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Introduction

For the last twenty years, research into the social history
of the medieval towns has paid special attention to the low-
er urban strata. Demographic and statistical analysis of the
urban structure revealed a great diversity in the social and
professional composition of the medieval town, and made
historians realize that the study of marginal social groups
was of key importance to understand the development of the
medieval town and its social relationsq)

According to B.Geremek (1976), one of the pioneering
researchers of this subject, marginal people or groups
(marginaux in French) are defined primarily on the basis of
judicial records. "“They were forced on to, or situated
themselves on the margins of urban life, played no part in
the process of production, and they did not belong to the
society of estates because in the hierarchy of rank, honour
and respect they were defined only negatively. They occupied
no permanent role in either economic or social life“sz)

In Germany too, F.Graus(1981) has argued that modern
scholars need to find the appropriate term for "marginal
groups", since the medieval documents do not show any common
términology for indicating these groups. Thus he uses the
term "Randgruppen" as the German equivalent for the French
"marginaux". According to Graus, Randgruppen are defined as
"people or groups whom the norm of the society did not
recognize or did not accept, and who were not equally
accepted among the social majority on the. basis of their
refusal or disability. They were excluded from the society
for some reasons and were stigmatized through formalized
act"g) Among these groups lepers, heretics, criminals,
prostitutes, Jews, Gipsies, beggars and the poor, the
strolling players and musicians, the dishonourables, and the
outlaws could be included (Graus,1981; J.Le Goff,1979;
Geremek,1989). In order to understand the relationships of

these groups with the medieval urban society, we need to



analyse the mechanism of the "marginalization" of these
groups, while investigating the social attitude of the
authorities towards them. Geremek and Graus drew special
attention to the important change of their position in the
late medieval urban society, by discusing the religious, hy-
gienic, moral and infamous aspects of their existence.

In this paper we will therefore examine the process of
"marginalization" of these groups through two examples of

lepers and prostitutes as case studies.

I Lepers

The history of leprosy and lepers in medieval Europe has
not been free from ambiguity, because of the contemporaries'
unreliable medical diagnosié#)Modern medicine has classified
certain variants of leprosy, but the medieval conception of
leprosy was only based on the rudimentary level of medical
knowledge (namely the humoral theory{S) However, from our
viewpoint, it is more important to know the response of the
medieval wurban society to the diffusion of leprosy, which
was widely believed to be contagious, and to know the
changing attitude of people towards those who were called
lepers.

Under the influence of a famous passage of the Ancient
Testament (Leviticus XIII,44-46) leprosy, or the disease
which was "regarded" as leprosy, was not only treated as a
disease but also as a state of impurity. Medieval Church
Fathers since Jérome, Ambroise and Caesarius of Arles used
the disease as a metaphor for spiritual degeneration,
mentioning that the leper was both sinful and meritorious,
at the same time cursed by God and blesseéf)Though the code
of Rothari of 635 had already decreed the segregation of
lepersq) historians guess it was only gradually put into
effect after the 12th century. With the establishment of
towns in Western Europe, a remarkable effort to found leper

hospitals (leprosariums) as well as other charitable



institutions for the needy (the poor, the sick, pilgrims,
etc.) was made by the laity (citizens)(?)

The chronology of the foundations of these leper hospitals
in England, Flanders and Northern France shows that the
movement started from the last quarter of the 11th and the
beginning of the 12th century, and reached its peak around
1200—125&?)The ideological basis of this remarkable increase
in foundations could be traced to the famous Third Latgran
Council in 1179. It decreed that the lepers should be
segregated from society and that their seclusion should be

accompanied by an appropriate ceremony (separatio lepro-

sorum), which came to be accepted widely during the high and

. )
late Middle Ages.

This Council also provided these leper
hospitals as asylums, with their own chapel, cemetery and
priest. Therefore these self-contained institutions could
confine lepers and keep them from the other urban dwellers.
R.I.Moore(1987) has convincingly demonstrated that the con-
struction of leper hospitals tock place in a context of
rising hostility to lepers, and of a growing conviction that
they should be segregated from the community at large from
the 12th century onwardé.)Although in theory all lepers of
any social rank, were to be isolated in asylums, in reality
those who belonged to the wealthy or privileged classes
could obtain permission to stay outside the leper hospitals.
And even if they had to enter such a type of institution,
they could choose one of the leprosariums which were re-
served exclusively for noble lepers, not for common civic
people.

It is difficult to know the inside life of the 1leper
hospitals, but certain statutes show that such institutions
were more exactly a combination of a prison, a monastery and
an almshouse, rather than real hospitalé?)Lepers were quite
severely treated and they were under obligation of regular
prayers, according to the ecclesiastical calendar. They were

also forbidden to come near to the kitchen, the church



choir, 'the women's gquarters, the food storeroom, and the
well (e.g. the statute of leprosarium in Amiens in 1305§P)

In addition, the statutes set up punishments for various
kinds of offenses by lepers, such as assault, fornication
and sleeping outside the leper housequrinking, playing dice
and chess games were also forbidden. Their goods had to be
turned over to the institution, at the moment of their
admittance. In short, these statutes were intended to morti-
fy the leper's spirit and body. Moreover, from the end of
the 13th century, regulations applying to the lepers
contained much more minute stipulations than before.

S.N.Brody (1974) has rightly interpreted the demand that
the leper degrade himself, stated in an early 14th century
document, as the expression of a moral judgement, of fear of -
contagion, and of a need to exclude lepersfm)

As for the juridical situation of the leper, most of the
13th century customary laws show that the leper was denied
all or part of the privileges of ownership. Mostly the leper
had no right to make a will, and his property went to the
leper house, though some exceptional groups of lepers like
the cagots (white 1lepers) of Southern France were not
deprived of their ownership rights.

Urban lepers, on the other hand, were usually denied the
legal privileges and protectionéﬁ)Though the Church main-
tained the law that leprosy could not essentially alter the
nature of a marriage, the principle that the spouse of the
leper could be free to remarry was accepted. It could in
fact deprive the leper of his rights to marry or stay
married, and could relegate him to the marginal sphereq%

The 13th century saw for the first time some kinds of
municipal regulations for the control and isolation of
lepers, such as those which forbade them to walk the streets

)
of London in 1200, Paris and Sens in 1202 etc.q8

These
regulations were often proclaimed during the following

centuries. As F.Beriac (1988) has recently pointed out, by



the early 14th century the exclusion of lepers became the
chief measure for the urban public hygieneqw

Similar hygienic policies were implemented since the late
13th century by the magistrates of some Italian cities like
Bologna, Padua, Modena, Venice. They took initiatives to
exclude lepers from the towns and instructed gatekeepers to
watch out for themgw

The Royal authority, in accordance with the city magis-
trates, became conscious of 1its role as the enforcer of
public order and decency. In England a writ "De Leproso
Amovendo" appeared as early as 1220, authorizing the
expulsion of lepers on account of the danger of contagion?”
The French royal edicts of 1321(21 June) by Philip V and of
1322 (31 July) by Charles IV which demanded the confinement
of lepers to leprosariums, were based on sanitary intentions
as well as on fear of the "poisonous" lepers who were
thought to have a plot to poison all the wells in France and
kill the healthy people or turn them into leperSQZ)By
accusing lepers of having poisoned the wells, Philip
succeeded in having hundreds of lepers in Sourthern French
towns burned to death, and seized their land and wealth as
his additional income. The action taken in response to the
King's edict was widespread, especially in the region of
Northern France and Flanders.

In 1346 (15 March) Edward III of England ordered to banish
lepers from London. This edict stressed the danger of
contagion, especially by sexual intercourse with women in
brothels (stews), and ordered lepers to get out of the city
of London within fifteen days, on account of spreading the
disease and infecting other urban dwellersgB)Further, in
1375, the city magistrate made the gatekeepers of London
swear that they would prevent lepers from entering the city,
and in 1376 lepers as well as beggars were forbidden to beg

4

in the streets. ' This suggests that in spite of such

regulations lepers were still widely present in the city. In



13717 Xing Charles V alsoc complained about the lepers of
Paris freely roaming through the city, and ordered to expell

those who were not residing theré¥)

Similar regulations by
the Royal Provost(prévot royal) »of Paris were issued in
1388, 1394, 1402, 1403, and 1488@)The aldermen (échevins) of
Poitiers also tried to prevent the lepers from entering the
town, by threatening with a stiff fine, on eight occasions
between 1413 and 1466

On the other hand, the Church also developed a programme
of effective segregation of lepers. A Church council in
Southern France in 1368, clearly issued that lepers should
be sequestered from the rest of the faithful, that they were
not to enter any public places 1like churches, markets,
public squares or inns; their clothing had to be uniform and
they were always to carry a signal by which one was able to
recognize theéy)lt could be said that these decrees clearly
show common attitudes towards the leper in the late medieval
urban society. They concerned the problem of physical
contagion, which had as much a moral as a medical conno-
tation. In this point the Church, the Crown and the town
magistrates, put by their respective commands a stigma on
the leper by linking sin and disease, sexuality and disease.

Medieval commentators and popular preachers often defined
leprosy as a punishment for moral failure, especially sexual
sin. Through preachers' manuals and sermon collections as
well as popular anecdote, the ecclesiastical idea of moral
leprosy was conveyed to the public and- became deeply
ingrained into the urban people's mentalitygm)

Therefore, in the public consciousness, 1leprosy became
automatically associated with lust. In short, the effort of
the authorities to segregate and exclude the leper from the
towns could be seen, both in terms of trying to isolate a
living symbol of lust and fear of infection.

The requirement of lepers to wear distinctive dress and

carry signals constituted ancother aspect of their stigma-



tization. The nature of the costume and signal, however,
varied from place to place. In Flemish towns like Brugge and
Gent for example, the leper had to wear a grey robe, black
hat and gloves and carry a rattle for warning the people of
his approach, a bowl and a stick (Brugge, the Statuten of
the 14th century; Gent, Statuten of 1424?? In certain areas,
the costumes were distinguished by cut or colour. In North-
ern France lepers were supposed to wear grey or black with
an embroidered red letter L (from Lazarus). The type of
signal to announce their approach varied also from area to
are;?)Usually a rattle or castanets were used, sometimes it
was a bell, either carried or worn on the shoes, and on
other occasions even a small horn or a clapper could be
heard. All these signals symbolized the leper as a member of
the marginal groupgﬂ)

Whatever the scale of the disease might have been during
the 13th century, the number of lepers seems to have grad-
ually declined from the middle of the 14th century onwards,
partly by an improvement in bodily resistance and partly by
the availability of better public health provisions in towns
after the Black Deathfn) 4

This time however, lepers were often Jjoined to other
outcast groups like the prostitutes, the heretics, and thé
Jews, by the authorities and by the common urban people. The
above mentioned case of 1321 in France shows clearly the
popular fear of lepers who were seen to be threatening urban

)
daily life to the same degree as the Jewsq?

It is also true
that the idea of the leper as specially chosen by God for

salvation (the so-called pauperes Christi) was proposed by

the Church Fathers, but the late medieval urban society
promoted a discriminative policy against lepers, by branding

. . . 08?
them as sinners in a Christian society.



II Prostitutes

During the Middle Ages prostitution and prostitutes were
an essential part of urban life. Though the oldest pro-
fession was largely accepted as a matter of fact during the
early Middle Ages, it developed from the 12th century
onwards, into a moral and social issue of growing impor-
tance, parallel with a rapid urbanizationQM)

For the Church it was a very controversial matter and the
attitude of the theologians was, at least, extremely
dualistic. The 12th century canonists denounced prosti-
tution, but at the same time -—----and in this case they
referred mainly to St. Augustine----they realized that it
was a necessary evil, a practice whose existence made it
possible to maintain stable social and sexual patterns for
the rest of the society. The 13th century theologigians like
St. Thomas Aquinas and Thomas of Chobham elaborated this
argument, adding the further remark that prostitution
prevented greater evils, such as sodomy. At the same time,
however, Thomas of Chobham was apparently enough in touch
with the daily reality to propose that prostitutes should be
counted amongst the wageearnerév)The opinion of Thomas of
Chobham reveals that the Church people of his time were able
to consider the matter in terms of work and trade. Their
pragmatic attitude is greatly different from the view of
St. Augustine, who <c¢ould only see the problem from the
perspective of religious morals. Ecclesiastics seem thus to
have accepted the inevitability of prostitution in urban
society.

In reality however, neither the ecclesiastical nor the
secular authorities were not willing to consider prosti-
tution as a ordinary profession and therefore relegated
prostitutes to marginalitygg)

Robert of Coursson, one of the leading theologians of the
13th century, published a canon at the Council of Paris of

1213, which decreed that public prostitutes were prohibited



to live in the city or bourg, and had to be set apart as was
the custom with leperéﬁ)lt could be said that this announce-
ment as well as the canon of the Fourth Lateran Council of
1215, though not totally effective, led from the mid-13th
century onwards to the distinctive '"Ghettosierung" of
prostitutes in official red-light districts and to their
"Stigmatisierung" by dress and accessory codes (F.Graus,
19819? L.L. Otis has clearly demonstrated in her recently
published study that the authorities gradually came to think
that creating ghettos was the only way to satisfactory
control prostitution. Her statement is documented with the
ordinances of the French king Louis IX (Saint Louis) of 1254
and 1256, respectively. While the ordinance of 1254 de-~
nounced prostitution quite harshly and ordered the expulsion
of prostitutes from the towns and even from the surrounding
countrysidéﬁ)the ordinance of 1256 was more moderate in tone
and commanded the prostitutes to stay outside the town walls
and keep away from all holy places such as churcheé?)otis
emphasizes that the legislation of 1256 reveals an increas-
ingly pragmatic attitude towards prostitution and a more
outspoken tendency to deal with it: prostitution is not only
treated as a natural and inevitable human phenomenon, but
also as a social matter to be actively regulated by the
authoritieéB)The same intention to interfere with prosti-
tution can be found in the municipal statutes of scme South-
ern French towns which were proclaimed some years before the
ordinance (Arles:1240s; Avignon: 1245; Marseille:1253/57).
These municipal decrees represented a primitive step towards
a policy of regulating the places of prostitution in towns.
In the same way, the legislation of Saint Louis led to the
creation of brothels and fed-light districts inside or out-
side of the towns, in line with the segregation decreed by
the Churcé@)ln other words, the king's policy became the
foundation of the institutionalized prostitution, typical of

the late medieval towns.



The first establishment o¢f an authorized red-light
district in the South of France is found in Monpellier in
1285, when one suburban street was assigned to the prosti-
tutes and their trade, since they had previously been
expelled from the more respectable urban districté%” This
example was followed in Toulouse (1296), NImes (the end of
13th century), Uzés (1326) and Narbonne (1335) as well as in
Italian cities like Venice (1340##)

Some city magistrates and the throne went even one step
further in their zealous efforts to keep public order, by
establishing municipally owned brothels. In his classical
work, I.Bloch (1912-25) has identified seventy-five German
cities that had brothelsqq)Scholars arguied recently, that
between 1350 and 1450 French, Italian, Spanish and German

cities institutionalized prostitution, by means of setting

up municipal or municipally regulated brothels (prostibulum

publicum; bordellum)qg)

It should also be pointed out that municipal brothels were,
quite ironically, sources of a considerable income for the
city magistrates and for the king himself. And of course,
the privately owned brothels, on the other hand, proved also
to be a lucrative business. According to J. Richards(1990),
it was the ownership of the Southwark brothels by prominent
aldermen that led Wat Tyler and his rebels to burn them down
in 1381@”The Church and the bishops too, leased property to
brothelkeepers and were thus able to reap their share of
profitfn?

The institutionalization of brothels served, undoubtedly,
a social purpecse and the contemporary documents gave a wide
array of reasons, which were clearly based on the wurban
reality; that is to shore up a declining birthrate by turn-
ing men away from homosexuality in Florence (R.C.Trexler,
1981), to provide young men with opportunities for fornica-
tion with prostitutes as a substitute for a sexual violence

in Dijon (J.Rossiaud,1984); in Albi and Montpellier prosti-



tutes were to serve a very negative example for respectable
women, in order to make them shy away from lasciviousness
({L.L.Otis, 1985), and in London they were exXpected to
protect civic people from potential violence (J.Richards,
1990?P All these arguments show common preoccupations: the
establishment of the brothels c¢ould be seen mainly as a
safety device for keeping the social order and public good,
for preventing potential crimes and the "contagion of sin".
In fact the detailed police regulations on brothels and
prostitutes by the municipal authorities appeared against
the background of an increasing moral rigour, particularly
after the Black Death. The statutes of municipal brothels in
Languedoc, in Germany and in England provide that the houses
should not operate on holy days and during the Holy Week.
Once in the brothel, the customer had to turn over his wea-
pons to the brothel keeper, as a means of safeguarding the
place. Many municipal brothels prohibited gambling and blas-
phemy on their premises and often refused admittance to
Jews, lepers and sick customers, as well as to married men
and priests in the 15th century (Avignon, Pamiers, Nirnberg,
etc). Only some Italian municipal brothels relaxed, to a
certain extent, the rulesgs2>
Not only the customer, but also the prostitutes were sub-
ject to minute regulations: they were denied admission to
taverns and prohibited to walk around in town, in order to
avoid any potential contact with respectable women. They
were also regulated in church, had to stay behind and were
segregated from the "good" womenFB)
Other conspicuous signs of their trade, setting them apart
from the ordinary people, were the detailed dress codes
which required them to wear certain distinguishing clothing
or forbade, on the other hand, some types 0of garment or
accessorquThese dress codes originated in the period pre-

ceding the establishment of municipal brothels. As Otis has

shown in the case of the Languedoc towns, prostitutes were



not to wear veils (in Arles), or coats(in Avignon and Nimesb
so that they could not be mistaken for respectable womenﬂgj
In addition, rich and elegant clothing and decorations like
silver or ermine apparel were also forbidden. These
regulations were a part of the urban sumptuary laws of some
late medieval French, German and especially Italian towns,
to restrict conspicuous consumption and to make the social
class divisions more visiblegé)
From the second quarter of the 14th century, provisions
obliging prostitutes to wear a peculiar sign or a badge of
infamy, indicating their profession, appeared in many urban
.statuteé#)ln some Languedoc towns, for example, prostitutes
were obliged to wear an aiguillete, a knotted cord falling
from the shoulder and of a different colour from the dress.
The aiguillete became the direct equivalent of the rouelle
(a yellow round felt patch) of the Jews and the leper's

rattleFX)

While the red, yellow or sometimes white coloured
cord was common in French, Flemish, and German towns, the
distinctive insignia varied from town to town, in accordance
with the statutes, dating from the 14th and 15th centuries?ﬁD
According to Otis, such distinctive insignia functioned not
only as a stigma for the prostitutes, but alsc as an
instrument of public order, by preventing respectable women
from being exposed to possible embarassing oy compromising
situationsqw
By the 1late 14th century, wurban legislation became,
together with the precise spatial definition of the places
of prostitution, more and more discriminating. Many of the
police regulations prohibited public women from working out-
side the official brothels, while the citizens were for-
bidden to accept prostitutes in their own house. Prosti-
tution was still tolerated in the urban bathhouse, but city
magistrates of the 15th century tried to establish the

principle of the separation between bathhouses of good and

{
bad reputatioé})Between 1450 and the end of the 15th century,



some police regulations were partially or totally abolished,
allowing the prostitutes more freedom of action. From the
end of the 15th century onwards, the municipal authorities
and the clergy took every measure within their power to
restore the social and religious mores and therefore
severely criticized the custom of letting city prostitutes
participate in urban ceremonies (e.g. Arras and Metz in
1493). Their actions reveal a climate of stricter moral
repression, which would eventually lead to the Reformation¥2)

The phenomenon of the institutionalized prostitution and
the stigmatization of the prostitute can therefore be inter-
preted as a sign of increasing concern for the social and
public morality. Besides, the late medieval society became
gradually intolerant of so-called unnatural sexual practices
like homosexuality, adultery and bestiality. Regulating
prostitution can be seen as an attempt of the municipal and
royal authorities to impose an uniform standard of sexual
conduct on the urban society. During the late 14th and 15th
centuries, prostitutes were, on the one hand, recognized as
an integral part of the urban system. On the other hand, the
authorities tended to perceive them as potential threats to
the existing social status quo and stigmatized them. The
policy concerning prostitutes, therefore, reveals that their
trade was perceived as a distasteful but necessary aspect of
urban society, that had to be tolerated for fear of in-

{
security and immoralitij)

Conclusion

The late 13th and 14th centuries were marked by the repres-
sive attitudes of the authorities towards lepers and prosti-
tutes. They were considered to be impure and were for that
reason segregated and excluded from the public space by the
royal and municipal authorities.,

It's no exaggeration to say that their social position was



similar to that of the Jewé@g These three categories of
social outcasts were requi:ed to wear distinctive clothes
and the badge of infamy. fhey were 1incessantly urged to
repent and atone for their religiously and morally offensive
behaviour and attributes. In addition, it is also important
to point out that they were treated as untouchable from the
mid-13th century onwards, in many Southern French towns. The
statutes of Avignon (1243) for example, stipulated that Jews
and prostitutes alike, were not allowed to freely touch
foodstuffs in the market like bread and fruit, and in other
towns this included fish and meat. They were also forced to
purchase whatever food they happened to toucé?DThe statutes
of Salon-de-Provence(1293) contained similar provisions, but
concerned also the lepersgg)

In the late medieval popular perception, Jews, lepers and
prostitutes thus constituted overlapping categories. On
other occasions, lepers became associated with heretics by
the use of the metaphor of the disease, infecting the
healthy body of the believersqw)ln a certain sense, the
beggars and the poor also stood out by their appearance, not
only by their shabby 1clothes, revealing their materially
miserable conditions, but also by their physical deformi-
ties. They were gradually discriminated against and sub-
jected to oppressive laws by the royal and municipal
authorities, from the middle of the 14th century onwardsgm).

These facts suggest that there was a moral ambivalence
towards marginal groups and a physical fear of contagion
among ordinary citizens. The obvious peculiarity of these
marginal groups thus fulfilled a well-defined part in the
late medieval urban scciety. These groups were controlled,
but in some measure recognized by the authorities. It could

be said that their "marginalization" was a symptom of the

social, economic and moral crisis of the late Middle Ages.
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