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Scandinavian Law 
 

Law of Cnut (1016)  
 

“The lover is to pay the wergild (man price) of the 

offended husband and the woman’s nose is to be 

slit (cut off). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Medieval nose reconstruction surgery (15th c) 

 

Roman Law 
 

Augustus 
Lex Julia de Adulteriis (18 B.C.) 

A woman guilty of adultery and her lover may be killed by her father if 

the crime is committed in his house or that of his son-in-law.  Otherwise, 

the woman and her lover are to be exiled to separate corners of the 

empire.   

Constantine 
Codex 9.30 

Adultery is punishable by death 

Justinian 
Nov 134 c10 

An adulteress was whipped through the streets and then placed in a 

convent for two years.  If her husband did not  take her back after this 

punishment, she was to take vows.  Her lover could be put to death.  

 
Adultery was a male/male crime that was included 

in statutes against theft and treason.  The fate of 

the woman was up to her husband or father – the 

men legally responsible for her behavior. 

Literature 
 

 

 

 

 

 

      Marie de France’s(12th c)  

      Bisclavret centers on a wife  

      who, upon discovering her husband 

      is a werewolf, begins an affair with 

      a local knight.  When her crime is  

      revealed, her husband, in werewolf 

      form, bites off her nose.  All her  

      daughters from her adulterous liaison 

      are born without noses. 

  

  

The fabliau Les tresses also showcases a tale of adultery in which a woman caught in 

an affair asks her friend to be her body double to fool her husband. The wronged 

husband believes the friend to be his adulterous wife whom he has cast out of the 

house. He beats her, cuts off her hair, rapes her, and  

Throws her out the window.  In the morning, the wife  

Returns and the husband, seeing his wife has hair, and  

Is not hurt, is made to believe he had a bad dream and his  

wife is innocent  

 

Several other fabliaux direct husbands of adulterous wives 

to keep quiet to preserve their honor, but to beat their 

wives for any offence. 

 

The target of violence shifts in this period to the wife,  

as all legal action against the male lover has been  

nullified.  

Statute of Westminster 1285 
Rape and abduction are made felonies as 

they challenge the king’s peace. 
 

In the next fifty years, 407 cases of rape and abduction 

are prosecuted at the King’s Bench.  326 of the cases 

are actually cases of voluntary adultery. 313 are found 

guilty. 

  

In the minds of jurors rape, fornication, adultery, and 

abduction were synonymous.  

 

All but six cases were brought forward by husbands.  

 

The target of the prosecution was the lover, not the wife 

which ensured the husband would not lose any dower 

lands from his wife through a divorce and acted to 

restore his honor and reputation in the community. 

Germanic Law 
 

Tacitus: “Very rare for so numerous a population is adultery, the 

punishment for which is prompt and in the husband’s power.  Having cut 

off the hair of the adulteress and stripped her naked, he expels her from 

the house in the presence of her kinsfolk, and then flogs her through the 

whole village.” 

 

Visigoth Law: “The woman will have her head  

shaved, be tied to a wild horse and be kicked  

and  dragged to death through the village  

streets.  Her body will be thrown over the wall,  

not to beclaimed.”   

 

Continuing impact of medieval adultery law 

 

Honor killings and physical violence are still commonly 

carried out at a community level.  Conflation of terms and 

ideas of rape, abduction, fornication, and adultery persist, 

resulting in the punishment of victims of sexual violence.   

 

 

     

    

    

   

The nose and hair remain targets and are usually 

punishments carried out by the community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

French women accused of Member of Japanese girl  

having sex with German  band who broke band       

soldiers.    rules by dating. 

While church court records from the 12th-

13th century do not survive in any volume, 

several literary texts show a revival of 

ancient practices of punishment from the 

period, possibly illustrating a community or 

individual frustration with the inability to 

exercise authority over an adulterous wife. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anglo-Norman adultery law of the 12th-13th centuries was a fusion of 

the legal influences upon Northern France and England: Roman 

Law, Canon Law, Germanic Law, Scandinavian Law and Common 

Law. 
 

The vestiges of ancient and early medieval laws that focused on humiliation and public penance 

were gradually replaced in ecclesiastical law by private penance (Fourth Lateran Council 1215), as 

the Church feared that people so dreaded the public exposure of their crime, they were willing to 

risk their souls by not confessing. 

   

Though the throne tried to wrest control of marriage law from the Church in the 12th century, arguing 

that although marriage was a sacrament, crimes against marriage had secular consequences 

(illegitimate heirs), it was not successful.   

 

Communities were still found to enact humiliating punishments is lovers were discovered, but this 

provided the husband no legal grounds upon which to prosecute his wife. 
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