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rules. The local historian Charles Ouin-Lacroix mentions them in his 1850 history 
of the Rouenese craft guilds, naming the spinners (filassiers et filassières in the 
sense of fileurs et fileuses), the linen-drapers of new cloth (lingères en neuf), the 
linen-drapers of old cloth (lingère en vieux), the ribbon makers (rubannières) and 
the silk embroiderers (brodeuses à tavelle).21 But Charles Ouin-Lacroix does not 
give much detail about each craft institution and does not always distinguish be-
tween the Middle Ages and the Modern Period,22 and while he published several 
craft rules, most of them date from the Modern Ages.23 Moreover, he made some 
mistakes that must be corrected, and left some gaps that must be bridged.24 For 
instance, the rules of the ‘linen and silk weavers’ (mestier de tissus de fil et de soie) 
were only attributed to male linen weavers while the female part of the craft was 
ignored.25 Likewise, the wax workers and the lace makers (aiguilletières) were not 
taken into account as mixed-sex craft institutions. While Ouin-Lacroix’s work ex-
hibits certain weaknesses, it remains the most comprehensive investigation on 
women’s crafts in Rouen until the present day, as very little has been written about 
this subject since.26

21 Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des anciennes corporations (cf. note 2), pp. 106–107 and 120–125; do-
cuments pp. 580–584, 646–661 and 684–688.

22 Charles Ouin-Lacroix mentioned the midwives among the organised crafts but this corporation 
does not seem to have left any trace in the Middle Ages. ibid., p. 313. As for the knitters (bon-
netières), the name seems to refer more to male hat makers at the end of the Middle Ages, 
whereas they were an exclusively female guild in the 18th century. ibid., pp. 124–125. For the 
medieval craft rules, see Eusèbe de Laurière et al. (eds.): Ordonnances des rois de France de la 
troisième race (ORF), Vol XIV. Paris 1723–1849 ORF, pp. 125–131; Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France, manuscrits français nouvelles acquisitions (BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 10 676) and A. D. 
Seine-Maritime, 5E 161.

23 For example, he published the rules of the linen-drapers from 1700 (Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des 
anciennes corporations (cf. note 2), pp. 684–688) but not those from 1410 (A. D. Seine-Mari-
time, 5E 497).

24 A few facts remain doubtful, such as the mention of craft rules for the ribbon makers in 1292 
and 1357, confirmed by king François I in 1524. According to Charles Ouin-Lacroix, the act 
was used in court in 1536, but no precise reference is given and the original text is possibly lost. 
See annex 1 for a list of the rules related to female or partly female crafts

25 Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des anciennes corporations (cf. note 2), p. 107. For the text of the ordi-
nance, see ORF, Vol. VIII, pp. 606–611.

26 Paul Le Cacheux mentioned the linen-drapers and published a new document about them, see: 
Paul Le Cacheux (ed.): Rouen au temps de Jeanne d’Arc et pendant l’occupation anglaise 
(1419–1449). Rouen/Paris 1931, p. LXXXIV and pp. 21–22). Mathieu Arnoux alluded to the 
spinners in their conflict with the dyers, see: Mathieu Arnoux / Jacques Bottin: Les acteurs d’un 
processus industriel: drapiers et ouvriers de la draperie entre Rouen et Paris, XIVe–XVIe siècle, 
in: Mathieu Arnoux / Pierre Monnet (eds.): Le technicien dans la cité en Europe occidentale, 
1250–1650 (Collection de l’École Française de Rome 325). Rome 2004, pp. 347–386, here: 
p. 357.
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FEMALE CRAFT ORGANISATIONS AND FEMALE CRAFT GROUPS  
IN NORMANDY

Women in the Norman Craft Rules: the Rouenese Exception

A broader investigation of craft institutions in the duchy of Normandy confirms the 
rarity of female craft institutions outside Rouen. For the period between 1290 and 
1540, over 350 craft ordinances have been collected concerning 27 Norman juris-
dictions.27 But barring further recent discoveries in the archives, only 21 concern 
all-women or mixed-sex craft organisations, and all of them are in Rouen.28

The rules of the linen and silk weavers are amongst the oldest known for Rouen 
and even for Normandy, where such craft rules have been preserved from the 1280s 
onwards.29 According to a revised version of the linen and silk weavers’ statutes 
from July 1403, the original document dates back to 1290, but unfortunately, the 
content of the older document is not reproduced.30 Nevertheless we know that five 
craft officers had already been in office before the new rules of 1403, and that three 
of them were women, so that we can presume that the trade already included women 
under its former rules.

In the rest of Normandy, the corpus of preserved ordinances does not refer to 
any specifically female craft institutions. However, there are a few articles in the 
rules of male-dominated crafts that point to subsidiary female activities. For in-
stance, in Lisieux, the tailors’ rules include an article about chaperonnières, seam-
stresses specialised in hoods, who were supposed to be sworn in and had only one 
apprentice.31 However, the mention of women is far from common. Among the 32 
preserved acts regulating 22 professional branches in Lisieux, only the 1482 ordi-
nance of the drapers refers explicitly to a female craft, namely the spinners using a 
spinning wheel.32 In most crafts, women only appear as widows, if they are men-

27 This corpus is too large to be presented here but will be included in my dissertation. It is based 
on published sources like the ORF and Louis Passy (ed.): Le livre des métiers de Gisors au 
XVIe siècle. Pontoise 1907. They have been supplemented with many other unpublished craft 
rules, mostly from the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, the Archives Départementales de 
Seine-Maritime, the Archives Départementales du Calvados and the Archives Municipales 
d’Eu.

28 Cf. Annex 1.
29 Previously, craft rules had always been subjected to general legislation enforced by the officers 

of common jurisdictions. From the 1280s onwards, some craft rules explicitly stated that they 
should be enforced by craft officers.

30 ORF, Vol. VIII, pp. 606–611.
31 Archives Départementales (A. D.) Calvados, F 7910, fol. 35r, art. 13, ordinance of 31.07.1456: 

Article 13: Item que nulle capperonnyere ne pourra tailler en lad. ville et banlhie drap pour 
faire capperons ou aultres habillemenz tant qu’elle ayt esté examynée et veue besougner par 
lesd. gardes et jurez et par eulx amenée devant justice pour faire le serment comme dess. et 
pour hance payera vingt soz tournois ausd. gardes et jurez et troys soz tournois a justice pour 
sa lettre de serment et ne pourra nulle capperonniere avoir a la foys que une apprentisse se elle 
n’est sa fille et seront jurés comme dessus.

32 We know 32 acts introducing craft rules for about 22 professional sectors of Lisieux between 
1434 and 1532. 27 of these documents have been preserved thanks to a private register written 
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tioned at all.33Still, we must remember that many craft rules have been lost to pos-
terity. By contrast the Exchequer of Normandy allows for a different perspective on 
professional institutions.

Women, Craft Institutions, and the Exchequer of Normandy

The Exchequer was a court that represented the king of France in Normandy and 
adjudicated appeals from all inferior jurisdictions.34 The court left behind a series 
of registers dating from 1336 to 1497, which are quite complete from 1386 for-
wards: out of 42 known annual sessions, 33 are documented by at least one regis-
ter.35

The registers do not always provide enough evidence to ascertain whether the 
craftspeople were organised into a formal institution with official ordinances or of-
ficers. All cases involving craft rules or groups of artisans have therefore been taken 
into account.36 Women are regularly, if not frequently, mentioned among the liti-
gants in these cases.37

between 1532 and 1539 for a bourgeois of Lisieux, Robert Mauduict (A. D. Calvados, F 7910). 
Five others are known through copies posterior to 1590 (A. D. Calvados. 6E 248 and 6E 510). 
Those ordinances mention only four lost acts, so the craft rules for this period might have been 
almost completely preserved. The 32nd article of the 1482 drapers’ ordinance mentions the 
spinners (A. D. Calvados, F 7910, fol. 23r).

33 A. D. Calvados, F 7910, 6E 248 and 6E 510. Women are not at all mentioned in the craft rules 
drafted in the 1380s in Evreux, see: André Giffard (ed.): Ordonnances de Jacques d’Ableiges 
pour les métiers d’Évreux (1385–87). Caen 1913.

34 The reference on this court remains Amable Floquet: Histoire du Parlement de Normandie, Vol. 
I. Rouen 1840, XII-549 p. For a more recent view, see Nicolas Plantrou (ed.): Du Parlement de 
Normandie à la Cour d’appel de Rouen, 1499–1999: Ve centenaire du Parlament de Norman-
die. Rouen 1999.

35 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 1–55. After 1497 the Exchequer was deeply reformed, which 
changed the form of the registers. For a provisional list of the annual sessions held, see: Fer-
nand Soudet: Ordonnances de l’Echiquier de Normandie aux XIVe et XVe siècles. Rouen/Paris 
1929, pp. 217–225. For the period 1374–1497, the list can be supplemented with the Easter 
session 1425, which is attested by Amédée-Louis Léchaudé d’Anisy: Catalogue analytique des 
pièces manuscrites des archives départementales du Calvados, in: Mémoires de la société des 
antiquaires de Normandie, Vol. VIII (1834), p. 215, Nr. 400 of an inventory of the acts of Tri-
nity abbey in Caen, quoted by Floquet: Histoire du Parlement de Normandie (cf. note 34), 
p. 223. Charles de Beaurepaire gives more evidence of its existence but denies it for obscure 
reasons, see: Charles de Beaurepaire: De l’administration de la Normandie sous la domination 
anglaise aux années 1424, 1425 et 1429, d’après trois comptes de la Recette générale de Nor-
mandie, conservés à la Bibliothèque impériale, in: Mémoires de la Société des Antiquaires de 
Normandie, 3e série, Vol. XXIV. Caen et al. 1861, pp. 170–230, here: p. 181.

36 This study has not taken into account cases in which women are only labelled as artisans or in 
which the cause has nothing to do with the regulation of the craft in question.

37 Although women officially had to be represented by men, they often appeared themselves in 
court. See Angers: La Femme en basse Normandie (cf. note 14), p. 215. One case is also quoted 
by Adrien Dubois: Faire amende devant la haute-justice d’Elbeuf, in: Tabularia 6 (2006), 
pp. 75–89, here: p. 88, note 80.
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Of the more than 54.500 registry entries documented for the period from 1374 
to 1490, around 695 were related to craft institutions (which represents 1,25 % of 
the court citations).38

Among those 695 entries, 69 mention at least one woman among the parties 
(9,9 %).39 But trials could last for years and appear several times in the registers. So 
the 695 entries concerning craft institutions referred to no more than 280 different 
cases, and the 69 entries involving both crafts and women pertained to only 40 cases.

This graphic shows the entries linked to craft institutions for each preserved 
registre manuel, making the figures comparable.40 The variations largely reflect 
those of the total number of documented cases. They were probably caused by the 
irregularity of the sessions, as the king did not summon the Exchequer every year.41 
The cases mentioning both crafts and women are quite regularly distributed through 
time and do not show any particular bias.

In 22 of the entries (13 different cases),42 women are only mentioned as partici-
pants, but it is not possible to determine whether they were actually workers. One 
can only suspect that they were involved in a craft because they appear in court either 
against or on the side of a professional institution.43 This leaves approximately 45 
entries (a little over 6 % of the craft-related court citations), amounting to 27 cases.

38 The registers of 1497 have been set aside for practical reasons because of their size. The figures 
given are approximates because the relation of a case to craft institutions is all the more debat-
able as the sources are often sparse. Moreover, medieval first names like ‘Nicole’ can be decep-
tive about the actual gender. Some registers, the registres manuels, list all the cases but often 
give little detail. Each entry corresponds to a court citation, including those which the parties 
failed to honour. Others, the registres de lettres or the registres d’appointement, are slightly 
abbreviated copies of the court decisions that were formally written out to be handed over to 
the parties. For the court sessions of 1374, 1376, 1379 and 1459, the registre manuel has been 
lost but other types of registers have been preserved. For want of a more exhaustive source, 
those registers have been used in order to complete the series of registres manuels. The figure 
of 54.500 entries is an approximate which has been obtained by adding up the numbers given 
in the margins of the registres manuels and by correcting them when a substantial quantity of 
cases had not been numbered (the bailliage of Alençon has been excluded because it appears 
only periodically in the registers). The other types of registers have not been included, even 
those of 1374, 1376, 1379 and 1459, because the cases were not numbered. This only causes a 
slight bias since no more than four cases concerning craft institutions were found in those reg-
isters in 1374, 1376 and 1379, and seven in 1459.

39 This figure is consistent with the estimate of Daryl M. Hafter that female masters amounted to 
some 10 % of Rouen’s guild population in the 18th century, see: Hafter: Women at work (cf. 
note 14), p. 92.

40 See note 36 for the presentation of the registres manuels. 684 entries involving craft institutions 
have been found in those registers, among which 58 also mention women.

41 Yves Sassier: De l’Échiquier ducal à l’Échiquier permanent, in: Plantrou (ed.): Du Parlement 
de Normandie (cf. note 34), pp. 51–53.

42 When women are mentioned several times in an entry, only the most precise reference for these 
figures have been kept. For instance, entries mentioning unidentified women have not been 
counted in that category if they also referred to craft officers. See Annex 2.

43 For instance, in the case of Jean Thomas and his wife against the searchers of the iron-rimmed-
belt-makers (makers of courroies ferrées), Jean Thomas’s professional identity as a belt-maker 
is only revealed in the third more detailed entry, while his wife’s profession remains unknown. 
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Table 1: Court citations in the registres manuels of the Exchequer of Normandy that concern craft 
institutions and mention women (1386–1490)

 In seven entries, each corresponding to a different case, the women appearing 
against craft groups or organisations were clearly workers themselves. All of these 
cases took place in Rouen. Only one of the crafts in question – the lace makers – 
explicitly included a self-employed mistress. But women also appeared in court 
with their husbands, for instance against the male craft officers of the tallow-candle 
makers, the barbers, the fullers, the iron-rimmed belt makers (métier de courroierie 
ferrée), the purse makers and the leather dyers. Where details about those suits are 
available, the husband sometimes seems to have joined up with his wife, even 
though he did not explicitly practise the same trade.

In those cases, the husband may have acted as a legal tutor, although his role in 
the case is never specified.44 But in other cases, the wife also appeared as a litigant 
in proceedings that could have concerned the husband alone. For example, the tal-
low-candle maker Jean Dumoustier may have personally possessed the right to 
practise the craft and let his wife help him, but both appeared in court individually, 
called themselves ‘good workers’, and were granted the right to work.45 This sug-

Such cases have therefore been considered to be about unidentified women workers. Besides, 
what a courroies ferrées maker actually does continues to be a mystery.

44 See the cases of the lace maker (A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 52, fol. 180r, Nr. 1029, Michaelmas 
session 1490) or of the iron-rimmed-belt-maker (A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 22, fol. 27r, Nr. 4, 
Easter session 1423).

45 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 2, fol. 78v, Easter session 1374. See also the case of the belt-maker 
(A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 45, fol. 67r, Nr. 162, Michaelmas session 1469).
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gests the importance of the wife’s role in the familial production unit, even if she 
was not an independent mistress.46

One of these cases reveals the role of women among the lace makers (aiguille-
tiers). A woman appearing with her husband was sued by three male craft officers 
because she wanted to work as a mistress and to hire an apprentice without having 
completed a masterpiece.47 Despite the lack of preserved medieval craft rules,48 
this source offers insights into the functioning of a formal guild that accepted 
women. This case of an independent working woman does not stand alone, because 
a group of male and female lace makers also appear in court in 1453.49

Nineteen entries explicitly mention women as craft officers (ten cases). They 
concern five different trades, all located in Rouen: two types of wax-workers (cire-
rie de grosse oeuvre and cirerie de menue oeuvre), linen-drapers of old cloth, linen-
drapers of new cloth and silk-and-linen weavers. Fourteen of those entries refer to 
the linen-drapers (six different cases), while the silk-and-linen weavers only appear 
once, and the wax-workers four times.

Apart from the guilds of the linen-drapers of old cloth and of new cloth, each 
appearing with craft officers, an informal group of women called the ‘linen-drapers 
of new cloth from the linen market hall’ is documented in the court registers.50 At 
first sight, this group would seem to have fallen under the general jurisdiction of the 
linen-drapers of new cloth. This impression is reinforced by the fact that they were 
involved in a lawsuit against the officers of this craft, which could indicate a classic 
internal conflict. But the craft rules of the linen-drapers of new cloth, dating from 
1419, demanded that the guild members sell their goods in the hall for foreign wool 
cloth (halle aux draps de hors) on market days, which distinguishes them from the 
‘women of the market hall for linen’. A special article of these craft rules also in-
forms us that the market hall for linen had been torn down and that the women who 
had formerly been selling linen there could find no proper place in the cloth market 
for foreign wool, as the place left by the linen-drapers of new cloth was too dark for 
the buyers to examine the cloth.51

Moreover, from 1448 on, the women who appear at the Exchequer claim to 
represent all the mistresses of the market hall for linen, which indicates that they 
were in fact quite formally organised as a craft group, even though they appeared in 

46 The craft rules of 1291, 1311, 1361 and 1403 do not mention any women among the craft of-
ficers or the masters, while they refer to a Jean Dumoustier in 1403, who might be the same as 
in the 1374 case or his descendant, cf.: ORF, Vol. VIII, pp. 597–602.

47 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 52, fol. 180r, Nr. 1029, Michaelmas session 1490.
48 Charles Ouin-Lacroix published a later craft rule of 1608, which shows a masculine trade pro-

ducing leather, woollen, silk or linen (fil) laces. See: Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des anciennes 
corporations (cf. note 2), pp. 639–641.

49 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 98r–99r, Easter session 1453.
50 This case appears from the Michaelmas session 1424 on in the registers of the Exchequer (A. D. 

Seine-Maritime, 1B 23, Michaelmas session 1424, fol. 44v, Nr. 113) but the link to the linen 
market hall appears in 1426 (A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 24, fol. 28v, Nr. 29, Easter session 
1426).

51 Copy of 31.08.1448 of the craft rules of 11.12.1419, articles 2 and 14, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 
3E 1/anc/14, chartrier de Rouen, tiroir 14, dossier 13.
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court without craft officers.52 Thus the linen drapers of the linen market hall can be 
considered as another female craft institution of medieval Rouen.

In 21 entries (ten cases), women appear among groups of artisans for which no 
craft officers are mentioned.53 These groups could be made up of unorganised pro-
fessionals who participated in collective judicial actions but they could also be im-
plicit members of craft organisations; the evidence is often insufficient to make a 
clear determination. The 1463 case of the spinners is a good example of the ambi-
guity of the sources. While the group seems informal when the case is concisely 
registered in a registre manuel of the Exchequer, the more detailed registre de lettres 
suggest that craft officers were in fact implicitly involved.54 Thanks to the lists of 
people witnessing the craft rules of 1309, 1358 and 1390, we know that four out of 
the eight officers were usually women, although this distribution was not written 
down until the ordinance of 1358.55

The role of women is also uncertain in a court agreement recorded in 1453 by 
a mixed-sex community of lace makers. The craft officers are not distinguished 
from the other representatives of the group and their gender can only be deduced 
from previous suits that did not explicitly involve women. In those cases, the offic-
ers were always male, which could mean that female workers were included in the 
craft but could not become officers.56

On the whole, the presence of women among these groups shows that they were 
involved in the collective claims of a broader diversity of crafts than the cases in 
which they were officially wardens would suggest. The range of sectors covers 
barbery, the butchery trade, fish selling, brewery, tallow-candles making, wool-
weaving, wool-dyeing, lace-making (aiguilleterie), and tanning. The geographic 
distribution was also much more diverse; apart from Rouen, relevant examples 
could be found in Caen, Vire, Falaise, Coutances, Évreux, Montivilliers. However, 
only one group of Rouenese lace-makers included more than one or two women, 
namely five among 23 artisans appearing in court. The importance of women in this 
craft is furthermore confirmed by the fact that its name is several times feminised 
into aiguilletiers et aiguilletières.

52 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 25, fol. 98v, Nr. 221, Michaelmas session 1448. See note 101 for 
other references on their mentions in the registers of the Exchequer.

53 See Annex 2. Married couples have been counted as individual women litigants and not as 
professional groups.

54 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 37, fol. 57r and v, Nr. 58, Easter session 1463: group without any 
mention of craft officers. A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 39, fol. 95r–97v, Easter session 1463: 
group lead by craft officers.

55 ORF, Vol. VII, pp. 632–637 for the craft rules of 1309 and 1358 (Articles 4, 7, 19 and 25 about 
craft officers); ORF, Vol. VII, pp. 355–360 for the craft rules of 1390 (article 1 about craft offi-
cers). In 1497, three craft officers of the spinners appeared before the Exchequer out of the 
eight, which were officially mandatory. Two of them were effectively women, A. D. Seine-Mar-
itime, 1B53, fol. 190r, Nr. 807, Michaelmas session 1497.

56 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 98r–99r, Easter session 1453. See the craft officers men-
tioned in A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 21, fol. 13r, Nr. 41, Easter session 1408 & 1B 25, fol. 79v, 
Nr. 111, Michaelmas session 1448.
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Some women only appeared among groups of workers because they took up the 
cause of dead relatives who used to practise the craft.57 In the trial of the black-
smiths of Honfleur58, the list mostly includes women as the heirs of deceased men 
who must have been the actual artisans. Therefore, those cases have not been 
counted among the groups including women workers. There are also doubts about 
women presented as the widow, daughter or niece of a man: Did they act for them-
selves or on behalf of their male relative? Whenever the latter was the case, the re-
spective woman was not identified as craft member.59 Some ambiguity remains 
with regard to the trial of the tanners of Vire, in which a female litigant is presented 
as the daughter of a deceased man. The identification as tanner could apply to him 
as well as to the daughter.60 The remaining women appearing with craft groups 
seem to have been independent workers or, in two cases, the wives of workers, 
whose role in the trade must have justified their presence in the proceedings.61

The Exchequer registers confirm the presence of women in a variety of crafts, 
although the number of cases concerning both women and craftspeople is very small 
compared to the activity of the court (69 entries mentioning women, who may be 
workers, out of 54.500, i. e. 0,13 %). But this also reveals that humble craftswomen 
could appear before the highest court of the duchy on a limited but regular basis. It 
comes as no surprise that women were mostly involved in the textile and clothing 
industries, food-selling and other supposedly female occupations like barbery or tal-
low and wax candle-making. However, women also appear in traditionally mascu-
line tasks like butchery or fulling. This can be explained by the role of women inside 
the familial production unit, which could lead them to appear in court with their 
husband. For instance, in the case of a fuller, his wife was accused of helping him 
wash the wool-cloth, but was not suspected of doing the physical work of fulling it-
self.62

57 The fact that a woman only inherited the cause is often clearer when she appears without being 
in a group and is identified by an occupation. For example, Guillette, widow of a cutler, is only 
mentioned because her late husband had not served his apprenticeship and had practised his 
craft despite the prohibition of the guild officers. Her own occupation did not come into ques-
tion and the craft officers abandoned their claims, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B22, fol. 42r, Nr. 52, 
Easter session 1423.

58 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 52, fol. 161r, Nr. 807, Michaelmas session 1490; case of blacksmiths 
from Honfleur. Women are often mentioned in the cases as heirs of deceased litigants, or as 
guardians of minors who have inherited a cause. See A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 47, fol. 99v, Nr. 
273, 1474, Michaelmas session; 1B 50, fol. 88r, Nr.213, Easter session 1485; 1B 50, fol. 115r, 
Nr. 533, Easter session 1485; 1B 52, fol. 69r, Nr. 334, Michaelmas session 1490; 1B 52, fol. 1 
40v°, Nr. 505, Michaelmas session 1490.

59 See A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 11, fol. 48r, Nr. 30, Easter session 1395: case of fishmongers 
from Falaise. The heiress is clearly distinguished from a woman who really belonged to the 
group of fishmongers

60 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 2, fol. 99v, Michaelmas session 1376.
61 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 9, fol. 49r and v, Easter session 1391; A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 11, 

fol. 21v, Nr. 6, Easter session 1395.
62 Although it does not appear in these registers, women could also practise crafts that required 

physical strength. About the gendered division of labour and the hidden female work, see the 
references in Opitz: Les femmes et le travail (cf. note 18), pp. 314–317.
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This hidden labour of women in the familial workshops is suggested by several 
cases in which women appear with their husbands but are not represented by him. 
This is especially clear when artisans appear as a couple, but it could also be true of 
wives or daughters mentioned alongside their husbands or fathers among groups of 
craftsmen.63

In the other cases in which women appeared before the courts as workers of 
regulated trades, they seem to have been independent workers. In Normandy, 
women who had an independent income could become tax-payers with the status of 
commune marchande, even if they were married.64 But this status is only mentioned 
twice in the studied corpus and does not seem to have been used consistently to 
characterise litigants.65 With the exception of a few crafts in Rouen, these crafts-
women were apparently isolated in crafts that were dominated by men. This impres-
sion may be reinforced by the fact that women seldom appeared before the Excheq-
uer without being either accompanied by at least one man or being represented by 
a lawyer. But on the whole, despite the diversity of the cases studied, the mentions 
of women clearly acting as mistresses or as craft officers remain limited to Rouen.

This analysis of the registers of the Exchequer has unearthed new information 
about eight Rouenese craft organisations which granted women an important role: 
two types of wax-workers (cirerie de grosse oeuvre and cirerie de menue oeuvre), 
three groups of linen-drapers (lingères de vieille oeuvre, lingères de neuve oeuvre 
and lingères de neuve oeuvre de la halle aux toiles), silk-and-linen weavers, lace 
makers (aiguilletières), and spinners. Only the peddlers of linen-cloth 
(revendresses),66 the silk embroiderers and the ribbon makers are so far missing 
among the eleven Rouenese female craft institutions known to have existed in the 
Middle Ages. To what extent did the presence of women make those crafts differ-
ent?

63 Only one case registers a daughter appearing with her father, who was a master purse maker 
and leather dyer. They had a common cause with the officers of the craft against the repre-
sentative of the King at the Exchequer (procureur du roi), A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 49, fol. 
90r, Nr. 547, Michaelmas session 1484. Two entries register husband and wife together among 
a group of craftsmen; they concern the butchers of Pacy in 1391 and the wool dyers of Cou-
tances in 1395, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 9, 49 r° et v°, Easter session 1391 and A. D. Seine-
Maritime, 1B 11, fol. 21v, Nr. 6, Easter session 1395.

64 About this status, see Angers: La Femme en basse Normandie (cf. note 14), p. 215. In the mod-
ern period, women obtained this status when they entered a craft guild according to Hafter: 
Women at work (cf. note 14), pp. 79–86.

65 The first mention refers to two women listed among the 53 brewers of Rouen who represented 
the whole craft in court, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 11, fol. 115v, Nr. 23, Easter session 1395. 
The second one refers to a list of seven linen drapers from the linen market hall of Rouen, in-
cluding two explicitly married women, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 24, fol. 28v, Nr. 29, Easter 
session 1426. The status is not mentioned in 1424 when those linen drapers first appeared be-
fore the court, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 23, fol. 44v, Nr. 113, Michaelmas session 1424.

66 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, ordinance of the 18.10.1424. About this trade in the modern 
period, see Hafter: Women at work (cf. note 14), p. 13.
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THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN ORGANISED CRAFTS

The preserved craft rules concerning women are generally similar to those applying 
to men in Rouen, even if there is an almost infinite variety of clauses.67 They all 
regulate the length of apprenticeship (from three to six years), and prescribe the 
procedures one had to follow to become a master or a mistress, which included at 
least the obligation to have completed an apprenticeship, to swear an oath before 
the royal officers, and to pay the required entrance fees. Several statutes also explic-
itly demand a masterpiece; such regulations can especially be found in the detailed 
rules of the 15th century, for instance in those of the linen drapers of old cloth, of the 
silk embroiderers (as mixed and as all-woman craft), and of the wax workers as a 
mixed craft.68

Apart from the feminised wording of the texts,69 only a few special clauses 
about marriage and the inheritance of the workshops betray the role of women in 
those crafts. Unlike the Parisian rules analysed by Simone Roux,70 these sources 
contain no sexist remarks. However, contextualising the craft rules by using other 
sources makes it possible to clarify the role of women in those organised crafts.

What Proportion of the Craft Communities were Women?

Almost all of the aforementioned trades included both mistresses and masters, ex-
cept the linen-drapers of all kinds and the silk embroiderers who were given new 
rules in 1477 and who apparently consisted solely of women.71 The proportions of 
men and women are difficult to ascertain because the sources only offer partial lists 
of artisans appearing before court when approving craft rules or bringing suits. But 
judging from these lists, except for the lace-makers and sometimes for the ribbon-
makers, those mixed-sex crafts seem to have consisted to a large majority of wom-
en.72

In other crafts, the lists of members might not reflect the feminisation of the 
activity. For instance, the silk embroiderers mention 17 masters in their craft rules 

67 See Annex 1.
68 Linen drapers of old cloth, 1410, art.3 & 8, and 1422, art.14–15; silk embroiderers (mixed 

craft), 1419 and 1458, art.2–3–4; silk embroiderers (all-woman), 1477, art.27; wax workers of 
small and big work, 1469, art.9 & 11. For the sources of these craft rules, see Annex 1.

69 The rules use the masculine and the feminine form to refer to craftspeople: aucun ou aucune 
dud[it] mestier; nul maistre ou maistresse or nul ne nulle dud[it] mestier. Simone Roux inter-
preted those forms as signs of a female activity in the Paris craft rules of the Livre des métiers 
and found them in 20 out of the 101 crafts. Simone Roux: Les femmes dans les métiers pari-
siens, XIIIe–XVe siècles, in: Clio, histoire, femmes et sociétés 3 (1996), http://clio.revues.
org/460, § 10, note 10.

70 ibid., § 32–37.
71 There is a doubt about the fact that men actually practised linen-drapery of old cloth (see be-

low). See Annexes 5 and 6.
72 See Annex 3.
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of 1419 and nine in those of 1458, but no women.73 Nevertheless, the articles of the 
rules are feminised to include mistresses. Moreover, article 18 of both texts specifi-
cally refers to women who want to become mistresses. The conditions are almost 
the same as for men: a six-year apprenticeship, a masterpiece and 20 sous tournois 
as entrance fee for the king (hanse). But women had to pay an additional 50 sous 
tournois to the confraternity associated with the craft and could not marry a man 
outside the guild without losing her rights. Those terms seem designed to discour-
age women from becoming mistresses. The only compensation for the higher costs 
was the fact that the new mistress’s husband would also turn into a master for the 
duration of her life, provided that he already practised the craft.

The restrictive measures apparently did not prevent women from practising the 
activity, since in 1477, 98 female silk embroiderers requested new rules that would 
only apply to women.74 The male embroiderers were consulted upon this issue 
along with the church vestment makers (chasubliers) and mercers, which resulted 
in the approval of the new guild.

The wax workers also featured both male and female craft organisations, de-
pending on their specialisation and the period considered. The cirières de menue 
œuvre, i. e. the wax workers of small work, consisted mainly of women, as 21 out 
of 34 notable persons of the craft listed in 1397 were female.75 That remains true 
throughout the century, since 17 of the 26 masters and mistresses who made an 
agreement with the Trinity Abbey of Mount Saint Catherine before the Exchequer 
in 1453 were women. In 1469 there is evidence of a craft organisation of generic 
wax workers who claim to have had rules since 1408. This guild appears as pre-
dominantly male, since the statute enumerates 28 masters but no mistresses.76 
Nonetheless, the rules of these male wax workers applied to the wax workers of 
small work as well as to those of big work, and the articles are feminised, which 
suggests that women were still part of the guild.77 In 1499, the wax workers of 
small work reappear as a separately organised craft, which numbers more women 
than men. This can be gathered from an agreement with a confraternity, which men-
tions eleven mistresses versus seven masters (including the guild officers). Mean-

73 Craft rules of the silk embroiderers, 10.12.1419 and 12.03.1458, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 200 
and 3E 1/anc/tiroir 15, Nr. 2.

74 Those female silk embroiderers practised a craft which was apparently slightly different from 
the men’s: they used tavelle, like the silk-and-linen weavers. The rules of the embroiderers in-
sist much less on technical aspects, but both, men and women, work with silk and adornments 
like gold and silver-plated thread. The women’s regulation mentions wedding hairdressing and 
the making of church vestments, hats, purses and all kinds of decorated silk work.

75 See Annex 3. The difference between small and big work is never clarified in the sources but 
this specialisation is reflected by the names of two craft groups. The wax workers selling can-
dles around the cathedral made up yet another group.

76 BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060, fol. 2r–18v.
77 See articles 1, 15, 17 and 18. Article 18 is a reminder that masters and mistresses of small 

candle-making (probably the wax workers of small work) could still work according to their 
own rules, even though their products would be inspected by the officers of all wax workers. 
Little is known about the wax workers of big work, but they appeared as a mixed craft before 
the Exchequer in 1426 (cf. Annex 4).
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while, other female wax workers were submitted to specific craft rules established 
by the canons of the cathedral in 1476. Their business activity seems to have been 
limited to the area around the cathedral, while the other wax workers (of small 
work) also sold candles on the royal road leading to the Trinity Abbey of Mount 
Saint Catherine, at the Saint Maur cemetery, or in the streets.78 On the whole, sev-
eral groups of wax workers apparently cohabited in Rouen and were comprised 
mainly of women. But according to their rules of 1469, the male wax workers seem 
to have claimed the right to have all products controlled by their male craft officers. 
Unfortunately we lack the evidence to clarify the relations between these unequally 
feminised craft groups, which were associated with different confraternities but 
were subjected to a mix of regulations.79

These examples show that the gendered division of labour was not clear-cut. 
Although women could be mistresses, their role in organised crafts often seems to 
have been limited by the presence of men, either in the same institutions or in re-
lated ones.

Did Craft Officers Represent Craftswomen?

This unequal distribution of power was also reflected in the gender of the craft of-
ficers.80 In the case of the silk embroiderers (except in the 1477 ordinances), the 
generic wax workers or the lace-makers, all craft officers were male. But among the 
silk-and-linen weavers, the spinners, the wax workers of small work and the wax 
workers of big work, the craft officers were mixed. The proportion of sexes varied. 
It was theoretically equal for the spinners (four men and four women) and the wax 
workers of small work (two men and two women). As far as the wax workers of big 
work and the female peddlers of linen-cloth are concerned, men held a majority of 
two to one. In the guild of the silk-and-linen weavers, women formed the majority 
with four officers versus two male officers. In the case of the linen drapers of old 
cloth, the situation differed over time. While they featured four female searchers in 
1410, there had to be two men among the four officers in 1422. Exclusively female 
craft officers were only to be found in the guilds of the linen-drapers of new cloth 
and in that of the female silk embroiderers as it was defined by the 1477 statutes. 
These figures are globally confirmed by the aforementioned cases before the Ex-
chequer, even though the officers were not always documented in the sources.

78 See the 1397 ordinance, article 10 (ORF, Vol. X, pp. 39–41), and the suit against the Trinity 
abbey of Mount Saint Catherine before the Exchequer, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 25, fol. 63v, 
Nr. 18, Michaelmas session 1448; 1B 28, fol. 220r–fol. 221r, Easter session 1453.

79 The male wax workers are associated to the confraternity ‘Our Lady of the Garden’ founded at 
the Cathedral, BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060, fol. 9r, article 7 of the 1469 ordinance. The wax workers 
of small work are not related to any confraternity in their 1397 rules, but make an agreement in 
1499 with the confraternity of the Immaculate Conception founded at St John’s Church, ORF, 
Vol. X, pp. 39–41 and A. D. Seine-Maritime, 2E 1/228, 30.09.1499.

80 See Annex 4.
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These numbers of male craft officers suggest male domination, because their 
proportion seems most often to have been superior to their weight in the commu-
nity. The exclusively male officers were justified in the case of the lace-makers, 
who apparently counted only a few women. But in several other guilds, men made 
up only a small percentage of the community while half of the craft officers were 
male. This was the case for the spinners, the wax workers of small work, the eight 
female peddlers of linen-cloth and the linen-drapers of old cloth after 1422.81

The male craft officers of the linen-drapers of old cloth were to be chosen 
among the mistresses’ husbands or the other men of the craft, but the list of craft-
speople who formally requested the ordinance of 1422 contains no men. Neverthe-
less, this rule was actually enforced, as a total of 17 different male craft officers are 
to be found in eleven court documents that span the period from 1434 to 1492.82 
The role of those men in the craft appears to have been mostly a legal and repre-
sentative one. In 1439, craft officers and some mistresses organised a subscription 
to pay for the cost of a suit and for other businesses of the guild. 104 women linen-
drapers paid contributions whereas no man paid his share!83 Nevertheless, three or 
four men testified along with 13 mistresses that the money had been collected. On 
this occasion, they were called ‘husbands of mistresses’. Even though they do not 
seem to have practised the craft, they apparently controlled their wives’ business 
activities. The husbands of five mistresses were also consulted upon an agreement 
made by the mixed guild officers before the Exchequer.84 However, according to 
their surnames, only five out of 17 male officers (29,5 %) could be married to known 
female linen-drapers. The rest might have been men who practised the craft them-
selves.85 Nonetheless, men rarely appear as linen-drapers of old cloth in the legal 
proceedings preserved by the guild.86 If they were not the husbands of mistresses 
representing them in court against the searchers of the linen-drapers,87 they were 
usually craftsmen from other trades, who had broken the linen-drapers’ rules: for 
example, two tapestry makers, a duvet maker and a seller of linen sheets were con-
demned for selling bad products or for infringing upon the monopoly of the linen-

81 See Annex 3.
82 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505 and A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 176r–177r, Easter session 

1453.
83 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 28.12.1439 and 30.12.1439.
84 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 176r–177r, Easter session 1453.
85 Guillaume Simon (1457) and Michault Simon (1453) shared their surname with Alison Simon 

(1439), Jean Le Forestier (1451) with Guillemette Le Forestier (1439), Denis Benart (1491–92) 
with Jeanne Benart (1422) and Jean De La Haye (1457) with Clemence De La Haye (1485). 
A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497, craft rules of 1422; 5E 505, collective contribution of 
28.12.1439, sentence of 21.07.1451, sentence of 19.03.1457, fine of 5.03.1485 and A. D. Seine-
Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 176r–177r, agreement before the Exchequer, Easter session 1453.

86 Only one man, Jean de Conteville, was quoted in a list of “master and mistresses” (A. D. Seine-
Maritime, 5E 505, 01.01.1482). He might be related to Colin de Conteville, tapestry maker 
condemned in 1451 (see below).

87 See for example A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 23.09.1440 or 5E 505, 14.09.1491 copied on 
06.01.1492.
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drapers.88 The ambiguity of the situation is revealed by the case of Michel Le Chev-
alier, a mistress’s husband who was accused of having produced and sold three beds 
that violated the quality requirements of the guild. He defended himself by claiming 
that the products in question had not been made by himself, but by his wife. The fact 
that he was eventually condemned to pay a fine could suggest that he was either a 
master or that he had infringed upon the guild’s field of activity.89

The linen-drapers of new cloth were also concerned by the growing importance 
of men who did not really belong to the community. In 1453, the craft officers who 
consisted only of women came to court with their husbands.90 However, most of 
the time, the female members of the craft were simply counselled by a lawyer or 
appeared without any assistance at all.91 The pattern was similar for the linen-drap-
ers of new cloth from the market hall, who did not have any craft officers. They 
sometimes appeared before the Exchequer with their husbands, but more often they 
were either represented by lawyers or went to court by themselves.92

On the whole, the structures of these already rare female craft organisations 
tended to limit the power of independent mistresses through the presence of men, 
especially husbands, when it came to collective action. This is underlined by the 
discrepancy between the number of male craft officers and the actual proportion of 
masters in the craft. Further evidence can be found in the empowerment of male 
wax workers’ officers over the mostly female wax workers of small work. Only the 
linen-drapers of new cloth, the linen-and-silk weavers and the female silk embroi-
derers stand out as crafts in which the gender of the officers matched the composi-

88 The tapestry makers were Colin de Conteville (A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 21.07.1451) and 
Jehan Calletot, ibid., 12.09.1481. The duvet maker was Etienne Benard, ibid., 12.09.1481, 03 
and 05.03.1485. The seller of linen sheets was Guyot Titon, ibid., 03.07.1448.

89 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 19 March, 1 April and 15 June 1457.
90 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B28, fol. 176r–177r, Easter session 1453. The husbands of three out of 

four officers gave their consent to the agreement registered by the Exchequer, one of them act-
ing as a counsel for the whole community.

91 In 1456 and 1462, the linen drapers’ officers were mentioned in the registers of the Exchequer 
without any counsel. This may be due to the summing up of the case for the sake of registration, 
but contrasts with the other entries, in which a procurator (procureur) or an attorney (attourné) 
are mentioned, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 31, fol. 81v, Nr. 229, Michaelmas session 1456 and 
1B 35, fol. 82v, Nr. 246, Easter session 1462. See also before the royal baillif of Rouen (A. D. 
Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 05.02.1467 or 21.04.1468) or before the royal viscount, A. D. Seine-
Maritime, 5E 505, 09.01.1482,

92 Women who were later identified as linen-drapers were represented by their husbands at the 
Michaelmas session 1424, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 23, fol. 44 v, Nr. 113, 1424. A group of 
those linen-drapers was represented by the husband of one of them in 1453, A. D. Seine-Mari-
time, 1B 27, fol. 90v, Nr. 134, Easter session. In 1426, they appeared each for themselves, A. D. 
Seine-Maritime, 1B 24, fol. 28v, Nr. 29, Easter session 1426. In 1454, 1456 or 1462, the group 
was represented by two or three of its members, who may have implicitly been craft officers, 
A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 29, fol. 54r, Nr.68, Easter session 1454, 1B 31, fol. 81v, Nr. 229, 
Michaelmas session 1456; 1B 35, fol. 82v, Nr. 246, Easter session 1462. They were represented 
by lawyers in other sessions, for instance in 1463. A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 37, fol. 51v, Nr. 9 
and fol. 52r, Nr. 12, Easter session 1463.
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tion of the community. Among these craft institutions, the three groups of linen-
drapers provide a well-documented showcase to be discussed in greater detail.

The Linen-Drapers: Women Regulating a Market

Contrary to linen-weaving (toilerie), linen-drapery (lingerie) was an uncommon 
trade in Normandy, as it was only practised in Rouen according to the current state 
of knowledge. The basic activity of the linen-drapers consisted in sewing clothes 
out of linen fabric, shirts for example.93 But they also entered new markets, which 
contributed to their economic development. According to the craft rules of 1410, 
the masterpiece of the linen-drapers of old cloth consisted of cutting and sewing an 
item, probably using second-hand linen fabric. They were forbidden to hawk their 
products but did possess their own market hall, which they rented from the city.94

The rules became more specific in 1422. The trade now included selling sec-
ond-hand clothes and making quilts, bolsters and pillows.95 The establishment of 
this new rule was certainly motivated by the inflow of refugees to Rouen caused by 
the Hundred Years War, which resulted in an increase in the number of women ped-
dling second-hand clothes.96 The latter distinguished themselves from the organ-
ised craft of the linen-drapers of old cloth as well as from the guild of the second-
hand clothes dealers (chinchiers i. e. fripiers) as they were supposed to act as inter-
mediaries between private individuals and customers on the market, in exchange 
for a negotiated commission. They used to be specialised in second-hand luxury 
products, but they were neither allowed to own nor to repair the goods they were 
selling. However, the newly arrived refugees seem to have developed this activity 
into an informal market on the banks of the Seine and in the suburbs. They were 
accused of repairing clothes so that old products would be mistaken for new ones, 
and of buying the loot of bandits.

The new ordinance aimed at separating the activity of the linen-drapers of old 
cloth, entitled to repair clothes and sell bedding, and that of sworn peddlers of linen-
cloth, whose number was limited to eight. The latter had to sell their goods only at 
the marketplace, next to the pillory. Like other brokers,97 they had to lay down a 
security, so that they would not slip away with the products they were entrusted with. 
Two years later, in 1424, these female peddlers were subjected to specific rules.98 
They were allowed to sell second-hand objects of all kinds, including jewellery or 

93 See the suit about new shirts displayed by a linen-draper of old cloth, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 
5E 505, 30.01.1440.

94 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497, fol. 1r–9r: craft rules of 04.07.1410, articles 3, 8 and 9. For the 
lease of the market hall in 1420, see Le Cacheux: Rouen au temps de Jeanne d’Arc (cf. note 26), 
p. 21, Nr. XI.

95 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497, fol. 9v–25r: craft rules of 14.06.1422: especially articles 14, 15, 
17 and 18 added to the articles of 1410.

96 The boom of the second-hand linen cloth market may also be linked to the inflation crisis of 
1421–22. Philippe Lardin: La crise monétaire de 1420–1422 en Normandie, in: L’argent au 
Moyen Age, XXVIIIe congrès de la S. H. M. E. S. P. Paris 1998, pp. 101–143.

97 Mollat: Le commerce maritime (cf. note 3), pp. 427–431.
98 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505: craft rules of 18.10.1424.
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pelts. Contrary to the guilds of the linen-drapers and of the chinchiers, the eight fe-
male clothes dealers did not have to complete an apprenticeship and acquire the right 
to practise the craft. But they were to be controlled by one officer of the linen-drapers 
of small cloth and by two of the chinchiers. The enforcement of those rules against 
female peddlers is still documented in the 1450s and 1460s, although the end of the 
English occupation in 1449 may have changed the situation.99

The linen-drapers of new cloth defined their trade by comparison to the linen-
drapers of old cloth in their first known craft rules of 1419.100 They referred to past 
customs (articles 1, 2, 4, 11 and 13) that distinguished the two activities and allo-
cated them different parts of the market hall. The linen-drapers of new cloth also 
added another branch to their activity: the trading of new linen-cloth in whole 
pieces (article 12). This could explain their hostility towards the other group of 
linen-drapers of new cloth established in the linen hall, who probably dealt in the 
same business. Thus, the linen-drapers of new cloth refused to admit this group of 
craftswomen into their own market hall and both communities proceeded against 
each other at the Exchequer for some time.101

It seems peculiar that three different communities shared such a specialised 
market. But some suits before the Exchequer reveal the stakes. In 1453 and 1469, 
the conflicts between the linen-drapers of old-cloth and of new cloth came to an end 
through detailed agreements modifying the craft rules of both trades. In 1453,102 the 
linen-drapers of old cloth were granted the right to use the whole range of sewing 
stitches, which ran contrary to the custom as defined by the linen-drapers of new 
cloth in their rules of 1419 (article 13). Moreover, both trades were allowed to buy 
and sell large pieces of old and new linen (doubliers, touailles et serviettes), pro-
vided they marked the new ones with three special black threads. This right seems 
to have formed the basis of the original conflict, as the act summoning both parties 
to the Exchequer specifies that the linen-drapers of new cloth had retaliated by forc-
ing the linen-drapers of old cloth to use a special stitch after the latter had forbidden 
a member of the other group to sell a large piece of linen.103

In 1469,104 the linen-drapers of old cloth were explicitly allowed to trade new 
linen wholesale (but not as bonnets or in small pieces)105 and to produce items of 

 99 See the proceedings of the linen-drapers’ officers against the revenderesses jurées Marion, wife 
of Colin Le Roux, saddle-maker, and Jeannette La Grande and Alison, wife of Jean Leclerc, 
A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 17.06.1448; 17.06.1451, 05.09.1460 and 10.09.1460.

100 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 3E1/anc/tiroir 14, Nr. 13.
101 One case can be followed from 1448 to 1463. Unfortunately, the subject has never been put into 

writing, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 25, fol. 99r, Nr. 226; 1B 27, fol. 90v, Nr. 134; 1B 29, fol. 54r, 
Nr. 68; 1B 30, fol. 41r, Nr. 97; 1B 31, fol. 81v, Nr. 229; 1B 35, fol. 82v, Nr. 246; 1B 37, fol. 51v, 
Nr. 9 et fol. 52r, Nr. 12.

102 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 28, fol. 176r–177r, Easter session 1453.
103 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, June 1440, summoning at the Exchequer by Henry VI, king of 

France and England.
104 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 45, fol. 50v– 51r, Michaelmas session 1469.
105 This clause limiting retailing has only been preserved in the 1469 agreement, but it states that 

this restriction went back to anterior rules. It is difficult to decide whether this claim was true 
or only served as a legal argument.
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new linen. This right was granted on the condition that they only responded to or-
ders, that the fabric was provided by the customer, and that the production took 
place in the customer’s house. The market seems to have moved towards new linen, 
and one of the target groups was the large population of clerics in Rouen, the reli-
gious capital of Normandy.106 Those customers could afford to have seamstresses 
work for them at their own place.

Winning the right to trade in new linen and opening up the market for their sew-
ing service was probably worth the expenses paid by the linen-drapers of old cloth 
for the lawsuits. In an exception case for Rouen, this investment can be assessed 
thanks to a list of linen-drapers contributing to the legal costs in December 1439. 
104 women gathered 55 livres 12 sous 6 deniers tournois for a lawsuit against the 
linen-drapers of new cloth and Bellot La Merciere.107 This must have been the case 
that was judged by the royal viscount of Rouen, then, in appeal, by the royal bailiff, 
and at last by the Exchequer. All in all, the trial went on at least from 1439 to 
1453.108 The costs were heavy for the community compared to the rent of their area 
in the market hall, which amounted to 20 livres tournois per year. This must have 
been the reason why the guild officers called in the other mistresses and even an 
apprentice who shared in with contributions ranging from 2,5 to 50 sous.109

What do these amounts mean?110 Women’s earnings in Rouen were usually very 
low. At the Clos des Galées, in 1379, women earned between 1,5 and two sous tour-
nois a day, which was less than the least qualified men, who earned between two and 
three sous tournois per day in 1369 or 1376. The findings of Guy Bois and Philippe 
Lardin, who have collected the wages of construction workers in 15th-century-Rouen, 
were dated closer to 1439.111 Beyond the limits of such figures, the data tends to show 
that the day wages of skilled workers ranged from four sous two deniers to 6,5 sous 

106 The linen-drapers of old cloth claimed the right to produce for their own households, but also 
mentioned the clerics in this context.

107 See Annex 5.
108 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, June 1440, summoning at the Exchequer by Henry VI, king of 

France and England. For the citations at the Exchequer, see A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 25, fol. 
98v, Nr. 221, Michaelmas session 1448; 1B 27, fol. 88v, Nr. 115 and 1B 28, fol. 176r–177r, 
Easter session 1453.

109 In 1467, only 15 mistresses, probably including the guild officers, had equally shared the (un-
known) costs of a suit before the royal viscount of Rouen against the linen-drapers of new 
cloth. This case seems related to the 1469 agreement before the Exchequer, A. D. Seine-Mari-
time, 5E 505, 15 February 1467 and 1B 45, fol. 50v– 51r.

110 See Annex 5 for a comparison of these amounts with modal wages of male skilled workers.
111 Guy Bois: Crise du féodalisme. Economie rurale et démographie en Normandie orientale du 

début du 14e siècle au milieu du 16e siècle. Paris 1976, pp. 91–110 and 387–392; this data has 
been qualified and enriched by Philippe Lardin: Le niveau de vie des ouvriers du bâtiment en 
Normandie orientale dans la seconde moitié du XVe siècle, in: Jean-Pierre Sosson / Claude 
Thiry / Sandrine Thonon / et al. (eds.): Les niveaux de vie au Moyen Âge. Mesures, perceptions 
et représentations. Louvain-la-Neuve 1999, pp. 141–173; id.: Un manœuvre privilégié: le valet 
de la fabrique de la Cathédrale de Rouen à la fin du Moyen Âge, in: Sylvette Lemagnen (ed.): 
Chapitres et cathédrales en Normandie: actes du XXXIe congrès des Sociétés historiques et 
archéologiques de Normandie Mortagne-au-Perche 16–20 oct. 1996. Caen 1997, pp. 361–373.
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tournois between 1419 and 1449.112 For unskilled workers, wages varied between 
2,25 and four sous tournois.

The mistresses of linen-drapery probably were not paid daily wages and we have 
no information about their income. But if they earned the equivalent of an unskilled 
worker’s wage as in the Clos des Galées, the minimum contribution of 2,5 sous tour-
nois would be equivalent to more than a day’s wages in a pessimistic estimate. 
Twenty-one contributions amounted to over 20 sous, i. e. 1 livre, which shows that 
some linen-drapers of old cloth could probably live comfortably; they were able to 
donate what equated to several days of skilled work. Interestingly, this relative eco-
nomic wealth did not reflect a particularly powerful position in the guild. Ten of the 
eleven mistresses belonging to the highest decile (25 sous and above) do not appear 
among the known craft officers during the 15th century.113

The majority of the contributions remained quite low. The median contribution 
was ten sous tournois and 41 out of 97 gave no more than five sous.114 These sums 
can be compared with the fines for breaking the craft rules, which amounted to 20 
sous tournois, and with the low entrance fees to become a mistress, 15 sous in to-
tal.115 This suggests that the fines were quite severe and that the average income was 
low. Inequality also seems to have been considerable, since the difference between 
the average contribution of the highest and the lowest decile is 6,62.116

This hypothesis is also supported by the low level of the rent paid for their mar-
ket hall. The linen-drapers paid 20 livres tournois a year in 1420, whereas the mostly 
female spinners rented the halle de Bretagne for 100 livres a year in 1345.117 Even if 
economic conditions were worse in 1420 than in 1345, the gap would still have been 
large and the inflation shown by wage series could have raised the rent.

On the whole, the linen-drapers of old cloth appear as an active but not so wealthy 
trade, even compared to other female activities. The main source of income seems to 
have been the growing market for new linen (doubletures, toiles),118 but they were in 
competition with the linen-drapers of new cloth, who are unfortunately less docu-
mented for the Middle Ages. For the 18th century, Daryl M. Hafter observes that the 

112 The inflation-year of 1421 is not taken into account because of its exceptional nature.
113 Those mistresses were Guillemette Duclos, Bellot Nourry, Jehanne La Crevelle, Jehanne La 

Grosse, Jehanne La Roullande, Collecte La Sottée, Collette La Jeune, Collette Tillars et Robine 
Dufour, Collette Ahaume, Jehanne Chiret, Philippote Pallefray. Only Philippote Pallefray was 
found to be a craft officer in 1451, A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 17.06.1451 and 21.07.1451.

114 The list contains 104 individuals but only 97 contributions. Some donors are listed along with 
their daughters or other women, which could suggest production units. But no source has been 
found to confirm that hypothesis.

115 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497: craft rules of 4.07.1410, art.3, 8 and 12. The amounts are the 
same in the craft rules of 1422 (ibid.).

116 The first decile of contributions is five sous tournois and the ninth decile is 25 sous tournois. 
The average amount of the first decile is 4.875 sous tournois, and that of the ninth decile is 
32.272 sous tournois.

117 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 3E 1/anc/14: chartrier de Rouen, tiroir 14, dossier 9, 31.12.1345.
118 The export of linen-cloth became a major activity in Rouen from the 16th century onwards, see: 

Jacques Bottin: Structures et mutations d’un espace protoindustriel à la fin du XVIe siècle, in: 
Annales E. S. C. 43 (1988), pp. 975–995.
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linen-drapers of new cloth were much more developed and powerful than those of old 
cloth, thanks to the wholesale commerce of linen.119

CONCLUSION

The new sources used to study the women’s craft organisations in medieval Rouen 
show that they were indeed an exception in Normandy as well as in Europe. The 
registers of the Exchequer of Normandy supply new evidence about the fact that 
women could work independently as mistresses, and not only as widows of masters. 
The cases treated by this high court widen the spectrum of the trades in which fe-
male independent workers are attested, both in Rouen and in the rest of Normandy. 
Women appear among the bakers of Caen and Evreux, the brewers of Rouen, and 
the barbers of Caen. However, evidence of these small-scale female entrepreneurs 
remains isolated and elusively documented; they are often hidden behind their male 
relatives or male craft organisations, except in Rouen.

Aside from individual cases, new sources have shed light on the existence of 
eleven entirely or partly female craft organisations in the capital of Normandy, 
whereas prior research had only identified five. Rather than by the nature of the 
activity, these professional institutions were distinguished from each other by their 
rules and their ability to act as a group, in particular to go to court but also to rent 
market halls. This shows that women were able to take part in socially recognised 
professional communities, which contrasts with the stereotype of so-called ‘hidden 
labour’ often associated with their gender.

However, a closer look at these institutions reveals that men still played a role 
in most of the trades, either as workers or as craft officers. Even when the majority 
of the independent workers were women, the craft officers often remained largely 
male. Only the linen-drapers of new cloth kept entirely female craft officers during 
the 14th and 15th centuries. The cases of the wax-workers or the silk-embroiderers 
show that the role of men could evolve either towards more or towards less control, 
and that women could obtain separate organisations in the same branches as men.

The feminised craft institutions are mostly to be found in the textile branch, in 
particular in the linen and silk sectors. So women held power both in luxury trades 
like silk work and in low activities like wool-spinning or peddling, but always in 
rather specialised fields of activity. By contrast, they were not to be found in the 
guilds of the more general and common trades, such as shoemaking or wool-weav-
ing. Consequently, the women of Rouen seem to have benefited from niches which 
they could partly control through craft institutions; as specialised professions could 
only form guilds of their own in large cities, similar female craft institutions can 
only be found in Paris or Cologne. The legal activity of the linen-drapers and their 
separation in three groups show that working women could be as eager as men to 
keep their market, although the sums at stake remained modest.

119 Hafter: Women at work (cf. note 14), p. 89 f.
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ANNEX 1: CRAFT RULES CONCERNING THE FEMALE OR PARTLY 
FEMALE TRADES IN ROUEN IN THE 14TH AND 15TH CENTURIES.120

Craft Date Availability Source

Female peddlers 
of linen-cloth

18.10.1424 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505: copy of 
06.07.1697 of the ordinance about 8 
female sworn peddlers of linen-cloth, of 
18.10.1424, on basis of an authenticated 
copy of 24.02.1425

Linen drapers of 
new cloth

11.12.1419 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 3E1/anc/tiroir 14, 
Nr. 13

Linen drapers 
of new cloth 
(agreement with a 
religiouse confra-
ternity)

13.10.1456 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 506, in: Christi-
ane Lereboullet: Recherches sur les conf-
réries de métiers à Rouen du XIIIe au XVe 
siècle. Thèse de l’École des Chartes 1960, 
pp. 262–264, pièce justificative Nr. 6

Linen drapers of 
old cloth

04.07.1410 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497, fol. 1r–9r

Linen drapers of 
old cloth

14.06.1422 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 497, fol. 9v–25r

Linen drapers 
of old cloth 
(agreement with a 
religiouse confra-
ternity)

13.07.1471 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, G 7291, edited in 
Lereboullet: Recherches sur les confréries 
(cf. above), pp. 265–267, pièce justificative 
Nr. 7

Ribbon makers 1292,  
no day, 
no month

Text not 
found

mentioned by Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des 
anciennes corporations (cf. note 2), p. 123

Ribbon makers 1357,  
no day,  
no month

Text not 
found

mentioned by Ouin-Lacroix: Histoire des 
anciennes corporations (cf. note 2), p. 123

Silk embroiderers 
(mixed craft)

10.12.1419 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 200 and 3E 1/
anc/tiroir 15, pièce Nr. 2

Silk embroiderers 
(mixed craft)

12.03.1458 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 200 and 3E 1/
anc/tiroir 15, Nr. 2

Silk embroiderers 
(female craft)

15.06.1477 Known text BnF, ms. fr. 5 667, fol. 1r–17v

Silk-and-linen 
weavers

1290,  
no day,  
no month

Text not 
found

mentioned in: A. N., JJ 158, Nr. 46, edited 
in ORF, Vol. VIII, p. 606

Silk-and-linen 
weavers

06.07.1403 Known text A. N., JJ 158, Nr. 46, edited in ORF, Vol. 
VIII, pp.606–611

120 The rules of predominantly male craft organisations, which were somehow related to female or 
partly female trades have been included (for example the silk embroiders in 1419 and 1458). In 
this case, the gender-composition of the craft institution has been specified.
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Craft Date Availability Source

Spinners 16.07.1309 Known text A. N., JJ 146, Nr. 166, edited in ORF,  
Vol. VII, pp.632–637

Spinners 13.07.1329 Known text A. N., JJ 146, Nr. 166, edited in ORF,  
Vol VII, p.632–637

Spinners 23.12.1338 Known text A. N., JJ 146, Nr. 166, edited in ORF,  
Vol. VII, pp. 632–637

Spinners 31.12.1345 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 3E 1/anc/14:  
chartrier de Rouen, tiroir 14, dossier 9

Spinners 24.12.1358 Known text A. N., JJ 146, Nr. 166, edited in ORF,  
Vol. VII, pp.632–637

Spinners 14.07.1390 Known text A. N., JJ 139, Nr. 83 edited in ORF,  
Vol. VII, pp.355–360

Spinners 1497,  
no day,  
no month

Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, G 3568

Wax workers 
of small work 
(mixed craft)

10.01.1397 Known text A. N., JJ 166, Nr. 350, edited in ORF,  
Vol. X, pp.39–41

Wax workers of 
small and big 
work (male craft)

1408,  
no day,  
no month

Text not 
found

Mentionend in: BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060,  
fol. 3r

Wax workers of 
small and big 
work (male craft)

18.08.1437 Text not 
found

Mentionend in BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060,  
fol. 3v

Wax workers of 
small and big 
work (male craft)

1464,  
no day,  
no month

Text not 
found

Mentionend in BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060,  
fol. 4v

Wax workers of 
small and big 
work (male craft)

31.01.1469 Known text BnF, ms. fr. n. a. 4060, fol. 2r–18v

Wax workers of 
the Cathedral 
(female craft)

1476,  
no day,  
no month

Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, G 2088, fol. 252v

Wax workers 
of small work 
(female craft; 
agreement with a 
religious confra-
ternity)

30.09.1499 Known text A. D. Seine-Maritime, 2E 1/228, edited in 
Lereboullet: Recherches sur les confréries 
(cf. above), p. 268, pièce justificative Nr. 8
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ANNEX 2: TABLE OF THE COLLECTED CAUSES RECORDED  
IN THE REGISTERS OF THE EXCHEQUER OF NORMANDY  

CONCERNING CRAFT INSTITUTIONS AND MENTIONING WOMEN 
WHO WERE POTENTIALLY CRAFTSWOMEN

Women 
versus craft 
organisations

Unidentified

A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 18, fol. 198r, Nr. 
15/1B 20, fol. 1 60r, Nr. 111/1B 20, fol. 
181v, Nr. 5/1B 20, fol. 191r, Nr. 25/1B 21, 
fol. 22v, Nr. 68/1B 21, fol. 24v, Nr. 
79/1B 22, fol. 42r, Nr. 52/1B 25, fol. 22r, 
Nr. 51/1B 25, fol. 230r, Nr. 114/1B 25, fol. 
237r, Nr. 155/1B 25, fol. 460/1B 26, fol. 
119v/1B 27, fol. 152r, Nr. 69/1B 28, fol. 
390r and v/1B 47, fol. 99v, Nr. 273/1B 47, 
fol. 107v, Nr. 330/1B 49, fol. 72r, Nr. 
277/1B 50, fol. 88r, Nr. 213/1B 50, 
fol. 115r, Nr. 533/1B 52, fol. 140v, Nr. 
505/1B 52, fol. 69r, Nr. 334/1B 52, fol. 
161r, Nr. 807

22  
entries

13  
cases

Identified as 
craftswomen

A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 2, fol. 
78v/1B 11, fol. 134v/1B 22, fol. 27r, Nr. 
4/1B 25, fol. 21v, Nr. 48/1B 45, fol. 67r, 
Nr. 162/1B 50, fol. 71v, Nr. 11/1B 52, fol. 
180r, Nr. 1029

7  
entries

7  
cases

Women as craft officers or 
representing their craft

A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 2, fol. 
70r/1B 20, fol. 142v, Nr. 5/1B 23, fol. 44v, 
Nr. 113/1B 24, fol. 25r, Nr. 4/1B 24, fol. 
28v, Nr. 29/1B 25, fol. 63v, Nr. 18/1B 25, 
fol. 98v, Nr. 221/1B 25, fol. 99r, Nr. 
226/1B 27, fol. 88v, Nr. 115/1B 27, fol. 
90v, Nr. 134/1B 28, fol. 176r–177r/1B 28, 
fol. 220r–221r/1B 29, fol. 54r, Nr. 
68/1B 30, fol. 41r, Nr. 97/1B 31, fol. 81v, 
Nr. 229/1B 35, fol. 82v, Nr. 246/1B 37, 
fol. 51v, Nr. 9/1B 37, fol. 52r, Nr. 
12/1B 45, fol. 50v and 51r, Nr. 26

19  
entries

10  
cases

Women among craft groups

A. D. Seine-Maritime, 1B 2, fol. 99v/1B 3, 
fol. 30r, Nr. 28/1B 8, fol. 20v, Nr. 
8/1B 9, 49r and v/1B 11, fol. 115v, Nr. 
23/1B 11, fol. 21v, Nr. 6/1B 11, fol. 48r, 
Nr. 30/1B 13, fol. 34v, Nr. 8/1B 15, fol. 
36r, Nr. 22/1B 15, fol. 84r, Nr. 1/1B 20, 
fol. 153v, Nr. 72/1B 21, fol. 138r, Nr. 
7/1B 28, fol. 3v–4 r/1B 28, fol. 98r–
99r/1B 37, fol. 57 and v, Nr. 58/1B 39, 
fol. 95r–97v/1B 45, fol. 152v and 153r, 
Nr. 234/1B 47, fol. 231r, Nr. 420/1B 49, 
fol. 622r, Nr. 568/1B 49, fol. 90r, Nr. 
547/1B 52, fol. 186v, Nr. 1073

21  
entries

10  
cases

Total 69  
entries

40  
cases
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ANNEX 5: CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE LINEN-DRAPERS  
OF OLD CLOTH TO THE COSTS OF A TRIAL AGAINST  
THE LINEN-DRAPERS OF NEW CLOTH, 28.12.1439123124

Contribution 
(in sous tour-
nois)123

Number 
of donors

Equivalent in modal daily wages124

Un-
skilled 
workers; 
low esti-
mate: 
2,25 sous/
day

Unskilled 
workers; 
high esti-
mate: 
4 sous/day

Skilled 
workers; 
low esti-
mate:  
4,5 sous/
day

Skilled 
workers; 
high esti-
mate:  
6,5 sous/
day

Unknown 1

2,5 2 1,11 0,63 0,56 0,38

5 38 2,22 1,25 1,11 0,77

7,5 4 3,33 1,88 1,67 1,15

10 27 4,44 2,50 2,22 1,54

12,5 1 5,56 3,13 2,78 1,92

15 3 6,67 3,75 3,33 2,31

20 10 8,89 5,00 4,44 3,08

25 3 11,11 6,25 5,56 3,85

30 5 13,33 7,50 6,67 4,62

40 2 17,78 10,00 8,89 6,15

50 1 22,22 12,50 11,11 7,69

Total 1102,5 97,00 992,25 1764,00 1984,50 2866,50

Average 11,37 10,23 18,19 20,46 29,55

Median 10 9,00 16,00 18,00 26,00

123 A. D. Seine-Maritime, 5E 505, 28.12.1439.
124 The equivalent in modal daily wages is the amount of the contribution divided by the modal 

daily wage. For example, 2,5 sous tournois are equivalent to 2,5/2,25 = 1,11 day of wage for an 
unskilled worker. The modal daily wages were taken from: Bois: Crise du féodalisme (cf. note 
11), pp. 91–110 and 387–392; Lardin: Le niveau de vie (cf. note 11), pp. 141–173.
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124 François Rivière

Contributions (in sous tournois)125 

Number of donors 

125

125 The total amounts to 55 £ 7 sous 6 deniers, which does not match the sum given by the docu-
ment (55 £ 12 sous 6 deniers). This must be due to the donator of an unknown amount, whose 
contribution can be estimated to 5 sous.
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