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WOMEN WITHOUT POWER

RAGUSAN NOBLE WOMEN IN 15th CENTURY

Zdenka Janeković Römer


In the 15th century Dubrovnik gained its full autonomy and expanded its territory to its final size. Breaking of territorial continuity with the Hungarian-Croatian kingdom, due to the Turkish wars resulted in the independence of Dubrovnik. Former commune became the republic. The development of the noble class reached its peak at the same time.
 The Councils were finally definitively closed for other members of the society and all the power was concentrated in the hands of the 33 noble lineages. These new political and economic circumstances influenced the position of noble women. This matter is very modestly covered in literature. There are a few works dealing with the 14th century women and some literature on the 15th century which only partially cover this matter, so I had to lean mainly on the sources. The sources I used are mainly notarial scripts, charters, marital and dowry contracts, testaments, records of city councils meetings, judicial notes, pleas to the government. There are also documents of a legal nature as the Statute of Dubrovnik, brought up in 1272. and later reformations collected in Reformationes, Liber viridis and Liber croceus. Notarial sources have strict structure in their formulas and are very stingy in information, but they are often the only voice, the only testimony which provides data on individual lives. The last wills are particularly important, because, for the majority of women, it was the only document defined by themselves, the only official paper which directly reveals personal feelings. Notarial books reflect some parts of private life, a few important events, breaks and turning points in the life of the noble woman: her position as filia familias, her engagement, wedding and marriage, or, in other cases, her monastic life. There is also some data about motherhood, widowhood and the business affairs of women. The city council's documents reveal how the government interfered in the life of women in order to make social order firm. These sources do not provide ready made stories, but give only hints which all together make a mosaic picture of noble woman's position in the communal society. There are just a few narrative sources, referring to marriage, family, nobility and the everyday city life. Two non-nobles provided us with precious data on aristocratic society in the city-state of Dubrovnik in the 15th century. The well-educated schoolmaster from Lucca, Philip de Diversis, was so thrilled with Dubrovnik, its government and citizens that, after he left the city, in 1440. wrote "The description of the city of Dubrovnik and it's praiseworthy customs." (Situs aedificiorum, politiae et laudabilium consuetudinum inclytae civitatis Ragusii – the work was not published until 1882.)  Another writer, the wealthy and eminent merchant from Dubrovnik, Benedikt Kotruljević, wrote a famous work "Della mercatura e dell' mercante perfetto" (The trade and the perfect merchant), the first work on the book-keeping in the world. The author doesn't tell us only about the trading business, but he also gives advice on education, behaviour, religious practices, the household, wife and children of a perfect merchant. His thoughts are especially interesting from the standpoint of gender history. There's another interesting source, "Governo della famiglia" written in the 16th century by Dubrovnik Renaissance philosopher and noblemen Nicola de Gozze. His aim was to show how the ideal nobleman should deal with his family and the household in order to secure his position and enable himself to carry out his political duties.


In an aristocratic republic such as Dubrovnik, all noblemen had equal rights and privileges in city councils and other political functions.
 Noble women had no direct power in the politics of the state, government and legal system. Their indirect influence, through their male relatives, could never become important. The republican institutions were accessible to all lineages equally and this rule was strictly respected. Nobody could become independent in making decisions, not even the rector who stayed in this duty only for a month. If men were deprived of an autonomous power, it is even more true when it comes to women. Noble women's privileges lay elsewhere; in their social status and prestige in the private sphere of life, especially among other women. In Dubrovnik, the extent of noble woman's power depended first on her family status, on her husband's favour towards her if she was married and on the specific circumstances of her life. Women are never mentioned by their name only: the sources always refer to them as somebodies daughters, wives, or sisters, which means that woman's identity was defined through her male relatives. Noble women's opportunities to participate in governing the family and estate were also limited and merely indirect. Their noble position had its advantages, but it can also be regarded as a handicap, because common women had much more freedom both in economic activities and in family life. 


The nobility of Dubrovnik was patrilinearly orientated, but their strictly respected sense of social differences and the prominence of their class, resulted in high importance of the marital connections. Matrimonial strategies of Ragusan noble families were of the utmost importance for the class on the whole. Only by carefully planning whom their children would marry could the family succeed biologically and economically. The vulnerable position of the city between hostile states was one reason for taking great care in this matter. Dubrovnik remained a republic ruled by the nobility, for centuries. The Great Council was closed already in 1332, which means that only the members of these families were to be considered noble. The family structure and the kinship secured their social position and affected all their social ties. Patrician families had strictly set strategies in order to preserve the patrimony through generations: restriction of marriages for daughters, joint households, and most important, marriage politics. It was considered ideal to marry all one's sons and daughters, but in reality that was not so, because many families couldn't provide the dowry for all daughters. The documents show the restriction of marriages for daughters, in spite of the difficult demographic crisis of the noble class. Noble men married very late and many among them didn’t marry at all, but this was their own not their family choice.
 The understanding of the social position of noble women must therefore start with marital politics. They were trapped in the marital strategies of their families to which their interests were totally subordinated. Their life was in the hands of the family; male relatives decided whether they should marry or enter a convent, whom will they marry and when. But, subordinate position in these transactions doesn't change the actual social importance of their role. The question is were they aware of the marital politics in which their fates were to be resolved.
 


Ragusan nobles were forbidden to marry anyone out of their own circle. The only exception were nobles from other Dalmatian cities and Venice.
 The majority of those who married outside Dubrovnik were women, but the percent of these marriages was very low for both sexes.
 The heads of families preferred to marry their offspring in Dubrovnik. Ragusan nobility practiced the most strict endogamy in Europe. They rather decided for consanguineous marriages than seek for the match outside the city. It was considered very important to take all necessary measures to preserve the noble class of Dubrovnik. It was an advantage for women too, because by staying in Dubrovnik they could count on their paternal family's support and retain contacts with their siblings and nephews.


Marriages of nobles were contracted between "houses", regardless of individual wishes. The ties with another lineage were secured while the girls were very young. The marriage was usually contracted “per verba de praesenti”3-5 years before the nuptials, when the girls were about ten or eleven years old. There were a number of cases when they were even younger, between seven and ten years, if we are to believe their parents who are not always sure about their age.
 This way the matches were secured on time and the grooms were left to enjoy a few more years of the bachelor life. Some of those young men were quite unwilling to fulfill their promise, when the time came. But, because marriage was already officially contracted "per verba de praesenti", man was forced by the law to take the bride to their house. The only escape led to a monastery, otherwise those who tried to avoid their duty towards the bride, were sentenced to stay in prison for six months or longer if they still refused to obey. One can imagine the feelings of the girls who had to live with men so reluctant to marry them. But, they were not asked for an opinion.
 Theoretically, if the girl was under age, she had the possibility to break the contract when she came of age, because then she was expected to confirm it by giving her consent – without that the marriage wouldn’t exist. But, it was hardly likely that the absolutely dependent girl of 15 or 16, under the pressure of her family, would refuse to accept her father's choice. The only way she could escape this situation was to go to the monastery. In that case her father was spared of the high penalty which otherwise would be imposed to him for breaking the contract. This penalty was settled by the contracts and it was usually twice as high as the fine which law imposed on men: 1000 compared to 500 yperpers. However, girl's age slightly affected her position in the marital contract. The notarial formulas used for the contracts of adult women were different. In those cases, woman’s name was mentioned on the first place, together with the name of her spouse, because their consent was of the utmost importance. The agreement of their fathers was recorded after theirs. This was only a formal advantage, but it signified that the opinion of an adult girl had to be taken into consideration, much more than if the person in question was a young child. Francisca, daughter of Marin de Bona concluded matrimony with Stephen de Crieua "ex sua certa scientia". Together, they fixed the day of the nuptials, while the question of dowry was settled by their tutors. Nicoleta de Poza, whose father Paul was still alive, acted the same way. Quite the opposite, eleven years old Anucla de Sorgo wasn't even aware of her marriage contract, because her father Pasqua arranged it during the merchant journey in the hinterland of Dubrovnik. He and his future son-in-law's father sent the letter to their procurators in Dubrovnik to inform them that the betrothals were concluded.
 Nobles, both men and women, couldn't choose their spouses freely. Severe punishments were imposed on those who would dare to contract secret marriages, because this threatened and jeopardized both familial and public interests. In 1429. the Great Council proclaimed the law against this, saying that "this evil conduction doesn't endanger only the girls and their reputation, but it is also against the God and the good customs of the city of Dubrovnik". The marriage out of love or passion wasn't acceptable. The contemporary sources often equalize "amor" and "furor", love and rage or madness.
 These circumstances oppressed both men and women, although men had more possibilities to avoid an unwanted marriage or to gain compensation from oppression. Of course, they also could be forced into a marriage, but not so easily as young girls. Secondly, once the marriage was concluded, men who were not satisfied with their wife, could find fulfillment either in business, in politics, or in extramarital relationships. These were very common among Ragusan male nobles, resulting in large numbers of illegitimate offspring. Sometimes the patrician women were even obliged to raise their husband's illegitimate children after the death of their natural mother.
 Of course, the fact that marriages could not have been concluded in free will, doesn't mean that marital love was impossible. Most of the people accepted the social norms in good will and found their private happiness within this frame. It seems that the 15th century brought a new sensitivity, because in the last wills, both men and women, show more emotions than ever before. They express their feelings in words and in gifts, and many of them want to lie in the grave side by side waiting together for the eternal life. Nicola de Gozze's attitude towards marital love and his own example, the happy life that he had with his wife Maria de Gondola, also show the change in attitude.
 


What was expected of the young noble bride? The most important things she brought to the marriage were her noble origin, the reputation of the family and the dowry. After that, the matchmakers took her character into consideration. Both Benedikt Kotruljević and Nicola de Gozze gave a long list of desirable qualities and virtues: the bride should be beautiful, quiet, obedient, prudent, modest, honest, moderate with food and wine, charming, constant, serious, sweet, diligent, gentle, merciful, pious, generous, shrewd. Above all she should always be busy, because only in this way could her virtues be preserved. She also had to know how to keep the household and to be skilled with the needle and spin. Nicola de Gozze thought that a man should choose the woman who united all these qualities, because otherwise she would be of no worth. Ideally, the wife should be very young, around 16, so that her husband could educate her to be like he wanted her to be. Both writers praise female beauty as a virtue. Kotruljević excepts common opinion about women as sexually demanding and therefore dangerous, but at the same time he advices men to chose a beautiful women, directly connecting female beauty with sexual pleasure. He appreciated only the natural beauty, saying that only "bad women paint their faces". Faults and bad manners are not seen as general female characteristics, but as consequences of bad education in father's house, or of husband's bad treatment. Kotruljević analyzes different types of women and gives advice to husbands how they should treat them. The best kind are gentle and bright women whom husband lead with kind words. He dislikes timid and wild girls who were kept in fear in their father's house. In these cases husband can succeed only if he trains them as wild horses with bridles and spurs, but very carefully. He hated most of all stupid, slow-minded and fat women who are in his opinion lost cases, "meat without the wit". His opinion of women as less intelligent and capable than men is founded on the common conception that nature always tends to create a male child and a female is born when some kind of malfunction happens. Therefore, men should be very careful and mustn't beat "these unworthy things who are in their power", because they are incapable to defend themselves. Our philosopher Nicola de Gozze is a bit more favourable to women saying that a man should by all means love the creature which was made of his rib and therefore remains a part of his body. So, the husband should love his wife, honour her, take care of her needs and govern her "con amore et timore". She should give him love and respect and obey him "as a daughter." When referring to wife's love towards husband, sources use the word "reverentia", respect, while husband's love is called "dilectio", fondness.
 


Ragusan society also imposed many demands on men, especially patricians. Male nobles were supposed to cultivate quite different qualities than women. An ideal merchant had to be dignified, reasonable, well-educated, reliable, diligent, serious, brave and daring, but patient and calm at the same time, firm, persistent, clever, cunning, inventive, careful, neat, honest, just, constant, proud, respectable, polite, generous, good-natured, cheerful, mature, versatile, faithful to his wife, modest and moderate, particularly in sex, which was considered to be brain damaging. Their physical strength and well built stature was highly estimated, as well as fine, but simple clothing which wouldn't endanger their virility with too much ornate. Two sets of values, male and female can be noticed easily. The communal Mediterranean gender model was very demanding for women, but even more for men, as in almost all male dominated societies were virility was always on probation.
 


Rather high mortality rates and demographic crises forced families to look for solutions in order to survive. Some kind of balance was kept through early marriage for women and very high birth rates in aristocratic families. A woman gave birth every two years on the average.
 The social and familial expectancies forced women to marry very young, mostly in the age of 16 to 18, while their husbands were about 30 to 33 years old. The parents hurried to marry their daughters not wanting them to surpass their 18th birthday unmarried. Sons had to wait for their sisters to marry first. Thus, the youth of a female was very brief. B. Kotruljević and Nicola de Gozze agree that this was an ideal age difference. This is typical for the Mediterranean marriage pattern.
 The important task of prolonging the lineage gave importance to women, so through motherhood they could earn more respect in the family. Childless women were regarded as failure, because they didn't provide the lineage with heirs. That attitude usually lead to a very gloomy existence, except if husband was very much in love, because only he could protect the wife in these circumstances. On the other hand, women, once they gave birth to a son, confirmed their femininity and earned respect in their husband's lineage.
 


Demographic crises several times endangered noble lineages and the whole noble class, because their number wasn't very large (according to some estimations the whole city had about 5000 inhabitants, while the patriciate nubmered around 1000 people; according to the other estimations there were 7000-8000 inhabitants among them 2000 –2500 patricians; with surroundings 30000). But the patricians had been willing to risk the reduction of their numerical strength rather than allow marriage alliances with non-nobles. They couldn't take any risk of weakening within the borders of the Republic, within the city walls, nor within the nobility who governed the state. Interclass marriages were strictly forbidden after 1332. and in 1464. measures against them were strengthened. When it comes to the distribution of women, the nobility strictly followed their class interests, never accepting other solutions which could increase the number of marriages and prevent the demographic crisis. The offspring of these alliances was considered non-noble and after 1464. even the offender himself could loose his noble status, as for example, happened to Lauro de Menze who was expelled from the Great Council because, in his old age, he married a non-noble. Venetian laws were much more benevolent, because in such cases woman would gain her husband's social status and the children as well. The Dalmatian nobility followed the Venetian example in this matter, while the Ragusans kept their own customs.
 Interclass marriages occurred very rarely in Dubrovnik, because it was much easier to maintain extramarital relationships with commoners and keep all the privileges. It was generally considered that nobility was a personal quality or virtue which was transferred to one's descendants. One's ancestral origin, both father's and mother's, was of the utmost importance in establishing the worth of the individual and therefore any mesalliance was socially unacceptable. Philip de Diversis and Benedikt Kotruljević, although non-noble, praise this custom with enthusiasm. Nicola de Gozze put woman's personal qualities on the first place, but being a nobleman, he did not neglect to emphasize the importance of her good kin.
 The effect of all these measures was the firm net of ties and the stability of the patrician class to which women contributed a great deal. 


The dowry system, together with the marital strategies of the lineages is very important in defining noble woman's position in the family and society. The dowry was an obligatory marriage asset, according to both the Church and the Statutory law. The advantageous marriages were so important for the noble families, that in the 15th century the dowries exceeded the inheritance of the sons. In Dubrovnik only the dowry was given, there is no trace of "contrados" or the morning gift.
 Girls who had brothers had no inheritance rights, but were entitled only to the dowry. If there were no male heirs, girls inherited all the property. The Statute says explicitly that "they should be taken as male".
 The dowries of the heiresses were not limited. For example, Petronella, wife of Martol de Zamagno and daughter of Martol de Crieua, received a dowry of 4000 yperpers and besides that, inherited her mother's dowry and the patrimony, because her only brother Zorzi went to the Franciscan convent in 1454. She was childless, so she could leave all this to her husband, except for the gifts to friends and relatives and the legacies for her soul.
 The dowry was, on the one hand, the contribution of a woman's family to the economic foundation of the new family, and, on the other hand, it was the means of excluding daughters from the heritage. However, it did not grant any independence to the wife, since the husband or the father-in-law governed it. The woman was just the nominal owner of the dowry and had only the right to dispose of a quarter of it in her last will. This concept of the dowry system was influenced by Justinian's law, but it limited woman's rights on it much more. Similar concept is known in Venice and in Istrian and northern Dalmatian towns influenced by the Venetian statute. These statutes didn't accept all the privileges which Justinian's law gave to women. However, there is a difference, because in Dubrovnik woman's rights to dispose of her dowry where much more limited than in Venice and Dalmatia.
 Huge dowries and their unstifled growth presented a big problem for the noble families. Rich individuals and even municipalities donated money for poor noble girls' dowries, in order to prevent the practice of forcing girls into nunneries.
 Dowries were protected by law and severe punishments were imposed on husbands or their relatives who would dare to jeopardize it. The husband had to guarantee for this property and return it to the wife's family, if she died. Widows were entitled to their dowry if they wanted to remarry, otherwise it was kept for the heirs. There was a large number of pleas for payment and protection of the dowry, which meant that in practice women had difficulties getting their dowry back.
 The government tried several times to stop the growth of the dowries, but was unsuccessful until the second half of the 15th century, when the amounts were finally stabilized. In 1235. the limit was 200 yperpers, and 50 exagies of gold. By 1423. the limit was raised to 2300 yperpers (1600 in money and 700 in clothes and jewelry), while in 1446. it amount to 2600. Through 14th and the first half of the 15th century the dowries were almost regularly over the limit, and in the second half of the 15th century the limit was usually respected. Dotal awards were increased beyond the permitted amount by the aside gifts, which were not counted into it. But, in reality these gifts were often questioned in the court and women sometimes ended deprived of them for the benefit of their relatives. It seems that before the flourish of Ragusan Mediterranean and Balkan trade and the growth of free capital, dowries were more important for the transaction of capital from one merchant house to another. Afterwards it became more attractive to invest the capital in risky but more profitable merchant ventures than to give it away in dotal awards. These large sums were very tempting for the grooms, but on the other side, the protection over it limited possibilities of disposition and investment. Through the 15th century the nobility increased in numbers, demographical threats weakened and the endogamy was preserved. The dowry system wasn't decisive anymore for the stability of the patriciate.
 


The position of noble women was also influenced by the family structure. A complex family structure was the social ideal of the upper classes. Both women and men had their functions in the family determined. Such a household guaranteed economic and social advantages to members of the nobility. An undivided family found it easier to keep their real estate, had more capital for business and trade at their disposal, while their wealth and members served as a guarantee for political success. A complex family gained in its significance within the framework of big family lineages, strengthening their political and economic power. Traditional aristocratic values, incorporated into the new ethics of work and attitudes towards property, led to changes in the family structure and the relations inside it. Living in big households with strictly determined roles, noble women were much more limited and determined by family links and obligations than common women.
 


By the act of marriage, women became members of their husband's, or rather their father-in-law's family. Their task was to prolong their husband's family and to contribute to their father's family with good connections. Married women were divided between two families all their life.
 In some cases it could lead to difficult situations, for example, if the young widow found herself under pressure from both families with their different expectations and interests. On the other side, the support from the paternal family, especially from mother and siblings, was a great advantage for her. Wills and other notarial documents testify about the close emotional and business ties between nephews and uncles from the maternal side. Ties between sisters were also very strong, especially in the rather frequent cases of two sisters married into the same house. It was usual to marry daughters into lineages with which the family was already tied in the present or in preceding generations. The most amusing is the example of Lampre de Crieua who, after his first wife died, found happiness with his son-in-law's mother.


Widowhood was the point in life of a noble woman when she could achieve a higher level of authority over the household and power over property, until her sons came of age.
 The statutory law guaranteed to the widow only the right to get the support for her daily expenses, until her remarriage. Only the husband could, by his last will, give her the right to govern the estate, the rights of "domina et patrona". The law was even more rigid towards childless women.
 If the widow decided to remarry, she would lose all the rights over her husband's property and over the children. It was considered proper for a widow to be faithful to her marital bed. Men usually stipulated this in their wills, saying that their soul would be very much disturbed if their wife would go for another man. This matter was put under the control of the government in the 14th century, by an order which restrained a widow's power over immobile property. In the 15th century even more restrictive orders were brought up.
 For those reasons many widows chose not to remarry, especially if they were older. But, if the widow was young and especially if she was childless, her family insisted on the second, even third marriage.
 According to the Statutory law, after the death of the father, the mother had all the power over sons under age if she kept her widowhood. She was entitled even to expel them from the house, if they behaved disgracefully. But, since, beside the mother, there were other tutors, without whom she couldn't make any decisions concerning her children, it seems that her power over them was not so strong.
 The wills in which the fathers beg children to obey their mothers, together with the judicial documents testify that mother’s authority faded with the growing of her sons. If there were adult men in the house, woman couldn't be in charge.
 The widow who was not appointed as "domina et patrona" could find herself in a very unpleasant position, especially if she lived with her husband's parents or brothers. It wasn't rare that these women and their young children, were deprived even of the essential things for living. Many husbands were very jealous of their wives even on their death bed, so much that they didn't hesitate to blackmail them in order to prevent their second marriage. First of all, should they remarry, they couldn't take their children along. For many women this was enough to reject the idea at the beginning. According to the law, everything that was found in the man's house at the moment of his death was considered his property. Some men misused this law by forbidding their wives to take their own clothes and other private things with them. Stephan de Zamagno, who seemed to be very much in love with his wife, begged his father to be humane and kind enough to let her take her clothes if she would want to remarry. Reminding the father that he had been an obedient and good son, he asks him to return this kindness to his wife.
 It wasn't very rare that noble widows literally couldn't pay for their food. In such cases, the Great Council allowed them to sell their husband's land.
 


In order to preserve the social order, the family organization, the dowry system and the established values, also the legal rights of women had to be limited. The Statute of Dubrovnik, brought up in 1272. limited their economic abilities and rights in the judicial system. It wasn't considered proper for a noble lady to show up in a court of law, so if her husband was absent she had to appoint a procurator or an attorney.
 The Statute says that anything a woman would do without the knowledge and permission of her husband, would be of no value "...quia uxor est subjecta viro suo.." When we find them as the actors in a notarial act, it is highly likely that they were widows who are paying the late husband's debts, or doing business together with sons or their tutors. Sometimes women were deprived even of the rights which were legally guaranteed to them. When Marco de Basilio and his wife Catherine, born de Resti were both infected with the plague, she didn't make her own testament, but only added a few sentences to his. She begs her sons to respect her orders as well. Zore de Palmota on his death bed decides about his wife Nicoleta's legacy too, justifying himself with fear that she might die without the last will.
 Married women and widows, could, if their husband authorized them to do so, make contracts and other notarial acts by themselves. In the period from 1435. to 1472, I found only nine examples of women who were appointed as procurators by their husbands (5 cases), sons (3 cases) and brothers (1 case). The authority they were granted range from representation in one particular business to the right to govern the husband's or son's property with full authority, during his absence. Women were sometimes unwilling to take over such responsibilities and renounced it in favour of the deputy, always male. They considered themselves unable to carry out these duties.
 Some noble women, more self-confident, tried to take part in the family businesses, as much as familial and legal possibilities allowed them. They could do this only indirectly, by investing the money in commerce, unlike common women who had much wider possibilities. Women from the lower classes participated in the trade and other businesses in person. This was unthinkable for patrician women. Women didn't dispose of great capital so they couldn't invest in risky undertakings. Those who participated in trade always did it through a procurator or just invested the money. Only few of them were so daring. The majority preferred lesser but more secure and regular profits from the immobile estate. Public opinion and customs were more rigid towards unmarried girls than towards married women and widows, because their honour had to be carefully protected. While under the authority of the father, girls couldn't take part in any business.
 


The testimony of women was usually taken in their home, not in the court-house. In the judicial documents through the whole 15th century, I didn't find a single case that a noble women would be accused for a crime or an offence. They appear only as plaintiffs, but even that not often. Women were summoned to the court as eye witnesses only if there were no men, or in the particularly complex cases. In 1480. a law-suit on the marriage of Marussa Bratosaglich took place. There were few female witnesses, but only those who were from the lower classes were summoned to the court house and the others gave their testimony in their homes. That includes not only noble women, but all women from eminent houses, because rich and respectable non-nobles imitated the mentality and attitudes of the patricians.
 


Matrimonial strategies of great noble families are directly connected to another phenomenon of Ragusan noble women's life: many of them were forced into nunneries, because they couldn't get a proper dowry nor find a proper husband. The announcement of the Great Council from 1427. says explicitly that those who don't want to ruin their estate, are forced to put their daughters and sisters into the monastery.
 It was much cheaper to send a daughter to Saint Clara's with her bed, clothes, sheets, prayer-book and a small amount of money than, to provide her with the huge dotal award in order to be married. Sometimes even that was difficult for noble parents, so they had to sell the land in order to provide their daughter with this "nun's dowry".
 Law forbade father to force the adult daughter to the monastery, but he was completely free to do so while she was under age. The law, influenced by the church, protected only the right of the girl to become nun on her own initiative, because in that case the consent of the parents wasn't necessary.
 The monastery of Saint Clara received only noble women, but still, it was always overcrowded. From the beginning of the 15th century it was forbidden to accept foreigners to all eight nunneries in the city.
 Abbesses of s. Clara's continuously complained about the bad conditions in the nunnery. But the government thought that the monastery is much too well provided with goods, so they advised the parents not to give any money to their daughter, except for the 10 ypperpers which she will spend to treat the other nuns on the day of her entering into the convent. Even when they had some property they usually renounced it in favour of their relatives. It was customary that all nuns and monks make their testament before they entered a convent and thus symbolically parted from the outside world.
 In 1415. the abbess and nuns tried to preserve the minimal standards of living by prohibiting the entrance to all noble girls who had sisters in the convent. The government was angered with this decision and annulled it immediately. The Great Council ordered that all noble women who wanted, had to be received into the monastery, regardless of how many of their sisters were there already. If the monastery refused to obey, it was to be put under guard and no one except the confessor could go in or out. Since not even servants would be allowed to go to buy the food, it seems that the government was prepared to put the monastery under a kind of siege. This order actually didn't protect the interests of pious women who would unjustly find themselves deprived of their religious needs, but it protected the dowry system, i.e. the vital interests of the noble class. In 1436. Ser Vito de Goze complained against the abbess who refused to receive his daughter. He said that the monastery belonged to the Republic and not the nuns.
 


Of course, motives for joining the convent could have been of personal nature. Pilgrims who travelled through the town noticed that Ragusan women were very pious and spent a lot of time in the church.
 The testaments reveal their beliefs and religious sentiments and show the intensive spiritual influence of their confessors, mostly chosen among Dominicans or Franciscans. The influence of their preaching on the female piety is already very well known and it attracted Ragusan nobles too.
 Unfortunately, we know very little about the life in the monastery of s. Clara. This order was contemplative and closed, so they lived a very isolated and solitary lives, except for the visits of their relatives. Usually they were favoured by the family, because, by taking the holy vows they ceased to be a financial threat and became the guarantees of divine grace. Besides prayer and devotions, they also served a social purpose; from 1290. they kept the orphanage. This way, the highest and the lowest in the social hierarchy shared the same dwelling and a similar life.
 


The aristocratic government and the noble families couldn't care less about the reality of noble nun's lives, as long as they played their part by the book. But, when some of them broke the rules, the authorities immediately interfered. In 1434. the scandal shook the town of Dubrovnik, when a Franciscan monk abducted a young nun of noble origin from the monastery of saint Clara's. Traditionally those two orders were closely connected, imitating the famous friendship between st. Francis and st. Clara. On Sundays and holidays, the Franciscans were coming to sing and preach in their sister's church. The government was very suspicious about it, because they wanted to protect the nuns from any possible inconveniences. Their concern wasn't related only to the fact that mutual friendship could jeopardize the vow of celibacy, but even more to the obvious class gap between the Franciscans who were mostly common men from the surroundings of Dubrovnik, Dalmatia and Bosnia, and daughters from prominent patrician families. However, the relations between the two monasteries couldn't be stopped easily, in spite of many tries.
 Quite a number of times the Senate was discussing this case, which threatened the fundamentals of the social order. It was considered a shame and a threat for the ruling class. Only after twelve sessions the name of the girl was revealed. It was young Pervula, daughter of Ser Nicola de Tudisio. Although the only daughter she was deprived of the dowry and marriage. After the death of parents, her brothers Ivan and Frano (John and Francis) put her in the monastery in order to keep the inheritance for themselves. This is a typical example of the many noble girl's fate. Obviously, Pervula took the holy vows against her will, because their brothers wouldn't give her a dowry. Left without the care and the control of the family she could easily come under the influence of the presumptuous Franciscan, a commoner, Antun Vukčić from Ston, nearby Dubrovnik. This case was under the jurisdiction of the archbishop's court, but the Senate wouldn't leave such an important matter to the church. Inspite of the archbishop's merciful sentence, the girl and the Franciscan were severely punished. The senators severely opposed to the archbishop's decision claiming that it was an offence to the Republic and the honour of the nobility.
 After the case was closed, the government went a step further. They wrote a letter to the general of the Franciscan order, demanding a thorough inquiry among the friars and the banishment of all who were impudent and dishonourable. Furthermore, from then on, the Franciscans had to get the permission from the rector's council every time when they wanted to go to celebrate a mess, to preach, to confess or give the last rites to the nuns.
 As for the monastery of st. Clara's, the major reconstruction of the building took place. All the windows, doors, holes in the wall were either walled in or closed with iron bars. All the locks were changed and even more, it was ordered that from then on, every night two older nobles will keep watch in the monastery.
 The main aim of the aristocratic government was to preserve the social order, the fundamentals of their power. In order to achieve that they were harsh on everyone who would dare to withstand the rules. It is obvious that the Segnoria was mostly concerned with the safety and the honour of their own class and not with the destruction of church's rules or morals. 


Sometimes widows wished to spend the last years of their life within the walls of the monastery to prepare for a Christian death. But, surprisingly, I found a number of cases when young noble girls who were already engaged to be married or even had marital contracts "per verba de presenti", suddenly decided to enter the nunnery. It is not easy to answer why, since the sources just mention it and explain nothing. It could be that those girls just answered their spiritual vocation, but it crosses my mind that maybe the nunnery served as the last refuge where they fled to avoid the undesirable marriage, or maybe, their fathers lost the money for the dowry in a risky trade venture or a shipwreck. Young men chose the same solution sometimes.
 Some noble women joined the Third order, rather than the monastery. They lived in celibacy and devotion, alone or in the community of women, but they were not isolated from the everyday life in the town. Living in the house in the town without the presence of men or the monastery discipline, was not considered honourable enough for noble women, so, if the family could interfere, they were not allowed to do so. That's why the members of the Third order were predominantly non-noble. Noble women who lived in these communities were usually widows.
 


The religious practices opened access to a wider world for noble women. They were particularly active in this area, perhaps because they were silenced in almost every other sphere. The concern for the suffering of others in this and in the other life is the main characteristic of female piety. Their knowledge of catechism and religious ideas developed through 14th and 15th century due to the influence of the mendicant orders, which came to Dubrovnik in the early 13th century.
 Changes of beliefs, religious images an forms of piety can be traced in the last wills. Philip de Diversis says that in Italy he never saw such a piety and mercy as among Ragusan women. He was pleased to see that sometimes they attend the mass twice a day. They were also very eager to attend processions and other church festivities, even outside the town.
 It was more likely out of need for social life than out of the exaggerated devotion. It has to be added, when it comes to pilgrimage, that noble women had no access to this form of devotion. Even for common women it was hardly accessible. The only proof of female participation in pilgrimage that I was able to find in the 15th century, is a testament of Russa, the granddaughter of noblemen Ruscho de Babalio, made before her pilgrimage to Rome. Russa was a non-noble, a daughter of Ruscho's illegitimate son.
 Noble women were engaged in the care for poor and ill people, orphans, and others who were in need. They seem to be especially sensitive when it comes to unmarried girls, noble or non-noble. Perhaps, in their old age, they remembered their own fears and felt sympathy for young girls who couldn't get the dowry. One of the most impressive examples was the last will of Nicoleta de Georgio, born de Poza, who left much more money to the parents of poor girls than for the masses for her own soul. Nicoleta herself had a difficult time getting a good dowry because she had four more sisters.
 


Women, especially those belonging to higher social circles, were mainly limited to a life within the household. They had no education like men, they didn't participate in political life, and their business activities were limited. It was within the four walls of the house, which framed people's lives from birth to death, that women were mistresses of the life cycle; they took care of children and the rest of the family in every moment of life and also in death; taking care of the dead was their exclusive duty. They had the competence over children, servants and the household. Husband could grant his wife even more power in the house, if he had confidence in her. She could become not only the mistress and a housekeeper, but also the guarantee of the order and peace in the house, and the bearer of moral and spiritual values which she had to transfer to the children. Benedikt Kotruljević advised men to entrust money and everything in the house to a good wife, because if she was respected she would become more faithful and loyal. Her husband and all the others in the household should honour her and pay her respect. Nicola de Gozze adds that the woman should stand by her husband, give him support and keep the household in order. According to him, the delicacy of the female body testifies they are not meant for any service outside the house.
 Men had the last word even in this sphere of life. They decided on the distribution of money, marriages and the career of children, while women governed the household in everyday activities. Their task was to keep the property and the peace in the house, to make their husband's and children's everyday life pleasant.
 


Women from the noble houses had influence or "power" over the other women in the neighbourhood and the parish, which isn't comparable with their male relative's influence by extent nor by importance, but it is comparable by the purpose, which was to emphasize the prestige of the nobility in the society. While noble men dominated the commoners on higher levels, noble women dominated common women in the narrow space of the neighbourhood and the household. Nicola de Gozze says that husbands should keep all the secrets for themselves, because women tell everything to their friends in the church and the neighbourhood. He puts the blame on the husbands who don't know how to protect their wives' honour.
 Indeed, Ragusan society didn't practice strict social boundaries, except in marital relationships. Noble men also had business and friendly contacts with the commoners, but women seemed to be crossing social differences much easier. People of different social status lived in a noble household and the lady of the house had contacts with all of them. The relationship with servants often became warm and friendly due to common duties and closeness in everyday life. Of course, the relations could also be tense and hostile, mainly because young servants were often sexual rivals.
 By this network women provided themselves with support in the most important moments of their lives which connected together women of different social status on the basis of common female experience. Nevertheless, according to the data given in wills, it seems that noble women sought their closest companions within their own class. The number of noblewomen mentioned as friends surpasses the number of commoners several times.


In the middle ages noble women from Dubrovnik usually were not very well educated, except for a few one's who had particularly progressive fathers. There were primary and grammar schools in the town, but only for the boys, both patricians and commoners. Unlike some Italian cities, it wasn't customary to send girls to be educated in the nunneries before they were married. Daughters remained under their mother's surveillance until marriage, while sons came under their father's or the school's rule as early as when they were five years old. The majority of girls was trained only in domestic skills, needlework and catechism. Most of them didn't even learn how to read and write, especially not Latin and Italian. They knew only Croatian which was the main spoken language in the city. It wasn't considered proper for girls to go outside the house to learn more than it was necessary for their future life as wives and mothers. The other thing is, that they were married very early and that meant the end of learning.
 


Enclosing women in the house, especially women of the higher rank, was connected with the code of honour in the Mediterranean area. All kinds of sources, legal and private, very often use the phrase "honour and honesty" (castitas et honestas), always giving sexual connotations to these notions. Philip de Diversis admired Ragusan noble women's modesty and chastity. He was pleased to see that they covered their head in the street, to avoid the seduction of men. Benedikt Kotruljević, giving the advice on sexual life, says that it is risky to wake woman's sexuality, because then she couldn't be controlled any longer. It is much better to treat her "honestly" because thus she will be a proper wife, not a whore, she will have sons and not daughters and she won't put her husband's health in jeopardy. It would be wise of her husband to give her enough work so she would not have time to think about love. Only a few pages further he puts the blame on men whose excessive lust spoils woman's chastity. He obviously couldn't decide if female sexuality was a danger or it was just deduced to it's reproductive purpose. According to Nicola de Gozze, it is necessary for the woman to be prudish, because otherwise she couldn't preserve her honour. Girls should never be allowed to spend time out of the house, because outside many dangers threaten their honour and the risk of being disgraced is bigger. It isn't proper for noble girls to go to other people's houses. They should stay at home and entertain themselves with any kind of work. Fathers were advised to prevent the relatives who are known by disgraceful and bad behaviour, to visit the girls.
 It was thought that only the presence of men could guarantee the "honour and honesty" of a woman. By protecting their women's chastity, noblemen actually protected their own honour. Such a concept of feminine honour led to a full male or familial control over women, their legal rights, economic activities and everyday life. Customs concerning morality were particularly strict on noble women. They lived enclosed in the house and went out mostly to go to the church, never without an escort. Ragusan society shared the common Mediterranean prejudice towards participation of women in any kind of public life. The famous Mediterranean square was the place for men and if there were some women it isn't likely that they were noble women. In the special occasions, as church festivities, processions, weddings or funerals, they were allowed to participate, but not without restrictions. After the funerals noble women could not go to the cathedral for a mass along with men. When they went to church or to visit someone, their servants had to go in front of them, to prevent anyone to approach them.
 I have found a single one testimony of organized entertainment that was accessible to noble girls. In his description of the festivity of s. Blasius, on February 3, Philip de Diversis mentioned that the noble youth of both sexes were invited to the afternoon dance. Unlike girls, young men had a lot of fun; sources tell us about their nights in the taverns, with wine, cards, dice and women. The carnival, which began in the period after the feast of S. Blasius was a time of fun and amusement, but not for noble girls or women. They could only watch the happening from their windows, as many of the pilgrims travelling through Dubrovnik noticed. Sometimes they were forbidden even that, as Nicola de Gozze suggests, declaring that this was a perilous habit for noble girls.
 


The meaning of female clothing in the male dominated societies tells a lot of about the male-female relations and the social relations as well. In Dubrovnik, noble women were luxuriously dressed, especially on their wedding day. It is true that some of the passengers, particularly Frenchmen, were not at all delighted by female clothing in Dubrovnik, but that was the matter of fashion and not of luxury. Husbands wanted to show their own prestige buying dresses and jewelry to their wives and the government was eager to prevent such unnecessary expenses, so they brought up a number of sumptuary laws.
 There were differences, of course, which depended on economic status of the family and also on the parent's or husband's love for a woman. Married women always carried a sign of their matrimony; the cercelli, a sort of jewelry which they wore hooked up on the veil on their head. Noble women preferred to wear cercelli, to emphasize their status, because all other women were wearing wedding rings. Of course, they also had rings and all sorts of other jewelry demanded by their status. In Nicola de Gozze's opinion, noble women should take particular care about their looks and behaviour. Both him and Kotruljević think that female beauty should be emphasized by fine clothing. Our "perfect merchant" thinks that men should wear "serious" dark colors, like black, brown or violet, simple and modest clothes with no signs of luxury or showing off. He says that silk, embroidery, brocade and colors like scarlet, yellow or light blue were meant for women and buffoons. Men shouldn't look like female clothing vendors. He thinks that only noble women should be allowed to wear luxurious dresses and jewelry, because this doesn't suit the commoners. Nobility of women, in his opinion, is seen on their faces in the first place and couldn't be compensated with clothes. However, their noble status was regularly emphasized by fine clothing. Both our gentlemen strongly oppose to "make up", which they regard as a sin, a shameful custom of "evil women and silly men". Woman is allowed to decorate herself but she mustn't change the realistic picture of herself. Women in Dubrovnik didn't accept this "disgusting" custom but, just in case, Nicola de Goze proposes that any woman who would dare to "paint her face", put "lascivious perfumes" on herself, or wear clothes which aren't proper for her social status, should be punished.
 Through the beauty and richness of woman's cloths, jewels and other equipment, a family showed its prestige. This is why the dotal award in clothes and jewels increased even more than the award in money. The jewelry, clothes and pearls were included in the dowry and subject to the same regime of government. The woman had the right to use all this, but it belonged to her descendants, or, if she had none, to her father's family. The Statute prescribed in detail what clothes the bride had to be equipped with.
 Besides representing her family's wealth, with luxury clothes the woman also attracted attention to herself. This was particularly important on the day of her wedding. The woman was considered to be married after the marital contract was concluded, but years could pass before she was taken to her husband's house. The day of the wedding, or more precisely, "deductio in domum mariti" was solemnly and luxuriously celebrated, for several days. All relatives, noble friends and officials of the Republic were invited. This was the one moment in life when the noble woman was in the center of what was happening. She wore jewelry made only for this occasion, among which special importance was given to the silver crown decorated with gold and precious stones. The girl was entitled to be crowned only if she was a virgin. This custom of ancient Roman origin, once again underlines the significance of woman's chastity. In the moment important not only for her but also for the two families, she was solemnly honoured with the crown, the symbol of power and might, for her virginity which guaranteed not only her virtue, but also the value and honour of her family. There is a deep symbolism in this. The woman gets the crown, the symbol of power and might, as a reward for serving the interests of her lineage but, in fact, she had no power at all. She was not in charge even at the event of that day, her wedding.


Rare but significant individual stories testify the change of noble woman's position which occurred somewhere at the beginning of the 15th century. In the 14th century there are examples of very well known and influential noble women. One of the most amazing, Filippa de Menze (+ 1383.) inherited not only her father's property, but her husband's and son's as well, because they didn't leave male descendents. She was one of the most important figures in the trade not only in Dubrovnik but in the whole Adriatic and Venice, where she did business with her son-in-law. She also had great influence within the Menze family, inspite of the fact that she was a woman and that she came from another family, de Thoma. She brought law suits against family members over the property and against other citizens who borrowed money from her, and usually won.
 The life story of Nicoleta de Sorgo, daughter of Clement de Gozze, was even more exciting. She started her business life when her husband was still alive and after his death she went on by herself, with great success. But, her husband's relatives accused her of forging his will, and, according to their testimonies, it seems that she really did it, in order to preserve her power over the property. She was sentenced to six years of exile but was offered a pardon if she wanted to show the real testament. She chose prison and exile, but after six years she came back and took over all the property.
 There are more examples of women who managed to obtain a certain power inspite of the legal and social limitations. Their life stories are interesting, sometimes even amusing
 and they show the ability of these women in the strictly man's world of trade. But all these women were exceptions and they could succeed only in very rare circumstances. Nevertheless, in the 15th century, this century of humanism, there were no such famous ladies in business. There were some who were better known, like Tamara de Georgio (1371-1446), married in de Gozze family, but she was not half as active in trade as her predecessors were. It was her father's, Matthew de Georgio, great love for her, which made her so famous and influential in the family. He had four sons and four daughters whom he married very prosperously, taking care of their future, but he preferred his first born daughter Tamara. She was very well known in the city, so all her brothers got a nickname after her: Tamarich. It was very unusual to name men after women, or to keep remember women in such a way.
 Once her father did something extraordinary and even insane in the eyes of his neighbours: he wanted to give his palace in the city to Tamara, which was legally impossible, because the family palace could be inherited only in the male descent. So, he found a scandalous way to outwit the law: he sold the palace to his beloved daughter for the price of 1 yperper i.e. for the half of the worth of Venetian ducat! Tamara had to be an extraordinary woman, because she was very much respected in her husband's family as well. In the following generations, many daughters of de Gozze family were named after her. Judging by her popularity and prestige, Tamara certainly had influence on the male members of both her father's and her husband's families but she didn't have a career similar to those of Filippa de Menze or Nicoletta de Gozze. Her husband authorized her to govern and enjoy his property after his death in 1445, but she was very old by that time, and outlived him by only one year. Her last will was nothing special, just an ordinary testament of a noble woman. She left minor amounts of money and golden rings to her children, brothers and sisters for the remembrance. Tamara's influence, or power was limited to the role that was meant for patrician women, the role of daughter, sister, wife, mother, daughter-in-law and the mistress of the household.
 In the second half of the 15th century I couldn't find a single example of noble woman's career similar to the above mentioned, although there were a few rich heiresses. One of the most striking evidence for the decline in their position was the case of Marussa, daughter of Junio de Sorgo who brought all father's and mother's inheritance in her second marriage which took place in 1428. All her brothers were dead by that time, so she was the only heir. Under the circumstances, the interest of the Sorgo family was preserved by forcing her to marry a relative, Peter de Sorgo, in order to keep the property in her father's lineage.
 


Noble women from aristocratic Republic of Dubrovnik could never gain power like princesses and noble women from other types of societies. Even Dubrovnik chronicles treat them differently. The most illustrative example is the one of Jacomo de Luccari, who dedicates the whole chapters to princesses from the Balkan states but at the same time doesn't mention a single one noble woman from his own town. Due to a different organization of the society and particularly the government, the princesses from the hinterland could gain importance and power through regency, dynastic ties, marital politics. Quite the opposite, noblewomen from the aristocratic Republic of Dubrovnik could never gain such kind of power. They couldn't influence their male relatives attitudes when it came to politics. They weren't educated and informed enough to do so and furthermore, they weren't asked. Nicola de Gozze thinks that it's utterly important not to tell one's wife what happened at the council's meetings nor at other services, because it's not up to women to know anything about the politics of the Republic. He says that female intelligence wasn't fit for difficult problems of the government, so men should never listen to their advice. It isn't the separate, individual thinking, but the mirror of common opinion.
 Part of the explanation for such a total absence of female power can be found in the characteristics of the communal aristocracy, because even among men, the equality led to a kind of anonymity in comparison to the magnates from Florence or landed nobility in other parts of Europe. The other part of the explanation has to be traced in the process of the development both of the Republic and its rulers - the nobility. Before 15th century the nobility of Dubrovnik was developing in the same direction as in all Dalmatian towns, similar to the Venetian definition of nobility. But, after Venetian conquest of Dalmatia there were more and more differences. The noble class of Dubrovnik was finally defined and closed and they monopolized all the political power. The city became an autonomous republic and a very rich one. While Dalmatian nobles preserved only the social prestige, the nobles in Dubrovnik had real power in their hands, they were involved in political matters in the region and they had means which gave them even more importance. This development afflicted the position of noble women very much. To strengthen their economic and political power, noblemen did everything to exclude women and to limit their rights or power in all fields of public life. It's a paradox that economic growth and improved standards of life caused worsening of their position, especially those from the highest classes. The equality of rights was preserved only in the lower classes and that only by the special contract between the spouses.
 In the period from late 13th to early 15th century Dubrovnik developed from the little commune of peripheral importance to a significant factor in Mediterranean trade. This process limited the maneuvering space for noble women and tightened the rope around their hands. Noblemen were involved in a great trade between the Balkans and Italy, Levant, Spain, later even Atlantic countries. Women had no way to take part in such a trade. Their business possibilities were limited to local trade, renting the houses and apartments and the profits from their modest estates. In the 15th century, even widowed women were deprived of the possibility of governing the family estate freely. Some women were favoured by the wills of their husbands, who entitled them to govern the family during their widowhood, but not absolutely free. They were under the control of sons or their tutors and the city councils as well. It was prevented by the strengthening of male kin power and the government power over them. The law provided support for the male kin in this matter by several decrees brought up in the Great Council. In 1458. it was ordered that from than on, a widow can't give away nor sell not only her husband's property but even her own. She couldn't make arrangement that exceeded the sum of 20 ypperpers in any way.
 


Thus, the endmark was put on the process of reducing of female powers among the Ragusan nobility, the process which began in the dawn of the 15th century. Humanistic ideas spread over Dubrovnik during the 15th century but a long time passed before they influenced the attitude towards women. Merchant Benedikt Kotruljević complained about his fellow citizens who have no understanding for his wish to educate his daughters. Many criticized him for letting them study Latin, grammar and poetry. He persevered in this, because he wanted his daughters to be wise and good wives to their husbands.
 But, this very well educated merchant of the 15th century, was an exception. A century more was to pass before women got a better place in the life and mind of educated men. In the 16th century there were a few high spirited women, like Cvijeta Zuzorić or Maria de Gondola, who joined the humanistic, poetic circle. They were not only the muses and inspiration but also themselves poets. Renaissance philosopher Nicola de Gozze made them the principal characters in his Dialogue of love.
 So, in the Renaissance noble women from Dubrovnik could gain a respectable position in educated circles and they left traces of themselves in all kinds of literature.
 In the 14th century some of them could become successful business women, but between these two points lies a whole century, a long period of time, when they were not only "women without power" but in many cases also totally invisible. 
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