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For the last few decades, spousal abuse as a topic has been rising on
historians’ agendas as an indicator of changing gender relations and
perceptions of gendered violence in history. Medievalists, however,
have long been remarkably silent on this subject, by and large leav-
ing the field to scholars of early modern history. As far as later
medieval England is concerned, widely discussed studies such as
Crime and Conflict by Barbara A. Hanawalt1 have opened up a field of
research that has reasonably frequent citations, but very few sub-
stantial investigations have actually followed. In the new study
under review here, Sara M. Butler takes up the challenge, providing
the first comprehensive investigation of domestic violence in late
medieval England.

Butler’s first chapter starts with a survey of late medieval dis-
courses of marriage, violence, and the nature of the two sexes.
Already at this early stage of her investigation she interweaves theo-
retical and normative positions with concepts drawn from court
records. But there is more: legal theorists, clerical catechetic writings,
and even Geoffrey Chaucer come together to form a cluster of texts
and meanings. Later in this chapter, some carvings from the choirs of
Stratford-upon-Avon (the church is not specified) and Westminster
Abbey are discussed. This opens up a fascinating range of possible
sources but runs a high risk of being unspecific regarding individual
records and their possible significance. For instance, treating
Bracton’s Tractatus and the Mirror of Justices as equally significant
sources ignores the marked differences in the reception of these two
legal works. Yet the way in which Butler links the discourses of cas-
tigation with those of female passivity and aggression is intriguing.

In the second chapter, Butler turns from a more theoretical dis-
cussion to actual jurisdictional practice by collecting ‘types and fre-
quency of abuses’ from court records. The material she consults for
this and the following chapters consists of records not only from ec -
clesiasticals courts, but also manor and borough courts, coroners’
rolls, and gaol deliveries. Thus her study is noticeably broader than
1 Barbara A. Hanawalt, Crime and Conflict in English Communities 1300–1348
(Cambridge, Mass., 1979), ch. 5.
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those which concentrate on ecclesiastical court assessments, where
we expect to find cases of marital violence. But what is a strength of
this study also demands a great deal from the reader. At times, a lit-
tle more introduction to the confusing complexity of late medieval
Eng land’s heterogeneous (and expanding) legal system would have
been helpful. Drawing on sources other than ecclesiastical court
records, however, provides a remarkable new perspective on marital
violence. While ecclesiastical courts were concerned with marriage,
disorder within it, and its possible break-up, royal and manorial
courts were concerned with violence. Consequently, Butler argues,
ecclesiastical courts were more often willing to excuse a husband
physically chastising his wife for disobedience.

Geographically, Butler focuses primarily on the counties of York -
shire in the north and Essex in the south, supplementing her materi-
al with records from other counties where there are gaps for her
investigation. No matter how problematic this strategy might be
strictu sensu, she has good reason to do so. A narrowing of the scope
is inevitable, and for both of these counties the extant records for all
the types of courts covered in this study are especially good.

One specific category of crime which Butler is interested in is
spousal homicide as ‘a reasonable indicator of levels of extreme mar-
ital violence’ (p. 86). English common law charged a wife killing her
husband with felonious homicide, while a murderous husband was
charged with petty treason, a completely different crime. In her inter-
pretation of the 1352 statute of treason Butler finds that ‘a wife’s rela-
tionship with her husband resembled that of lord and vassal’ (p. 87).
This effectively made murdering a husband treason. Acquittal rates,
however, were remarkably high: thirty-two of the forty-nine cases
Butler finds before the royal justices in medieval Essex and Yorkshire
resulted in no conviction (p. 91).

Butler’s third chapter looks at the causes behind marital tension
that led to violent disruptions. Certainly, it is difficult to identify such
causes from court records, but Butler addresses a few more regular
narratives, namely, adultery, economic deprivation, insanity, the
absence of spousal cohabitation, and the wife’s disobedience. The
material which this chapter relies on is almost exclusively ecclesiasti-
cal because these records pay attention to the reasons for violent out-
bursts. Ecclesiastical courts were more concerned to uphold marriage
than to punish violence. This also leads Butler to the interesting find-
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ing that although ‘the church’s willingness to hold disobedient wives
accountable for their husbands’ violent actions contradicts contem-
porary notions of self-governance’ (p. 130), ecclesiastical courts regu-
larly acknowledged the plight of women and displayed a serious
concern to address the problems that lay behind instances of marital
violence. Free from the constraints of common law, the records of
these courts show a broad range of possible outcomes.

Despite the wide range of records covered in this book, it discuss-
es no more than 300 cases of domestic violence. This comparably
small number, Butler argues, indicates that a certain level of physical
chastisement was socially accepted in late medieval England. Con -
sequently, chapter four explicitly spells out the fundamental question
underlying the whole book: what did medieval men and women
regard as ‘acceptable violence’? What separated compulsory discipli-
nary sanctions from transgressively excessive force? The term ‘chas-
tisement’, it shows, was open to interpretation and, as Butler makes
clear in her investigation, ‘medieval society left it to the husbands to
negotiate the limits to force’ (p. 65). In six case studies of divorce a
mensa et thoro (a couple’s separation of table and bed), she analyses
each partner’s (and now party’s) different perspectives on physical
conflict within marriage as reflected in their court narratives. This is
indeed fascinating material which makes for a fascinating chapter.
One female narrative strategy which Butler unveils is that of echoing
popular hagiographic tales as, for instance, when Cecilia Wyvell told
the story of her outrageous husband in terms of the martyrdom of St
Lucy, who had her eyes ripped out by her torturers (pp. 177–9).

In the last two chapters Butler treats spousal violence not so much
as an individual as a communal threat. She also links cases of marital
violence and their prosecution with the crime of scolding, a charge
that became markedly more frequent in English courts during the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. These two chapters suggest a
number of interesting ideas that go beyond the scope of the study,
but in general, too little evidence is provided to substantiate them
(for example, Butler’s notion of a poor and bellicose society in Essex
that had fewer problems with scolding than southern Yorkshire). The
pictures Butler paints of communal and family conflicts, however,
are vivid throughout the whole book.

This is a fundamental examination of the topic, fluently written
and full of fascinating material. It shows clearly that late medieval
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English officials of both church and manor treated marital violence as
a matter of significance. While a certain degree of violence was ac -
cept able, a husband’s over-reliance on physical correction was deem -
ed morally abject and could also display his inability to maintain an
orderly household. From this perspective, the study contributes not
only to the history of women and marriage, but also to that of manli-
ness and male honour, matching investigations such as that by
Elizabeth Foyster for the early modern period.2

2 Elizabeth Foyster, ‘Male Honour, Social Control and Wife Beating in Late
Stuart England’, Trans actions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th ser., 6 (1996),
215–24.
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