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seasonality of Marriages, Past and Present

Be it births, deaths or marriages, most demographic phenomena have 
seasonal patterns of variation. While rarely studied from sociological viewpoint, 
these patterns are of enormous interest for understanding a society, its 
organization and its rites. “The timing of marriages reflects the rhythms of 
our collective life, and their transformations” (Besnard, 1989). This is perfectly 
illustrated by Jean Bourgeois’ study of marriage seasonality, published 70 years 
ago. His paper provides a valuable record of the society of his time,(1) a point 
to which we will return shortly. But this immersion in the past, and the historical 
depth it offers also arouse our curiosity. How has the distribution of marriages 
changed in the intervening years? What does it say about marriage trends, and 
the very institution of marriage itself? How would this study of seasonality be 
approached today? 

The marriage referred to in Jean Bourgeois’ article is of quite another time, 
when marriage was such an evident choice that the possibility of an alternative 
was never considered. Admittedly, between the industrial revolution which 
saw certain fringes of the working classes prefer consensual unions, and the 
decline of marriage first observed at the end of the post-war boom years, the 
period studied by Bourgeois (1927-1938) was a golden age for the institution 
of marriage. The religious dimension of marriage is even more striking. Readers 
today might get the impression that only religious marriage existed, Christian 
marriage to be more specific, the disconnection between the civil and religious 
components of marriage being absent from the analysis.(2) The variability of 
the religious dimension is addressed only indirectly, via the study of regional 
disparities. To account for these disparities, Jean Bourgeois surmises, for 
example, that “observance of Lent does not have, or perhaps no longer has, 
the religious importance that we tend to attribute to it” (p. 689). Religious 
precepts are referred to as “legislation”: Lent, the months of the Virgin Mary 
(May and August) and Advent, periods when weddings are, in principle, 

(1) His approach explicitly points in this direction: “were the Church to change its rules, and lift 
the ban on marriage during Lent for example, then the demographer of the year 3000 would be very 
puzzled by the monthly marriage statistics of our current times” (Bourgeois, 1946, p. 687). 

(2) In France, only civil marriage is officially recognized.
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prohibited, largely shaped the seasonal pattern of marriages at that time. 
Economic factors also seem to be at play: the corn and grape harvesting months 
were not favourable for marriage. In this respect, Bourgeois’ article also tells 
us about the context of France, a country that was much more rural and 
agricultural than today. 

These various factors advanced by Bourgeois to explain marriage seasonality 
are equally valid for explaining the seasonality of births (Dupâquier, 1976; 
Houdaille, 1985): conceptions were fewer during religious festivals and in times 
of penitence, and likewise in periods of intense farm labour. The correlation 
between seasonality of marriages and births is thus explained by factors 
common to both, but it may also be the consequence of a dual effect. In the 
absence of effective contraception, the timing of marriage – which preceded 
cohabitation and first sexual intercourse at that time – could influence the 
seasonality of first births (de Saboulin, 1978); conversely, in a context where 
extra-marital births were condemned, a pregnancy could precipitate marriage 
(Lutinier, 1987). Bourgeois does not mention this phenomenon, perhaps because 
such social facts were still taboo in his day. This might also explain why the 
religious rules he mentions were often ignored; marriage during closed periods 
was actually quite frequent. 

The study of seasonality is always a good entry point for describing, and 
above all understanding, demographic phenomena and their patterns. Analysis 
of the current seasonality of marriages shows that seasonal variations are still 
large, but that the pattern is radically different today. Alongside a steep decline 
in the annual number of marriages (from 365,000 on average over the period 
1946-1953 to 248,000 for the period 2006-2013), which clearly illustrates the 
changing place of marriage in society, the annual distribution of weddings 
reveals a different set of changes (Figure 1). First, there is a very clear weakening 
of the religious institution and of its authority over marital behaviour. The 
April peak and the May trough highlighted by Jean Bourgeois, reflecting 
observance of Lent, remain very pronounced up to the early 1950s, but grow 
smaller across successive marriage cohorts until they finally disappear. The 
November dip disappears likewise. A majority of marriages registered between 
2006 and 2013, took place in the summer months, with six in 10 occurring 
between June and September, versus four in 10 over the period 1946-1953. In 
parallel with the lesser observance of religious precepts, church weddings now 
represent a small minority of total marriage numbers (70,000 in 2012,(3) i.e. 
fewer than three in 10). 

At a finer level of detail, if we examine the distribution of marriages day 
by day, apart from the regular peaks corresponding to weddings on Saturdays, 
a few “accidents” are visible, indicative of the importance that certain couples 

(3) Source : Statistics of the Catholic Church (guide 2014) published by the Conférence des évêques 
de France: http://www.eglise.catholique.fr/conference-des-eveques-de-france/guide-de-leglise/
leglise-catholique-en-france-et-en-chiffres/371402-statistiques-de-leglise-catholique-en-france-guide.
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attach to the institution of marriage. Take the year 2012, for example (Figure 2). 
In February, we see a peak in weddings on Tuesday 14th, St Valentine’s day, 
with 10 times more marriages than on the previous Tuesday. Another curiosity 
is visible on Wednesday 12 December, with 11 times more marriages than the 
previous Wednesday (5 December), because that date was the 12th day of the 
12th month of 2012! While these examples are anecdotic, they illustrate the 
trend towards greater individualization that has characterized family 
transformations in recent years. People no longer marry in response to external 
norms dictating their behaviour, but are free to choose their spouse, the date 
of their wedding and the way it is celebrated. Coupledom and marriage are 
still the dominant mode of organization of private life, however, and social 
patterns in marriage remain strong. Its seasonality is a perfect illustration of 
this.  

Religious factors no longer explain the seasonality of marriages. Months 
that in the past were “ill-fated”, such as May, when “only donkeys marry”, 
according to an old saying cited by Bourgeois, and all the months of spring 
and summer more generally, are now the most popular wedding months. A 
contemporary sociological approach to marriage seasonality would not need 
to focus on the cult of Mary, Lent or the farming cycle. Other factors would 
now be considered. The importance of a “successful marriage”, for example, 

Figure 1. Trends in monthly distribution of marriages, 1946-2013 
(monthly index base 100)
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Coverage:  Metropolitan France.
Source:  INSEE, marriage registers.
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suggests a need to look for correlations between climate and marriage seasonality, 
since today “marriage seasonality … is more clearly linked to the solar calendar 
and, in part, to the school year” (Maillochon, 2016).  

The diversity of contemporary marriage practices would also need to be 
taken more fully into account. For Bourgeois, who worked with vital statistics, 
such an approach would be impossible. Today, large-scale sociological surveys 
reveal the multiple forms of marriage and enable us to explore, for example, 
the link between the lavishness of wedding celebrations and their timing. 
Likewise, its meaning for the marriage partners, ranging from a symbolic 
investment expressed via a large celebration and a simple administrative and 

Figure 2. Daily number of marriages in February and December 2012
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legal contract, are likely to be correlated with its seasonality. Factors such as 
these provide valuable information for the study of contemporary marriage. 
The short history of civil partnerships (pacte civil de solidarité or PACS), first 
introduced in France in 1999, provides a good example of the importance of 
an approach based on seasonality. The tax rules governing PACS partners were 
changed twice (in 2005 and 2011), each time resulting in a marked change in 
the timing of PACS unions (Mazuy et al., 2016). More than a simple indicator 
of the observance of religious norms, the seasonality of marriage today reflects 
its heterogeneity and, more broadly, its social signification.
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MARRIAGE
A SEASONAL CUSTOM

CONTRIBUTION TO A SOCIOLOGICAL STUDY

OF MARRIAGE IN FRANCE

Among the rules followed by future spouses 
with regard to their marriage, there is a whole 
group that can be studied by means of demographic 
statistics, namely those which determine the time 
of year chosen for the wedding. 

After describing French customs in the matter, 
the author examines how they have evolved since 
the early nineteenth century. Certain practices, 
such as those linked to the Catholic rules on 
marriage, are tending to disappear, while others 
are becoming rapidly more widespread; the 
absence of weddings in May and September, for 
example, is a phenomenon dating from the last 
century. The emergence of such customs in the 
nineteenth century reveals a little-known aspect of 
French folklore. 

In a recent article on the relations between sociology and demography, 
J. Stoetzel revealed, in these very pages,(1) the artificial nature of  the 
boundaries customarily drawn between these two intellectual disciplines, 
and easily convinced us of  the need for these two sciences to provide 
each other with mutual support. Indeed, while demographic phenomena 
depend to a certain extent upon biological factors, they also possess a 
human character which means that acceptation of the rules they follow 
entails membership of  a social group. Hence, a purely biological, genetic or 
physiological “explanation” of population phenomena is not sufficient; they 
must also be “understood” and their social meaning identified. 

And there is perhaps no phenomenon more charged with meaning than 
marriage, and it would not be difficult for a sociologist or historian to find, 

(1)  Cf. Population, 1-1946, p. 79 et seq. 
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in the rites surrounding the current celebration of marriage in France, 
numerous vestiges of  ancient customs passed down from the Celts, Romans 
or others. While it is true that events surrounding birth and death often give 
rise to similar observations, in marriage there is a circumstance that is not 
found elsewhere: while our date of  birth or death is dictated, in part at least, 
by nature, we are free to choose our wedding day. This article examines the 
rules governing this choice in France. We shall see that some of them have 
an evident religious origin, while others, on the contrary, have no obvious 
explanation. 

We will not seek to give an opinion here, but will leave it up to sociologists 
and historians to answer the questions that we raise. 
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Figure 1. – Proportion of marriages registered each month for 12,000 annual marriages 
(1927-1938)
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*

The information at our disposal consists of  monthly marriage statistics 
published each year by the French statistical office for the entire country and 
for each département. A quick glance at these statistics immediately reveals 
that numbers of  marriages vary substantially from one month to the next 
and that the months when weddings are most frequent, for example, are 
the same each year. Clearly, marriages are seasonal, and the task we have 
set ourselves is to identify this seasonal pattern. We shall apply a standard 
method; it involves calculating each year, over a period of 10 years for 
example, the monthly distribution of a fixed annual number of  marriages, 
generally 12,000. For a given month, the numbers obtained generally vary 
little from one year to the next, and their average is taken to be characteristic 
of  the month and period studied. 

The set of  12 monthly averages calculated in this way represents the 
seasonal pattern we are seeking.(2) Graph 1 illustrates the process applied 
to the whole of  France over the period 1927-1938. If  we exclude the months 
of  February, March and April, the results obtained are satisfactory and 
Graph 2 reveals the seasonal pattern of  marriages from May to December 
and January. Over this nine-month period, May and January are the least 
popular months for marriage, and October the most popular. However, for 
the months of  February, March and April, the curves of  Graph 1 show much 
larger fluctuations than the curves of  the other months, and a reason for 
these differences must be found. 

We will have little 
difficulty in explaining them 
if we bear in mind that 
Lent occurs during these 
three months, and if we 
recall that, in principle, the 
Catholic Church prohibits 
its followers from marrying 
during Lent. We will thus 
demarcate a period from 
February to April when 
marriages are rare, bounded 
by two periods during which 
they are more frequent. For 
a given month, among the 
three months considered, 
the proportion of marriages 
with respect to the annual 
total of 12,000 depends on 

(2) Note that this method assumes that there are not general overall changes in marriage 
patterns over the period studied. We will not delve into the statistical processes that can be 
used to take account of  this eventuality. 
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Figure 2 – Seasonal pattern of  monthly change in 
numbers of  marriages from May to December and 

January for 12,000 marriages in the year
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the number of  days in which marriages are rare, a number which itself  
depends upon the timing of Lent in the year concerned. As this timing 
varies substantially from one year to the next, the proportions used to plot 
the curves for February to April on Figure 1 are also very variable, and this 
explains their irregularity. 

Let us look more closely at the consequences of  Catholic legislation on 
monthly marriage statistics. As well as celebrating marriage, the Catholic 
wedding ceremony includes a special Mass, known as the nuptial Mass, 
during which the priest pronounces the solemn nuptial blessing before the 
newlyweds. While marriages can be celebrated at any time, the nuptial Mass 
and accompanying blessing cannot take place during this “closed period” 
without a special dispensation.

At present, the closed periods include Lent and Easter, and the period of  
Advent before Christmas. It is Lent which interests us here. This period 
today begins on Ash Wednesday, 46 days before Easter Sunday, and ends 
on Holy Saturday, the day before Easter. The period when marriage is 
prohibited without special dispensation thus lasts for 47 days, beginning 
anywhere between 4 February and 10 March and ending between 22 March 
and 25 April. We see that only the month of March can be wholly contained 
within this period. From 1927 to 1938, this occurred six times over the period, 
in 1928, 1929,1931, 1933, 1934 and 1936. On Graph 1, the points corresponding 
to these six years are marked by a small circle. We see that by limiting 
ourselves to these six values, we obtain for the proportion of marriages 
observed in March (for 12,000 marriages in the year) a degree of  constancy 
comparable to that of  the proportions observed in the other months of  the 
year from May to December and January. If  we count working days only,(3) 
the overall daily average is 19.9 marriages, and we will assume that this 
average applies to any working day during Lent. 

*
Now let us consider a random year, 1936 for example, in which 1,535 

marriages were celebrated in April, for an annual total of  12,000. In that 
year, Easter Sunday fell on 12 April, so the month of April 1936 included 
10 working days during Lent and 16 working days after Lent. In the 10 
Lenten days, approximately 10 x 19.9 = 199 marriages took place, and in the 
16 days after Lent, the number was 1,535 – 199 = 1,336. The same reasoning 
can naturally be applied to years other than 1936 to calculate the number 
of  marriages during periods containing a variable number of  working days 
after Lent. The result of  these calculations is shown in Graph 3 (Curve I), 
and enables us to state the following:

1. Very few marriages take place on the first working day following the 
end of Lent, i.e. Easter Tuesday; 

2. During the nine following days, the aggregate number of marriages in-
creases more or less proportionally to the number of days, by around 120 per day;

3. The aggregate number of  marriages then continues to increase in a 

(3) Weddings very rarely take place on Sundays.
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linear manner, but more 
slowly, by around 30 mar-
riages per day. 

What we did for the peri-
od following Lent can also be 
done for the period preced-
ing it to calculate the number 
of marriages observed over 
periods comprising a vari-
able number of working days 
before Lent. This is shown in 
Curve II of Graph 3. We can 
make the same remarks as 
for Curve I, although no day 
comparable to Easter Tues-
day is found, and the period 
of rapid increase is limited 
to just three working days. 

The information pro-
vided above enables us to 
plot the curve of  the daily 
number of  marriages during Lent and on either side of  it (Graph 4). This 
curve reveals the existence of  two periods on either side of  Lent when 
 marriages were frequent, although the peak is less pronounced in the 

Number of marriages

n days

Figure 3. – I. Number of  marriages observed over a 
period of n working days after the end of Lent for 12,000 

marriages observed in the year.  
II. Number of  marriages observed over a period of n 
working days before the beginning of Lent for 12,000 

marriages observed in the year

Number of marriages

Sunday

Easter Tuesday
Easter Monday
Easter Sunday

Lent

Days

Annual dai ly average

MARRIAGES
POSTPONED

MARRIAGES
BROUGHT
FORWARD

Figure 4. – Daily number of  marriages in the days around Lent, for 12,000 marriages 
in the year
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pre-Lent period than the post-Lent one. In other words, couples who respect 
the rules of  the Catholic Church prefer to delay their wedding rather than 
bring it forward. 

If  Easter Sunday, Monday and Tuesday and the two periods of  frequent 
marriage are added to the 46 days of  Lent, and taking account of  Sundays, 
we obtain a period of 63 days that we will call the “wedding disturbance” 
period. 

Let us examine the effect of  moving this disturbance period on the 
proportions f, m, and a that we calculated respectively for the months of  
February, March and April(4) in order to plot Graph I. Diagram 5 will facilitate 
this analysis. A chronological scale from February to April is given on the 
x-axis and an analogue scale for finding the date of  Easter on the y-axis. 
For a given date of  Easter, 12 April for example, the disturbance period is 
located at the points A, B, C and D of our diagram. The segments AB and CD 
correspond to the two periods of  frequent marriage surrounding the period 
BC of infrequent marriage during Lent. 

For a given month, say February, we will distinguish three periods of  
durations t1, t2 and t3 (t1 + t2 + t3 = 28 days) such that the first, represented 
on the diagram by the segment A´A, has a normal marriage frequency, the 
second, represented by AB, has a high marriage frequency and the third, 

(4) Note that these proportions represent the number of  marriages observed, 
respectively, in the months of  February, March and April, for 12,000 marriages in the year. 
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Figure 5. – Position of  the disturbance period with respect to the months of  February, 
March and April, according to the date of  Easter (does not apply to leap years)
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corresponding to BB´ has a low frequency.
When Easter shifts from P1 (22 March) to P2 (23 March) t1 is nil, t2 increases 

by one day and t3 decreases by the same amount, so f increases. 
When Easter shifts from P2 (23 March) to P3 (16 April) t1 increases, t2 

remains constant and t3 decreases, but more slowly than in the first case. 
When Easter shifts from P3 (16 April) to P4 (20 April) t1 increases, t2 

decreases and t3 is nil, so f decreases, but the decrease is slower than the 
increase in the first case. 

Last, when Easter moves from 20 April to 25 April, t2 and t3 are nil and t1 
remains constant, so f does not vary. The month of February thus has a 
normal marriage frequency.(5)

This is how Graph 6 was constructed. We see that the proportions 
actually observed from 1927 to 1938 are positioned on this graph very close to 
the places that we had assigned to them. Hence, knowledge of  a sociological 
fact – observance of  Lent by dutiful Catholics – enables us to find order in 
what, on Graph 1, we first saw as chaos. 

Some may find that the qualifier “sociological” is somewhat exaggerated; 
no great sociological expertise was needed to work out this problem. But if  
the task appears simple, it is doubtless because this custom is an integral 
part of  our current civilization, and we belong to a population that still 
honours it. But were the Church to change its rules, and lift the ban on 
marriage during Lent for example, then the demographer of  the year 3000 
would be very puzzled by the monthly marriage statistics of  our current 
times. Perhaps, with luck, he might find a correlation between the phases 
of  the moon and the fluctuations in marriage frequency from February to 
April, thereby concluding that in 1936, French people chose their marriage 
date according to the lunar calendar. But if  there is no sociologist on hand to 
tell him the true reason underlying this choice, he is unlikely to discover the 
religious origin of  the variations he has plotted.

On Graph 6, the EF part of  the February curve corresponds, as we have 
indicated, to the normal marriage frequency observed a few days before 
the start of  Lent. We can doubtless assume that in the absence of  Lent, 

(5) We can explain these points more precisely as follows. If  a1, a2 and a3 are the daily 
number of  marriages observed during the periods t1, t2 and t3, for 12,000 marriages in the 
year, we get:

f = a1t1 + a2 t2 + a3 t3  with a2 > a1 >a3
The values a1, a2 and a3 are given by the curve of  Graph 5 :
  a1 = 30 a2 = 100 a3 = 19.9 

– from P1 to P2, we can write f = (a2 – a3)t2 + 28 a3 and since (a2 – a3) > 0, f is an increasing 
function of t2;
– from P2 to P3, we have f = (a1 – a3)t1 + (28 – t2)a3 + a2 t2 = (a1 – a3)t1 + Cte, and since (a1 – a3) > 0 is 
an increasing function of t1, but (a1 – a3) < (a2– a3), the rate of  increase is lower than in the 
previous case;
– from P3 to P4, we write f = (a1 – a2)t1 + 28 a2, and since (a1 – a2) < 0 , f will be a decreasing 
function of t1. Moreover, a1 – a3 < a2 – a1 < a2 – a3, so the rate of  decrease will be intermediate 
between the rates of  increase of  the two preceding cases. 

Note that the relations we have just described are only approximate. Strictly speaking, 
we should take account of  Sundays, though this would make no substantial difference to the 
result.
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we would continue to 
observe this marriage 
frequency. Likewise, the 
horizontal part of  the 
March curve corresponds 
to the average marriage 
frequency before Lent. 
Consequently, the ratio 
of  the ordinates δ and Δ 
represents the proportion 
of the population that 
does not observe the 
marriage rules of  the 
Catholic Church. The 
ordinates of  points G and 
H, which correspond to 
the years 1930 and 1935, 
when Easter was on 20 
and 21 April, respectively, 
give us values that approach Δ. These remarks enable us to construct a 
particularly useful indicator. 

Indeed, if  we draw regional graphs similar to the one we have just 
 produced for the whole of  France (Graph 6), we obtain figures which vary 
considerably from one region to another. The flatter the curves of  each 
month, the less strict the 
observance of   Catholic 
marriage restrictions 
during Lent. Graph 7 
which corresponds to 
the 10 départements of  
 Brittany and Graph 8 to 
the group Yonne, Aube, 
Seine-et-Marne and Marne, 
provide a striking illustra-
tion. We can thus calculate 
for each département the 
quantity p = 1 – δ/Δ which 
represents the proportion 
of inhabitants who ob-
serve Catholic marriage 
rules during Lent. 

Map 9 shows the 
results of  the calculation 
for the period 1927-1938. 
We see that the Catholic legislation is strictly observed to the south-west 
of  a line Caen – Saint Etienne, while to the north-east of  this same line, it 
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Figure 6. – Variation, according to the date of  Easter, in 
the proportion of marriages in February, March and 

April, for 12,000 annual marriages
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Figure 7. – Variation, according to the date of  Easter, in 
the proportion of marriages in February, March and 

April, for 12,000 annual marriages
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carries much less weight. 
We see a rough outline of  
the French regions where 
religious practice is 
traditionally strong. But 
the place occupied by the 
north of  France, generally 
considered to be a region 
of fervent churchgoers, is 
surprising. This is perhaps 
because observance of  
Lent does not have, or 
perhaps no longer has, 
the religious importance 
that we tend to attribute 
to it. Hence, the lack of  
similarity between Map 
9 and the map of the 
gross reproduction rate(6) 

(Map 10) can neither confirm nor refute the frequent assertions concerning 
the influence of  religious factors on fertility. There is a clear correlation, 
on the other hand, between divorces (Map 11) and non-observance of  Lent. 
Last, Map 12, similar to Map 9 but covering the period 1874-1878, illustrates 
the weakening of religious traditions governing the timing of marriage. 

The seasonal variations described above on Graph 2 for the months of  
May to December and January can now be determined for the entire year. 
Based on the above, the scale of  variation will vary according to the date of  
Easter. For example, Graph 13 shows the seasonal variation for the whole of  
France corresponding to a year when Easter is on 1 April and the whole of  
March is in Lent.

Let us now see what meaning we can attach to the irregularities of  this 
variation. We note also that the peaks and troughs on Graph 13 are not 
independent. Marriages not celebrated at one time must of  course be 
celebrated at another, so the troughs and peaks correspond and the 
explanation for one applies in turn to the other. 

*

The troughs in March and the peaks in February and April are linked, as 
we have just seen, to the marriage legislation of  the Catholic Church. The 
peak in December also has a religious explanation. We saw above that there 
is another period, in addition to Lent, during which the Catholic Church 
does not authorize marriage without dispensation, namely the period of  

(6) The gross reproduction rate represents the number of daughters that would be born to 
100 mothers during their reproductive period under current fertility conditions and with zero 
mortality. 

Date of Easter

Number of marriages

March April
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MARCH

APRIL
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‚

Figure 8. – Variation, according to the date of  Easter, in 
the proportion of marriages in February, March and 

April, for 12,000 annual marriages
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Figure 9. – Percentage of  the population observing Catholic rules on marriage during Lent 
(1927-1938)
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Figure 10. – Gross reproduction rate per 100 women (1930-1932)
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Figure 11. – Marriages per 10 divorces pronounced (1936-1938)
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Figure 12. – Percentage of  the population observing Catholic rules on marriage during Lent 
(1874-1878)
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Advent which begins on 
the first Sunday following 
26 November and ends at 
Epiphany on 6 January. 
If  this rule were strictly 
applied, we would see 
a dip in marriages as 
large as that of  March.  In 
reality, while the seasonal 
pattern calculated above 
(Graph 13) for the whole of  
France ranks December 
among the months when 
marriages are least 
frequent, it shows that 
the rule applicable to 
marriage during closed 
periods is less well 
observed during Advent 
than during Lent. In 
addition, as is the case for 
Lent, December should be 
flanked by two marriages peaks, representing periods when the marriages 
not celebrated during Advent were able to take place. Graph 13 shows that 
these peak marriage periods are found neither in January nor in December.

The seasonal patterns by département give greater substance to this 
impression. They immediately reveal that the proportions of  January and 
December are independent: while the January figure varies little among 
départements, that of  December changes notably from one region to another. 
The dearth of  marriages in January thus deserves a specific explanation, 
doubtless linked to the winter season. Likewise, the respective variations 
in the proportions of  December and November are only weakly correlated, 
while those of  October and December vary in more or less the same 
manner. Contrary to the situation in Lent, the marriages not celebrated 
during Advent do not appear to be shifted to neighbouring months, but 
rather brought forward to October. We may thus assume that in the absence 
of  Catholic legislation, the marriages in the last quarter of  the year would 
be equally distributed over the three months. 

The relative difference between the number of  December marriages 
and the three-month average thus represents the proportion of the 
population that observes Catholic legislation on marriage during Advent.

For the whole of  France, we find a percentage of  17, a rather low figure 
which shows that the Catholic rule is not widely observed. However, if  we 
calculate the same proportion by département, we find marked differences 
between the regions, visible on Map 14. This map shows the present day 
situation, and reveals that the départements of Brittany and above all Vendée 

Number of marriages

monthly averageAnnual

‚

‚

‚

‚

‚

‚

‚

Figure 13. – Monthly seasonal variation in marriages for 
12,000 marriages in the year and for a year when Easter is 

on 1 April
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Figure 14. – Percentage of  the population observing Catholic rules on marriage during 
Advent (1927-1938)
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Figure 15. – Percentage of  the population observing Catholic rules on marriage during 
Advent (1874-1878)
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are practically the only ones to observe the custom today. Indeed, Map 15, 
which concerns the period 1874-1878, reveals the progressive disappearance 
of  this custom over the last 60 years. 

*

We showed earlier that the proportions of  December and October vary 
in a similar manner. This is only a general observation and there are 
exceptions to the rule. Certain départements, Creuse for example, which have 
a normal marriage frequency in December, also have a very high marriage 
frequency in October. This is because the Catholic rule on marriage in 
December exists alongside a custom to avoid marriage in November. Map 
16 shows that this custom is highly localized, which explains why it is not 
visible in the pattern for the whole of  France. The insets around the map 
enable us to pinpoint the origin of  the custom in the Creuse département 
around 1874-1878. It developed gradually from then on, and in certain 
départements, such as Corrèze, it is quite recent, as shown by Graph 17. 
This same graph shows that the custom is now tending to spread to Gironde 
and Charente. The populations who accept it explain their attitude by their 
respect for the dead, to whom they devote the entire month of November. 
The commemoration, on 11 November, of  the Armistice of  the 1914-1918 
war, may also have played a role in the spread of the custom between the 
two wars.
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Figure 16. – Percentage of  the population who think that November is not a good month for 
celebrating marriage
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For the months of  
July, August and 
September, four types 
of  seasonal patterns can 
be observed across the 
different regions:

a) most départements 
have a peak in September 
and troughs in July and 
August; 

b) in a small number 
of  départements on the 
Mediterranean coast, the 
peak is in August, and 
the troughs in July and 
September;

c) in others, the 
situation is reversed, with a trough in August and peaks in July and 
September;

d) last, in the Seine département, the peak is in July and the troughs in 
August and September.

Map 18 shows the regions where these various patterns are observed. 
Cases a and b can be explained by economic factors. In many regions, the 

Figure 18. – Seasonal variation in marriages over the months of  July, August and September 
(1927-1938)

Percentage

Figure 17. – Percentage of  the population who avoid 
marrying in November
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whole of  July and August are devoted to the harvest and marriages are 
delayed until September, a month when the farming workload is somewhat 
lighter for rural populations, even in wine growing regions where the grapes 
are harvested late in the year. In the Mediterranean coast, on the other hand, 
the grapes are harvested in September and marriages are brought forward 
to August. 

In the Seine département (Paris), these considerations do not apply, and 
the decrease in marriages in August and September is doubtless linked to 
the fact that many Parisians go away on holiday in summer.

In the central-eastern and north-western regions, the explanation is less 
simple. We believe that the August dip in marriages has a religious origin, 
although the Catholic Church has not officialized the custom. Indeed, the 
month of August is devoted, in part at least, to the Virgin Mary, and, in 
certain regions, it is widely considered inappropriate to marry at this time. 
We can find confirmation of our interpretation in the fact that marriages 
are also very rare in May, a month which – even more so than August – is 
wholly given over to the Virgin Mary; it is the “month of Mary” for Catholic 
churchgoers. But the question of the month of May is less clear-cut, since 
numerous influences appear to play a role, though the weight of  each is 
difficult to discern. 

Map 19 shows how the custom is observed today in the French 
population. It reveals two main areas, the Mediterranean coast on the one 
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Figure 19. – Percentage of  the population who think that May is not a good month for 
celebrating marriage (1927-1938)
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hand and the regions between the Loire and the Massif  Central on the other. 
One might be tempted to see this as a custom inherited from Ancient 

Rome. Indeed, in Roman times, the month of May had a poor reputation. 
It was the time of the Lemuria festival, a sort of  commemoration of the 
dead, and marriage was discouraged throughout the month. Speaking of  
the month of May, Ovid declared “Those foolish enough to light wedding 
torches, may well see them transformed into funeral torches” Many 
popular proverbs express the same idea today: “Mai commence par une 
croix, qui s’y marie en porte deux” (May starts with a cross, if  you marry 
in that month you will carry two);(7) “Noce de mai, noce de mort” (May 
wedding, death wedding); “Mois des fleurs, mois des pleurs” (Month of  
flowers, month of weeping); “Au mois de mai ne se marient que les ânes” 
(Only donkeys marry in May); “Les enfants conçus en mai auront les yeux 
rouges et seront fous” (Children conceived in May will be red-eyed fools). 
But if  this is a relic of  Roman times, we should find ever higher levels of  
observance as we move back in time. The opposite is in fact the case, as 
shown by Maps 19 and 20. In 1810, a few départements in western France 
showed a slight tendency to avoid marriages in May. By 1837 the custom had 
gained strength and was spreading towards the centre, while a new area of  
observance emerged along the Mediterranean. By 1876, the two zones were 
clearly visible, and since then have never ceased to expand. 

This suggests that the custom did not exist in the early nineteenth 
century; to defend the theory of  a Roman origin we would need to find 
out why a forgotten practice later re-emerged. Moreover, it is by no means 
certain that the custom disappeared a long time ago; only an analysis of  
monthly marriage statistics before the Revolution would allow us to clarify 
this point. Unfortunately, these statistics do not exist, and could only be 
obtained through parish registers. 

As things stand, it seems unlikely that this custom harks back to Roman 
times. A more plausible explanation is that, like for August, May weddings 
are avoided in honour of  the Virgin Mary, whose cult has developed 
considerably over the last century. In any case, the current influence of  
this cult on May marriages is a certainty, as proven by the existence, in all 
regions, of  religious groups of  young girls known as “Children of Mary” 
whose members will never marry in the month of May.

*

Hence, a demographic study of marriages in May and November cannot 
be brought to its conclusion without the help of  sociologists and historians. 
Demographers, for their part, can reveal the emergence, in the nineteenth 
century, of  customs previously thought to take back to ancient times. They 
can show folklorists that science does not exist outside time and does not 
consist solely in looking for ancient practices on the verge of  extinction. 

(7) On 3 May, the Catholic Church celebrates the feast of  the Invention of the Holy Cross.
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Figure 20. – Percentage of  the population who think that May is not a good month 
for marriage
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Ours is a living, constantly changing history, enriched each day with new 
findings, in which the popular imagination finds its expression.

To conclude, may we express our gratitude to the departmental 
archivists of  Bouches-du-Rhône, Cher, Corrèze, Creuse, Gard, Hérault, 
Indre, Indre-et-Loire, Var and Haute-Vienne who kindly explained to us why 
the population of their département avoided marriage in the month of May. 

Jean Bourgeois
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