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Handfasting 
 

“The joys of marriage are the heaven on earth, 

Life’s paradise, great princess, the soul’s quiet, 

Sinews of concord, early immortality, 

Eternity of pleasures …” 

John Ford, The Broken Heart (1633) 
 

In 1539, Marie Pieris, a French lady-in-waiting to Mary of Guise, the 

consort of James V of Scotland, was married by “handfasting” to Lord 

Seton at Falkland Palace. We know this because the royal accounts record 

payment to an apothecary for work on the day of “Lord Seytounis 

handfasting” – although, what medicines the apothecary provided on a 

day of festivity isn’t recorded. A patent hangover cure, perhaps? 

Handfasting, a traditional practice among Scottish Gaels, Germanic-

speaking peoples, the English in Tudor times and the Norse, was a form 

of marriage. Sometimes it signified a betrothal. Often it was a “temporary 

wedding”, taking place a year before the marriage itself. And, in extreme 

circumstances, it was an “unofficiated wedding” if a priest wasn’t available 

or if the couple were being married secretly. One way or another, a 

“handfasting ceremony” was as it describes, a fastening of hands together, 

symbolically tied, as a visible symbol of two lives joined together as one. 

I attended a wedding recently where a different ceremony was 

enacted. There were two simple, lit candles on the Communion Table. 

After the couple had taken their marriage vows, each took one of the 

candles, and together they lit a central candle, as a symbol of two lights 

merging into one, two lives coming together in a marriage bond.  

Today is our forty-seventh wedding anniversary. My wife and I were 

never handfasted, though we are inextricably tied together. We’ve never 

lit a central candle, though the light of our love shines as one entity, as 

well as having candles that burn still separately. But today we rejoice in 

the gift of our togetherness as we celebrate the lasting bond of our 

marriage. “Eternity of pleasures …” 

So we’re off to drink a toast – and I hope we won’t need the name 

of a good apothecary to sell us a patent hangover cure, royal or otherwise.  
 

A prayer for today 

Together in marriage, two yet one. Together with you, always one love. Amen. 
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