of Arras.*® In 1390,
Ysebiau La Carchaise, merciere procured a dagger and a silver cross for the Burgundian household
which was to be given to the duke of Burgundy’s eldest son, the count of Nevers.’’ Finally, Perenelle,
wife of the late Simon Gangole, furnished the Burgundian household, among other items, with a
dog chain of ‘white enamel’ embellished with jewels and pearls.*® Interestingly, there were several
noblewomen who appeared in the Burgundian expense accounts as suppliers of gold and silver objects
for the Burgundian dynasty. In certain instances where noblewomen were involved, they may well
have been pawning these gold and silver objects, although this is not explicitly stated in the expense
accounts.”” In further instances, gold and silver objects were then passed on as gifts from the duke or
duchess to other members of the household. A ‘madame de Biamal’, who appeared multiple times in
the Burgundian expense accounts from c.1371-92, was the procurer of a silver gilt goblet which was
to be given to an intermediary of the duke of Brittany in 1388, and for another goblet of silver gilt in
expense accounts dating to 1392-93 which was subsequently given to ‘maistre bauduyn de la meppe’
who was the teacher of the duke’s children.*” In an additional Burgundian expense account dating
from 1399-1400, ‘damoiselle marie’, wife of Pierre de Montbertant, ‘councillor of my lord” was paid
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for autels d’or, whose sale she seems to have facilitated, which were then gifted to the Countess of St
Pol and the wife of Witart de Bours, chambellan to Philip the Bold.*!

Very occasionally we uncover women who did not just procure gold and silver objects for dynastic
households, but who were identified as goldsmiths or who were involved in the repurposing of gold and
sliver objects. As early as 1298, an expense account from the household of Artois records a payment
to ‘Jehanne, I’orforeresse d’ Arras’, for chapeau d’ors, a gold tiara, a gold chain and a gold chaplet.42
Much later in 1468, a reference from the argentier of Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, records no
less than ‘68 women who worked for 10 days’, to cut, repair and wash pendants and other ‘several old
goldsmith works’ belonging to the duke, for which each woman was paid 12 d per day.*

Quite often, women associated with or involved in goldsmithing work have been downgraded to
the ‘helper’ of a male partner in secondary literature on the subject; however, it is clear from the
French and Burgundian records analysed above that women could play a much more significant role
in the commissioning, manufacture, procuring and uses of these objects. As Howell reminds us, trade
and production in goldsmithing were not separate in a household. The familial unit was extremely
important to individuals engaged in this complicated and expensive metier. Tasks for the production of
goldsmith objects tended to be shared between members of the family, thus production was undertaken
by women of that family.** This is clear in a contract of sale preserved for the city of Dijon in 1386.%
Here, Hennequin d’Ast of Hasst, goldsmith and resident of Dijon and his wife Geliette are noted.
However, the contract makes clear that Geliette is herself a daughter of a goldsmith, Jehannin Foulais
of Paris, signifying the necessity of household kin and familial training to the trade.

The materials and objects with which these women worked and traded shaped the cultural and polit-
ical relations of medieval dynasties but by turns shaped women’s own identities as suppliers, allowing
them to ‘strategise within any patriarchal regime’ to create commercial opportunities.*® Katherine
French has determined that starting from objects can help us examine the way in which men and
women negotiated spaces or personal interactions, just as Hannah Greig, Jane Hamlett and Leonie
Hannon note how the, ‘creation of identity in culture is a process that is always in flux and looking at
material culture can help us understand this’.*’ Working with the materials of gold and silver was not
just a way to honour God, it was symbolic of the divine.*® Successful goldsmiths who were involved
in highly skilled and intricate creations, such as Genevieve’s belt and chains destined for the English
royal household, were also themselves embedded in long-distance trade networks and contacts. Rubies
came from India and Sri Lanka, sapphires from the Arabian Peninsula and Iran, diamonds from India
or Central Africa and pearls from the Red Sea and Middle East. The gold itself often arrived at the
goldsmith in the form of gold coins from Byzantium, Muslim Spain or North Africa.*” The far-flung
materiality of these objects and the integrity of their products constructed successful commercial iden-
tities for suppliers. As John Cherry points out, ‘the close connection of the goldsmith with the coinage
and the medieval management of economic matters’, often made them a suitable choice for politi-
cal or governmental positions in an urban sphere or within dynastic households.”” Yet, for women
engaged in goldsmith work, there may have been additional complications and hurdles. Howell makes
an interesting statement that women like Genevieve, Marie and Ysabeau were perhaps regarded as
greater threats to established gender norms, because these highly skilled crafts demanded ‘training,
capital and a commitment to a regular schedule which may have made their positions as mothers,
head of household substitute, difficult to fulfil’.>! Our expense accounts, however, remain silent on
this matter.

Textile objects

Textile things were another object supplied and produced by women for French and Burgundian ducal
and royal households. Because they were a material so fundamental to the cultural and political life of
ducal and royal households, making up the majority of luxury expenditure in ducal and royal house-
hold expense accounts, textiles created an opportunity for women both to operate as creditworthy
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actors and to supply objects that were visible expressions of ducal and royal power.”” In 1387, Saincte,
wife of Nicolas Ferrebouc, coustiere and resident of Paris, was paid by the French Royal household
to embellish two large squares of vermeil satin, one which was to be used in the Chambre des Nappes
of the King and the other for the Chambre des Nappes of the Queen.’” In the same year, Margeret
Bourdelote was recorded in French Royal accounts for her supply of doubliers de Venise to make ten
napkins and table covers for the table of the King and also for the chambellans and maistres d’ostel.>*
Some seventeen years later in 1404, Jehannette de Loirs, lingiere and resident of Paris, produced
several napkins and other linens for the Burgundian household which Philip the Bold had, before
his death, taken on his travels to Brabant.” There are also references to women suppliers who were
engaged in creating clothes for these dynastic households. As early as 1267, the expense accounts of
Charles V of France indicate a payment to Marie de Laon, lingiere et marchande de Paris for 40 ells of
toile de Reins to be used in the ‘making of doubles for our body’.”® Another lingiere, this time named
Katherine, appeared in the Burgundian ducal expense accounts dated to 1425-26 for the supply for 8
ells of toile to be used to line a black robe that belonged to Philip the Good, duke of Burgundy.’’

Farmer makes the point that work in textiles, particularly in the area of entrepreneurship, ‘seems
to have offered the best opportunities for both medieval and early modern women’.”® In her assess-
ment, many of the cities of Northern France and the Low Countries considered women capable of
contributing particular skills in textile production and distribution.”” In Leiden and Douai there is evi-
dence of female drapers and of women involved in the manufacture of serges (a coarser wool cloth
and a blended wool cloth) in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.®’ Silk, especially in the area of silk
working and embroidery, created commercial opportunities for women. David Jacoby points out that
textiles are robust, transportable over distances and ideal as exchange commodities for an extremely
wide range of uses and users.’’ Their lightness and lack of overall volume in transport, a quality
especially pronounced in silks, ‘provided larger amounts of capital for purchases or barter and could
include larger profit margins’.> Textiles also retained their value and were ideal for multiple re-uses,
which is perhaps why we see such a prevalence of women involved in their trade, both in European
urban centres (Paris, Cologne and London) and in European ducal and royal households.®

Textiles supplied by women for the royal and ducal table and clothing were crucially important in
rendering ruling members of the ducal or royal household visible, elevating them over others.®* In Kim
Philips’ assessment, the body or the physical presence of a medieval ruler was often invisible, thus the
objects used to surround these individuals or the gestures used by servants towards the objects of the
ruler were crucial in creating visible hierarchies but also in sustaining the court hierarchy.®® Textiles
like the doubliers de Venise to be used at the King’s table by the King and his chambellans and
maistres d’ostel, supplied by Bourdelote, created parallels between dynastic dinners and the rituals
of the mass. The endless folding and unfolding of table covers and kissing of napkins, raised the
body and the idea of the ruler. The linens women supplied had a special place in Catholic devotional
worship, with Joseph of Aramathea’s provision of ‘clean linen’ to be used as the burial shroud of Jesus
Christ, therefore their supply and use of the material was itself an act of devotion.® Elevating servants
to priests through their uses of these linen textiles, placed the ruler akin to Christ. In Olivier de la
Marche’s 1474 account of the Burgundian household, textiles take central stage in mediating different
hierarchies regarding serving the ruler at the table. Further, the placement of those textiles on the table
and then on the servers body borrow directly from the Mass. As de la Marche describes himself in
detail.

I will describe how the pantler should conduct himself in serving the mouth of the prince
... the steward of the pantler hands a napkin to the pantler and kisses it devoutly. The
pantler places it on his left shoulder, the two ends hanging in front and behind him ...
When the prince wishes to wash, the pantler hands the napkin to the first chief steward of
the household who should give it to the first Chamberlain, who using his own discretion,
gives it to anyone there of a higher rank than him, and then returns the napkin to the chief
steward of the household. After the prince has wiped his hands, the chief steward returns
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the napkin to the pantler, who folds it up and puts it back on his shoulder .... With the
table-cloth removed, the pantler unwraps his napkin and kisses it and then unfolds it in
front of the prince. He takes hold of one end of the napkin, while the esquire-carver takes
the other.®’

The materiality of the textiles supplied by women not only created sacred connections for the ducal or
royal dynasty but provided individual channels for acts of devotion, both individual and collective. In
1387, ‘Thomas Bardot and Marion” were employed by the Burgundian household for embroidering a
cover of a book of hours and a missel with gold and silk for the count of Nevers, the eldest son of the
duke of Burgundy.®® Alips la Coiffissiere, bourciere and resident of Paris, appears in the argentier of
the French Royal household in 1387 for making, working, embroidering and adorning two covers of
cloth of gold for two Hours of the King, our Lord.®® It is hard to measure, but covers of gold and silk
for private books of hours as created by Alips and Marion for the French and Burgundian household
may have enabled haptic responses by users to create emotional and intellectual responses to everyday
acts of devotion.

Women suppliers were often engaged in the supply or manufacture of textiles for the ducal or royal
chapel and its clerics. The personnel and objects of royal and ducal chapels render visible further
mechanisms by which medieval rulership was constructed.’’ In Oliver de la Marche’s 1474 Household
Ordinances of Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, it is the organisation of the chapel that comes
first and it is the duke’s chapel which ultimately shapes the rest of the household. As de la Marche
makes clear, ‘we will begin with the officers of his household, and with divine service and his chapel,
which ought to be the starting point for everything’.”! He outlines that the chapel of Charles the Bold
comprises 40 individuals, including a bishop, confessor, Dominican priests, confessors, chaplains,
organists and stewards. Thus, ducal and royal chapels of the Middle Ages can be read as a ‘small and
self-contained world”.””

The objects that constructed these courtly ‘self-contained worlds’ were frequently provided by
women. Marion, the wife of Thomas Bardot, was employed by the Burgundian household in 1390
to make an embroidered silk chemise for the missal of the chapel of the count of Nevers.”? Several
women suppliers also created the vestments for the chaplains of the ducal and royal chapel. Jehanne
La Broise, marchande de toilles, was paid in 1386 for 120 ells of Reims to then make 24 surplices for
the chaplains of the ducal chapel.”* In 1392, Crestiene la Pocquette was employed by the Burgundian
household for making and embroidering chemises with gold of cyprus and silk for the chapel.”” The
frequency of women attached to the supply of objects for ducal and royal chapels should come as no
surprise. It has been suggested that women formed at least half the skilled makers of clerical vestments
from the thirteenth century onwards across Europe, and in the Great Wardrobe Accounts of Edward
IIT England (1327-1377), women and men were employed in almost equal numbers for various tasks
relating to clerical vestments.’® The textiles for these chapels, supplied or manufactured by women,
including curtains to surround the ruler, altar cloths, clothing for clerics of the chapel, were essential
tools for visually and materially realising the unique position of the rulers in whose service they were
employed.

Many textiles produced and supplied by women to these ducal or royal households were also funda-
mentally important in evoking ducal and royal right of rule and transfer of dynastic power.”’ First, they
constructed settings to frame dynastic births and deaths. In 1388, Esmengon la Quartmelle, marchande
de toilles and resident of Paris, was called upon by the Burgundian dynasty to transform two hundred
ells of roile bourgeoise into bedcovers for the birthing chamber of Margaret of Flanders, duchess of
Burgundy.”® This chamber, created by Esmengon, was birthed the future Philip II, Count of Nevers,
third son to Margaret and Philip in 1389. Isabelle Caurree, widow of Jean de Hallennes, was respon-
sible for providing some of the visual apparatus to frame the dynastic funeral of Robert of Artois in
1302, after his untimely death as ruler of Artois at the battle of the Golden Spurs. Taken from the
balliage d’Arras, Dehaisnes records how Isabelle was paid two years after the funeral for her part in
the making of tapestries for this vital moment.”” Where and how they were used at the funeral remains
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unknown. However, an account from 1369 gives a better sense of the ways objects supplied by women
for funerals created settings. Guillemete Clarambaud of Dijon was paid for white foile de lin, black
cendal and gold and silver leaf for the funeral of Jean I Le Maingre, Marshal of France who had died
in Dijon in 1367. The toille de lin was to be used as a white cover which was to be given as an offer-
ing from the Burgundian household in honour of the late marshal to the church of the Cordeliers in
Dijon where his body was to lie. The black cendal created a ceiling for the chapel where the marshal’s
body lay, while the silver leaf was used to visualise the armorial bearings of the marshal around the
chapel.®Y

Furthermore, textiles supplied by women realised significant ducal or royal moments of rule.
Esmengon la Quartmelle was called upon by the Burgundian household to use foile de lye to embellish
several pairs of chancez to be used at a joust held by the French King at St Denis in 1388. These jousts
were significant for the French household in that they marked the end of Charles VI’s regency, and
his transition to sole ruler. They were also of importance to the Burgundian dynasty, as they demon-
strated an end to the rule of one of the most significant regents to Charles, Philip the Bold, duke of
Burgundy.®! Expense accounts from 1407 and 1408 reveal textiles articulating moments of Burgun-
dian and French tensions. In 1407, Marguerite Bataille supplied seven black serges to the Burgundian
household. The expense account notes that these serges were purchased at the death of the duke of
Orléans for covering the tapestries of John the Fearless. This statement of textiles as a moment of
mourning becomes less appropriate when we understand that John had ordered the murder of Orléans
in 1407.%? Correspondingly, the purchase of cloth to make a mantel for the image of the Virgin in
Tournai by the Burgundian household in September 1408 from the widow of the ‘late Simon de Pos-
son’ was rendered into a peace offering as another atonement for John’s actions towards the Royal
house of France. From the 27th August and 11th September of 1408, John the Fearless had placed his
troops in the city to ready them for war with Liege, despite Tournai remaining under French Royal
control.®?

Tapestries produced by Jehanne le Gay, widow of Guy de Ternois, in 1419 for the Burgundian
dynasty acted as important object of reflection regarding the relationship and role of the Burgundian
dynasty with the church and with regards to the reputation of John the Fearless as ruler. According
to the account, Jehanne was paid 4,000 francs ‘money royal’ for ‘the sale and deliverance of three
pieces of tapestry, 210 ells squared [with] images of archbishops, bishops and kings ... of the union
of the church’.®* The significant textile creation by Jehanne may well have been commissioned in
reflection of the fact that the church schism had only been resolved in 1415 at the Council of Con-
stance, and that the father of John the Fearless, Philip the Bold, had played a significant role in the
schisms resolution.®> However, the topic of the tapestries may also have held significance for John the
Fearless as it was tied to the continuing political consequences of his murder of the duke of Orléans
in 1406. The work at the Council of Constance had been frequently interrupted by the Burgundian—
Armagnac dispute over the doctrines of Jean Petit, doctrines that were part of a calculated attempt
by the Bugundianists to defend the murder of Orléans. In the end, Burgundian efforts at Constance
were not unsuccessful; the doctrines were not condemned and the reputation of John the Fearless as
ruler was upheld.®® For the duke of Burgundy these objects and their visual programmes may have
reflected a turning point in his political fortunes, a possible step towards a return to French power. For
others in the ducal household, the textiles may have acted as a reminder of the continuing influence
of the dynasty despite unfavourable circumstances, but also as a sign that the Burgundian—Armagnac
conflict was far from resolved. Thus, the tapestries manufactured by Jehanne were significant objects
that allowed reflection on the past, present and future rule of John the Fearless.

Gendering women suppliers in accounts: revealing commercial ability

Reflection on the ducal and royal expense accounts underpinning this article are another way medieval
women suppliers are rendered visible successful market strategists. They are a type of source that
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accompanied the general growth of governmental structures in Western Europe during the Middle
Ages, and the corresponding spread of ducal and royal households.®” As part of a common European
expansion, European household accounts from the later Middle Ages (1300-1500) have a degree of
basic similarity in purpose and structure.®® In terms of basic scope, these accounts were drawn up to
act as a check on sums of money received and spent over time. The accounts helped to trace cash,
through different household departments, and recorded the exact individuals who facilitated these
transitions. In certain households, a key objective of the documents was to stop the embezzlement
of the royal and ducal accounts by financial officers.®” In terms of structure, each separate account
of dynastic households tends to follow a fairly standard format: naming the supplier receiving the
payment; specifying their professional category and place of residence; observing how the goods
were purchased or delivered, at what times and for what purpose; and listing the objects supplied,
often detailing their quantity, size, individual price and at times describing a visual programme on
the object.”’ If the supply was for services or objects used in repair, weights of the materials are
sometimes given.”! After the cost per item, a total price is noted.””> The bulk of monies for the French
and Burgundian household expense accounts were recorded in francs, ecus d’or and livres.®> These
ducal and royal household expense accounts were usually closed by the certification of the person
connected to the household who received the objects and the date.”*

Farmer specifies the way medieval gender constructs and their corresponding cultural assumptions
often ‘mediated the way in which information about women and men was recorded in both secular
and ecclesiastical records’.”> Reflecting on Parisian tax assessments of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, she notes how women were ‘much more likely than men to be identified in relational terms
(as ‘the wife’, ‘the widow’ or ‘the servant of so and s0’)’.°® While medieval genders and identities
were flexible and fluid, fixed constructs of femininity and masculinity nonetheless exerted a powerful
influence on ‘the life options of men and women’ and ‘shaped how medieval people thought about the
world’, something evident in medieval household accounts.”’” The identification of women suppliers
in relational terms is certainly present in ducal and royal household expense accounts and the receivers
and compilers of these expense accounts were almost exclusively male.”® In one Burgundian expense
account from 1371-72, the name of the supplier was completely obscured in place of her relation to
her late husband and his professional category. Here, a payment was made to, ‘the wife of the late
Hannequin le Flament, late drappier and resident of Paris’.”” In others, such as a later Burgundian
expense account from 1425-26, the name of the woman supplier is given, but her identity is still
constructed in relational terms to her late husband and to her status as a widow. It was observed
that payment was made ‘to Gysette, widow of the late Willem Jacop and other people’.!”" In certain
household expense accounts, the identity of the woman supplier was almost completely erased and
they are only identified in terms of their gender. In one Burgundian expense account of 1428, it simply
noted payment ‘to several women of the towns of Delft and Leyden and of Haye for sixty leather
purses de coppees in the fashion of Holland”.!"!

Nonetheless, the ways in which women suppliers were recorded in dynastic household expense
accounts were more complex than simply presenting and recording these women in gendered terms.
To the receivers of the expense accounts, the presence of women suppliers to their royal or ducal
households was likely not as ‘curious’ an occurrence as it was to Dehaisnes in the nineteenth century.
These individual receivers, although almost exclusively male, were frequently local political elites,
embedded in urban commercial networks, as well as in Burgundian or French dynastic administration.
For example, the well-documented Peter Bladelain, receveur général des finances of the Burgundian
household from 1441-43, was an important member of the civic elite of Bruges, acting as a member
of the city council in 1430 and as city treasurer later in the same decade.'’> Margaretha van de Vaghe-
viere, his wife, was herself an established member of the Bruges civic elite and her own economic
capability was demonstrated by her rulership of Bladelain’s lordship for two years after his death.'??
Jean Chousat, who was also receveur général des finances of Burgundy from 1402-1403, retained
and developed his roles as councillor, treasurer, governor and both in the rule of John the Fearless and
well into the rule of his son, Philip the Good. When he died in 1433 Chousat had spent at least thirty
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years in ducal service while also operating as a civic elite in the urban centre of Poligny.'** Thus,
their terms of description of individual suppliers in the ducal or royal expense accounts reveal an
attention to, and an awareness of, urban elite family economies of which the ducal receivers were also
embedded. Howell reminds us that women were often responsible for economic production as part
of the marital commercial partnership, and frequently acted as heads of household in their husbands’
absences or after their deaths.'”> Women’s commercial ability is evident in the terms of description
used in the French and Burgundian household expense accounts when recording payments to women
suppliers. In the early fifteenth century, ‘Amelot, widow of the late Jaquet Dourdin’ appears in the
Burgundian accounts supplying tapestry, tapestry chambers and pavilions to the ducal household, over
a six-year period after her husband’s death around 1403.'%° It is clear from other expense accounts
that these women also operated as suppliers when widowed and also on behalf of their children. A
Burgundian expense account of 1411-12 registers a payment of 60 ecus of gold to the ‘widow and
heriters of Pierre Cosset for the delivery of tapestry’, while another from 144445 notes a payment
for 80 livres parisis to ‘Jehannette, widow of Guillaume de Veluten, late sculptor and resident of Paris
for her and her children’, for the transport of marble from a quarry between Liege and Namur then
to Paris for the funerary sculpture of ‘our very dear and very loved sister’, Anne of Burgundy, late
duchess of Bedford, sister to Philip the Good. 107

Women suppliers and the creation of professional networks and trust

This ability of women to create commercial identities when widowed or even as sole traders to
maintain and create customer bonds is further revealed in the ducal and royal household expense
accounts.'”® One documented by Dehaisnes for the fabrique de la collegiale Saint-Amé of Douai
dated to 137374 notes, ‘a demoiselle Marie, femme Jehan le pointre, ouvriere d’or et de soie’, is to
be paid for remaking and embroidering various ecclesiastical robes and vestments.'” The detail is
interesting in that it explicitly gives each individual a clear professional category: Jean is the painter
and Marie is the worker of gold and silk. Another from 1367, notes that payment should be made to,
‘A Marie feme Godfroy’, the ‘weapons maker’ for making several swords.' ' Thus, through linguistic
framings the author and the structure of the expense account constructed and validated women’s iden-
tities as commercially capable individuals operating in the medieval marketplace. Considering gender
and economic opportunity in later medieval England, Alexandra Shepard’s point is emphasised by
Bart Lambert that, when women were recorded in relational terms as ‘wife of” or ‘widow of’, instead
of simply reflecting marital status, these terms also acted as an acknowledgement of their ability in
the sphere of production and retail, and signalled their capacity to manage these assets in relation to
the familial household.''!" In this way, a 1364 reference in the Mandements et actes divers de Charles
V to ‘Genevieve, femme de L’Ille, bourgeois of Paris’ for the sale of a gold belt to the French Royal
household can be read not necessarily as a gendered obfuscation of Genevieve’s identity, but instead
as an acknowledgment of her ability to operate as a supplier of such objects to the royal household in
her own right.!'> Guillemette Clarambaud’s career as a supplier to the Burgundian household was cer-
tainly validated throughout the Burgundian expense accounts where Guillemette appeared for almost
twenty years from c.1367-85. The range of items she supplied clearly required a commercially capable
market actor, ranging from sugars, confits, corianders, candles, paper, soap, canvas, cendal to canon
powder.!'® From further Dijon municipal archival documents, we understand that after the death of
her husband before 1362, Guillemette never remarried, operating for some thirty years as an important
commercial actor with her own apprentices, before her own death in 1396.''* Indeed, the dangers of
being unable to maintain a commercial identity when widowed, like Guillemette, are clear. In 1315, a
payment of 10 francs was made to Marie de Bouloigne, resident of Hesdin. In the household account,
she is described as the ‘poor widow’ of the late Leurin de Bouloinge, painter, and the payment is made
to ‘help’ her and her five children.'
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Despite the possible risks, one 1301 testament recorded by Dehaisnes from the collections of the
abbey of Flines reinforces the level of women’s self-identification in their commercial ability that
allowed them to operate in circles of ducal and royal supply. The testament opens with the statement,

I Beatrix, called the worker of the very noble lady Margaret, late countess of Flanders
and Hainault, of good mind and of my own free will, for the salvation of my soul, for
my mother, for my sister and for all my ancestors, I have made and ordered my will and
testament according to me ... .!1°

Given that the testament was highly likely to have been at least dictated by Beatrix, it is clear that it
is her status as ‘worker to the late Margaret Countess of Flanders and Hainault’ which constructs her
professional identity and underlines that this was how she wanted to be remembered.''”

The language used to describe women suppliers to European dynastic households further recog-
nises their professional abilities and skills, which in turn reinforced women’s rightful access to credit
networks and constructed their creditworthiness in the medieval marketplace.''® Many of the women
suppliers documented in European dynastic household accounts appeared on multiple occasions, and
over several years. Guillemet de la Pomme supplied the French Royal household from c.1366-73.'”
The previously mentioned Guillemete Clarambaud, epiciere of Dijon, was active in supply to the Bur-
gundian household for almost twenty years from c.1367-85, as was Martine la Tierre, merciere from
¢.1367-77, Jehanne la Monchefole courtier from ¢.1386-92, Marie L’ Alemande from c¢.1371-88 and
Marguerite de Bataille, marchande de tapissier from ¢.1406-1420."? Indeed, the terms of description
in several expense accounts connected to the French Royal household even more explicitly establish
certain women as favoured ducal or royal suppliers. In the expense accounts of [’argentiere du Roy
from 1387, Margot de la Bourciere is noted as costuriere du Roy twice being reimbursed for the sup-
ply of linen, multiple napkins for table and body, bedcovers, headcoverings and shirts.'”! A Jehanne
de Dompmartin is also entered in the same run of expense accounts in 1387 as gantiere du Roy, a
title which recognises her ability to procure gloves lined with goat skin embroidered with buttons of
gold.'??

We also uncover references in the Burgundian household expense accounts to women suppliers
whose professional categories mark them out as suppliers to more than one ducal or royal household.
Perenelle de Crepon was one such individual. First, she is registered as tapissier du Roy, used when
she was paid for the supply of four vermillion serges in 1374.'>* Second, she was named ganthiere du
Roy, a category used when she was paid in the same year, on this occasion for fourteen pairs of gloves
of various leathers, designs and finishes.'”* Martine la Tierre, merciere and supplier to the Burgundian
household for at least a decade, also emerges as supplier to other ducal and royal households. Martine
is found in the French Royal expense accounts from 1370-78, to the Anjou household from 1375-78,
and even as a supplier to the King of Navarre in 1377.'%

These professional categories attributed to women suppliers in the French and Burgundian house-
hold expense accounts are revealing in two ways. First, they suggest bonds of trust between the
supplier and noble household. The titles of cousturier du Roy or gantiere du Roy indicate that these
women suppliers, makers and repairers of certain objects were awarded a more privileged or recog-
nised position than other suppliers and makers of these objects to that household. Second, they suggest
recognition of the skill or expertise of that individual. As noble households grew in size in the Middle
Ages across Europe there developed an ever-increasing dependence of these households on commer-
cial markets, which produced a need for noble households to seek out, and maintain in their employ,
specialist suppliers.'”® The need to draw on and employ specialist suppliers had a further conse-
quence: the creation of personal ties between manufacturers, merchants and their customer, the ducal
administration.'”’ Hints of personal ties between supplier and royal administration are clearly demon-
strated in the case of Mable, embroiderer to Henry III of England, who appeared in English royal
expense accounts on no less than twenty-four occasions between 1239-45.!%% The additional detail in
the expense accounts suggests an established relationship between the dynastic household and Mable,
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and an appreciation of her work. In one account, Mable was commissioned to embroider a gold and
ruby coloured standard for Westminster Abbey. The expense account describes what was to be made-a
standard of ruby samite, embroidered with gold and images of the Virgin and St John-but it also gives
a sense of trust in Mabel’s competence to produce the finished product, observing that it left the design
and conception to Mabel, ‘as she would best know how to see them’.'>” Even years after Mabel no
longer served the English household, her success and professional skill were recognised in the expense
accounts with the words ‘Because Mabel of St Edmunds served the King and Queen for a long time
in making ecclesiastical ornaments ... that the same Mabel be given six measures of a cloth agreeable
to her and the fur of a rabbit for a robe, the gift of the King’.'3"

Conclusion

Through an analysis of their objects, women suppliers to later medieval courts are revealed as sig-
nificant actors in ducal or royal households. The objects they supplied frequently became visible
expressions of ducal and royal power. Objects of women suppliers and their multivalenced uses within
ducal or royal households, or as objects used by dynasties for wider gift networks, impacted dynastic
social and political relations. While highly gendered, medieval dynastic household accounts clearly
present women as commercial actors, engaged with wider economic networks. Whether acting as part
of a married partnership, as a widow, or on occasion as a sole trader, there is significant evidence that
women suppliers were also bound up with the intrinsic quality of their products. As Hutton pointedly
notes of women in fourteenth-century Ghent,

Although many of these women probably had difficult lives under the constraints of a
patriarchal society, they pushed the limits of the sphere of activity allotted to them ....
Their story is about hard work, canny management, and sharp reasoning, as well as sur-
viving financial losses and the deaths of spouses, parents and children. It is far from a
fairy tale, and the protagonists refused to suffer quietly like patient Griselda. Their story
is worth telling.'!

Many of the objects supplied by women to royal and ducal households are represented in Museum
Collections today, and many of these surviving objects cannot be linked to a named maker, so this
article also advocates for us to cease assuming that they were manufactured by men and consider
the female presence inherent to their creation.'*” In this instance, the story of women suppliers to
dynastic courts is not only worth telling; it must begin to reconfigure the way that we approach our
understanding of ducal and royal households by destabilising our male focused perspective of those
courts and encouraging us instead to understand them as commercial and cultural networks rendered
visible by women and men.
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ENDNOTES

! Translation of the extract: ‘In 1312, a woman, Marie the writer received twenty five sous for writing the Hours of the Cross
of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Trinity, used by the Countess and sixteen sous for parchment and writing the Epistles and
the Gospels and for decorated wooden tables’. In his work, Dehaisnes excerpts this archival record to ‘Marie’, but does
not provide the specific archival register from which it was taken. Chrétien César Auguste Dehaisnes, Histoire de I’Art la
Flandre, I’Artois & le Hainaut (Lille: L. Quarre, 1886), p. 432.

2Several nineteenth-century works aimed to record art objects collected by the dukes of Burgundy or art production more
generally in the areas of Flanders, Artois and Hainault, see footnote 15.
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