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ABSTRACT 

Widows as individuals and as a social group held fundamental importance to 

both the family and civic life of early modem Castile. Archival sources indicate that 

widows' influence throughout all levels of Castilian society was magnified by their 

relative degree of legal autonomy, combined with a tacit acceptance of women's 

activities in many areas of familial and municipal life. The use of documents more 

closely reflecting women's daily activities allows for contextualization of the complex 

impact of moral and legal rhetoric on the social construction of widowhood, providing 

concrete examples of widows' practical and often highly tactical employment, evasion, 

and/or manipulation of patriarchal and moral norms. The experience of widowhood both 

forces a re-examination of gender boundaries by questioning current theories of female 

enclosure and demands a re-evaluation of gendered patterns in expressions of patronage 

and parentage. Marital status and social class become more important that the gendered 

moral and legal strictures of an apparently patriarchal society in terms of early modem 

women's ability to take part in a wide range of activities normally not considered possible 

for their sex. Toledo's widows challenge public/private spheres models by giving 

evidence of the public nature of private lives and the private ends of public acts. 

Examining widows' lives provides insight into the complex mechanisms lying behind the 

formulation of gender boundaries in the early modem world and the pragmatic politics of 

everyday life at the nexus of family and community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On 15 October 1560, Toledan chronicler Sebastian de Horozco received a 

disturbing letter from a priest in Roa, a small village in the vicinity of Valladolid. The 

events revealed in the letter were so shockingly memorable that Horozco found himself 

compelled to forward the account to the king. The chronicler moved swiftly to the scene 

of the crime, the village of Hora, where a spate of disappearances had recently been 

resolved by the discovery of 17 corpses buried under the bedroom and kitchen floors in 

the home of the widow Teresa Delgado. Recounting both the unearthing of bodies in 

multiple stages of decomposition and the rationale behind the homicides, Horozco spins a 

story of bloodthirsty, grisly murder undertaken for the sake of personal gain; the widow 

Delgado, it would seem, was doing more than run a little village inn for passers-by.' But 

beyond the bizarre particulars of the homicides, the story that unfolds reveals details of 

Teresa Delgado's life that parallel the position of many widows in Castilian society. Just 

as widows routinely appeared as participatory members of their communities, Teresa 

Delgado found acceptance by the villagers of Hora as a female head of household who 

took responsibility for her family's welfare and capably ran a business to achieve these 

ends. The erstwhile innkeeper's integration within her community neatly summarizes the 

' Sebastian de Horozco, "Memorial y relation de un estrano caso agora aconte^ido y descubierto de una 
mala y cruel muger," in Noticias curiosas sobre diferentes materials, BN Mss 9175, f. 255r-256v. Portions 
of this manuscript, but not the case of Teresa Delgado, appear in edited form in Sebastian de Horozco, 
Relaciones histdricas toledanas, ed. Jack Weiner (Toledo, 1981). 
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experience of other women in the widowed state; a homicidal rampage remains as the 

only thing truly extraordinary about Teresa Delgado. 

According to Horozco, for the past five or six years, the 50 or 60-odd residents of 

Hora had harbored reservations about some of the business transactions of their neighbor, 

the irmkeeper widow Delgado. The untimely demise of her husband at the hands of 

unidentified thieves while on his way to do pilgrimage in Burgos provoked speculation of 

foul play. Then there was the workman who went off without his "lame" stud, only to see 

the beast "cured" and sold off by Delgado a few days later, the widow exclaiming to her 

neighbors how strange it was that the man never returned for his beast nor the proceeds 

from its sale. The culminating case of the traveling saleswoman whose clothing turned up 

by the banks of the river, an unfortunate instance of drowning, the night after lodging 

with Delgado, finally triggered closer investigation. But the inquest only commenced 

after being prompted by the deceased's husband, who arrived to look for her and 

demanded it. Up until this final event, only highlighted by the urging of the bereaved 

husband, the innkeeper's activities over the years were never so outrageous or atypical 

that they brought official attention to her situation. Neither Delgado's acumen in 

operating a self-supporting business, nor her ability to raise her sons without the 

oversight of another male family member or other guardian stood out as unusual. In 

fact, Delgado's decision to remain single accorded well with the experience of many 

other widows.^ Not finding herself denounced, ostracized or even openly challenged, the 

^ See Chapters 2 and 3 for fuller discussion of widows as matriarchs and working widows. 
' The state of demographical studies in Castile is not advanced enough at the current time to produce 
definitive figures for remarriage rates. General studies treating Castile include the following; Armie 
Molinie-Bertrand, Au siecle d'or I'Espagne et ses Hommes: la population du royaume de Castille au XVIe 
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widow Delgado enjoyed integration into and acceptance by her community, despite the 

potential power of local suspicion. Thus, just as the villagers in Hora acknowledged that 

widows regularly headed independent households and participated in the economic life of 

their communities with success, modem readers should look to many aspects of Teresa 

Delgado's life as representative of Castilian widowhood, despite the vision of the 

enclosed woman suggested by moralistic treatises and modem interpretations based upon 

such tracts."^ 

siecle (Paris, 1985); Jose Camacho Cabello, La poblacion de Castilla-La Mancha (siglos XVI, XVII, XVIII): 
crisis y renovacion (Toledo, 1997); Tomas Gonzalez, Censo de poblacion de las provincias y partidos de la 
Corona de Castilla en el siglo XVI (Madrid, 1829); Vicente Perez Moreda, La crisis de mortalidad en la 
Espana interior (siglos XVI-XIX) (Madrid, 1980). Scholars investigating rural society have begun more 
detailed work with regard to widows, such as David Vassberg's study of the rural poor in Castile, "The 
Status of Widows in Sixteenth-Century Rural Castile," in Poor Women and Children in the European Past, 
ed. J. Henderson and R. Wall (London, 1994), 180-195. While Vassberg asserts a norm for sixteenth-
century rural Castile at approximately 15% (ranging as high as 40%), a rate qualified as higher than that 
found in other rural European communities, comprehensive studies of urban and rural populations 
explicitly dealing with rates of widowhood throughout Castile do not exist at this time. For a micro-study 
of demographic issues affecting widows in Pozuelo de Aravaca, a town north-west of Madrid, see Marie-
Catherine Barbazza, "Las viudas campesinas de Castilla la Nueva en los siglos XVI y XVII," in De la Edad 
Media a la Moderna: mujeres, educacion y familia en el dmbito rural y urbano, ed. Maria Lopez Beltran 
(Malaga, 1999), 133-159. Based on other European trends noting increased rates of widowhood in urban 
vs. rural areas, one might expect to find even higher rates in larger urban communities. 
^ Studies by Mary Elizabeth Perry informed by analysis of prescriptive literature include "Magdalens and 
Jezebels in Counter-Reformation Spain," in Culture and Control in Counter-Reformation Spain, ed. Anne 
J. Cruz and Mary Elizabeth Perry (MinneapoHs, 1991), 124-144, along with Gender and Disorder in Early 
Modern Seville (Princeton, 1990). Angel Rodriguez Sanchez, "El poder familiar: la patria potestad en el 
Antiguo Regimen," Chronica Nova 18 (1990): 365-380, bases discussion of women and family upon the 
study of prescriptive tracts. A discussion of women's (and widows') activities based primarily on moralistic 
texts is presented by Marilo Vigil, La vida de las mujeres en los siglos XVIy XVII {Ma.AnA, 1986). The 
enclosure paradigm also extends to studies of the Spanish impact in the Americas, again based primarily 
upon a reading of prescriptive tracts produced by ecclesiastics. See, for instance, Rebecca Overmeyer-
Velasquez, "Christian Morality Revealed in New Spain: The Inimical Woman in Book Ten of the 
Florentine Codex," Journal of Women's History 10 (Summer, 1998): 9-37, which discusses Bernardino de 
Sahagun's work, along with a good summary of relevant historiography for the position of indigenous 
women in post-Conquest Latin American society. The theme of widows as subjects of control also appears 
in Louise Mirrer's introduction to Upon My Husband's Death: Widows in the Literature and Histories of 
Medieval Europe, ed. Louise Mirror (Ann Arbor, 1992), 1-17. See also fuller discussion of the enclosure 
paradigm in Chapter 1. 
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As he repeated the contents of the letter from Roa and recounted the reactions of 

the villagers to the dreadful denouement, Horozco felt it necessary to interject his own 

brief commentary on the appalling events in Hora. When authorities called at the house 

the next day, the widow was conveniently off to Burgos on a pilgrimage—a pilgrimage to 

ransack the contents of her murdered lodger's coffers. Inspection of the lodgings 

produced evidence of recently patched up flooring at the head of Delgado's bed. A few 

digs produced an arm, then the strangled body of la Montanesa, the missing saleswoman, 

her head impaled with a thrust of scissors in the ear. Each subsequent disinterred corpse, 

including one presumed to be that of the dead husband, brought with it confirmation of 

the villagers' deepest suspicions, which had seemingly provoked nothing more than 

gossip in the past. By relating such details, Horozco wished to emphasize the 

pathological cruelty of this story, made all the more horrific by the fact that the 

perpetrator was a woman. In order to accentuate the morally repugnant aspect of the 

story, Horozco divulged aspects of Delgado's character that he felt must have supported 

her homicidal proclivities. 

The emphasis on Delgado's latent immorality provides a contrast to the 

impression that the daily activities of the murderess were not anomalous in the estimation 

of the villagers in Hora. For Horozco, the idea of a widow living alone in such a small 

community who resided with others in her capacity as an innkeeper made Delgado even 

more monstrous. Her utter lack of compunction about sleeping over the buried corpse of 

her husband and eating in a kitchen whose floor concealed corpses of those who once ate 

at her table struck Horozco as particularly distressing. Added to this audacity, maintained 
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over the course of years, Delgado committed her crimes in a cunning and premeditated 

fashion in order to enrich herself Finally, not only did she perpetrate these hideous 

schemes of her own volition, she also baited one of her sons into participating, at the very 

least, in the fleecing of her final victim. Driven by lust for material gain and emboldened, 

rather than shamed, by her crimes, Delgado exemplified the dangers of an uncontrolled 

woman—a widow free of the jurisdiction of her husband and left to raise her sons to 

follow in her felonious footsteps. Indeed, according to Horozco, knowing that her 

husband would block her schemes, Teresa deftly dealt the first blow upon the man to 

whom her marriage enjoined her to obey. By sleeping above the corpse of the husband 

murdered by her own hand, she subverted the gendered order of the patriarchal 

household. Burying her other victims in the kitchen, the symbolic font of female 

domesticity and of woman as nurturer, saw her overturning a gendered social order; cook 

became butcher and caretaker became destroyer. Daring to live alone, raise her sons 

alone and run her business alone, this treacherous woman driven by unbridled passions 

and deadly curming summoned her autonomy in order to defraud and then murder the 

innocent guests who entered her home. But rather than identify her widowhood as the 

source of impiousness, Horozco suggests that the guise of the widow was deliberately 

assumed in order to mask her evil plans. Between the lines of the moralistic evaluation of 

Delgado emerges a fundamental understanding held by the chronicler, the perpetrator and 

the villagers that widows did not regularly fall under suspicion for exercising 

independence. 



13 

By dwelling not only on the crime of murder itself, but also the immorality of 

threatened chastity implied by sharing her house with strangers, the impiousness of 

disrespect for the dead, and the irresponsibility toward inculcating an upstanding 

character in her son, Horozco reveals attitudes condoning the purity and piety advocated 

by prescriptive norms for widows. The image of the murderous Teresa Delgado as 

symbolic of a negative potential inherent in female autonomy accorded well with the 

suspicions sixteenth-century moralists held about the dangers of uncontrolled women and 

the recommendations churchmen therefore made to contain widows. As the subjects of 

moralistic treatises, widows seemingly hid behind the walls of silence and enclosure, 

retreating from society in pious solitude. From such images, along with depictions of 

women in Golden Age honor plays, historians and literary critics have postulated an 

enclosure paradigm, where the arbiters of a patriarchal society consigned women, and 

among them widows, to a Hfe of control and submission to the dictates of a social order 

predicated on upholding gender order.^ However, by basing this model on an analysis of 

prescriptive literature and other normative sources, the activity of widows tends to be 

overlooked. While the Castilian widow contended with the parameters sketched by 

ecclesiastical and Active morality, her daily life took her beyond the boundaries of 

enclosure and purity into the bustling world of the municipality. 

' See the works of Perry cited above in note 4. Clara Estow, "Widow's in the Chronicles of Late Medieval 
Castile," in Mirrer, Upon My Husband's Death, 153-167, suggests that the role of widows in chronicles 
indicates a social desire to regulate them. The figure of Canizares, an wizened old witch in Cervantes' El 
coloquio de las perros is analyzed, along with other 'deviant' women found in Inquisitorial records, by 
Maria Helena Sanchez Ortega, "Woman as Source of 'Evil' in Counter-Reformation Spain," in Cruz and 
Perry, Culture and Control, 196-215. Anne J. Cruz treats restrictive attitudes toward women as revealed by 
Golden Age literature in "La bella malmaridada: Lessons for the Good Wife," in Cruz and Perry, Culture 
and Control, 145-170. 
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Although Horozco's attitudes toward Delgado suggest an internalization of 

prescriptive norms for women's comportment beyond the ranks of churchmen, he does 

not ultimately base his judgment of the widow on the fact that she was running a business 

or raising her sons on her own. His critique focuses more on the manner in which she 

went about her affairs, which could have compromised her reputation, and the moral 

corruption into which she led at least one of her sons. If widows were "expected" to 

behave improperly if not enclosed, the message of moralistic treatises trying to dissuade 

them from impious lifestyles, Horozco's shock at Delgado's comportment confirms that 

widows did not regularly behave as immorally she did. Even if Delgado confirms the 

moralists' darkest fears about the consequences of uncontrolled women, the fact that 

Horozco takes pains to show the extraordinary nature of her wickedness tends to absolve 

other widows from such suspicions. In other words, because widows were so 

ubiquitously accepted as heads of households, the case of Delgado's failure to do so 

"properly" was even more outrageous. Horozco's interpretations of Delgado belie an 

interesting understanding of moralistic prescriptions: he appends to ideals of piety and 

purity, but at the same time ignores an emphasis on the sort of enclosure that attaining 

such goals would require. The chronicler's attitudes quite neatly summarize more broadly 

held Castilian cultural values, which both subscribed to the ideal of gendered notions of 

morality and at the same time accepted the pragmatic reality, necessity and desirability of 

women taking part in activities that took them well beyond the boimdaries of their 

supposed enclosure. The uniqueness Teresa Delgado does not confirm that widows so 

internalized moralistic literature that, with the exception of her, they indeed withdrew 
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from public life. Instead, her representativeness indicates that despite the more confining 

recommendations of prescriptive literature, widows actively participated in the lives of 

their families and communities. 

Starting fi-om the model of enclosure and a handful of studies on Castilian law 

with regard to women, a quest began to find out not about exemplary widows, such as 

those held up as models of comportment in prescriptive treatises or Horozco's disturbing 

case of the extraordinary, but rather information about the experiences of widows living 

as members of families and communities.^ There may have been few, if any, 

sensationalist widow serial killers lurking in the towns and villages of Castile, but 

nevertheless women also appear as a subject of observation elsewhere in chronicler's 

writings. During the course of recording the history of the city of Toledo, Luis Hurtado 

remarked that this was a city suffering from "an excessive number and notable quantity 

n 

of women." Hurtado's comment may have been impressionistic, but it belied a degree of 

accuracy: according to 1569 census figures, women comprised 60.4% of the Toledan lay 

® For studies examining widows' legal status under Castilian law, primarily for the medieval period, see 
Maria Isabel Perez de Tudela, "La condicion de la viuda en el medieval castellano-leones," in Las mujeres 
en las ciudades medievales. Actus de las terceras jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria, ed. Cristina 
Segura Graifio (Madrid, 1984), 87-102. See also, Cristina Segura Graiiio, "Situacion juridica y realidad 
social de las casadas y viudas en el medieval hispano (Andalucia)," in La condicion de la mujer en la Edad 
Media. Adas del coloquio celebrado en la Casa de Velazquez, del 5 a 7 de noviembre de 1984, ed. Yves-
Rene Fonquerne and Alfonso Esteban (Madrid, 1986), 121-134, and Luis Gomez Moran, La mujer en la 
historiay en la legislacion (Madrid, 1944), especially Chapter 5, "El Derecho de familia en la historia y en 
la legislacion Espanola," 175-197. An unpublished paper by Reyna Pastor provides a solid discussion of 
patriapotestas: see "Los espacios juridicos de las mujeres y las realidades socials, Reino de Castilla, siglos 
XIII-XVI," (Centro de Estudios Historicos, Madrid, s.d.). Pastor has a published article treating some of the 
same themes, "Para ima historia social de la mujer hispano-medieval. Problematicas y puntos de vista," in 
La condicion de la mujer, ed. Fonquerne and Esteban, 187-215. For a good overview in English of the 
Hispanic legal tradition regarding women see Silvia Arrom, The Women of Mexico City, 1790-1857 
(Stanford, CA, 1984), 54-81. 
' Luis Hurtado, Memorial de algunas cosas notables que tiene la imperial ciudad de Toledo, in Relaciones 
historico-geogrdfico-estadisticas de los pueblos de Espaita hechas por iniciativa de Felipe //. Vol. II: 
Reino de Toledo, ed. Carmelo Vinas y Ramon Paz (Madrid, 1963), 523. 
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population, the highest tally for Castilian cities of the time.^ Widows could be counted, 

too, among this burgeoning group, accounting for approximately 19.3% of the total 

Toledan population in 1561.^ These patterns, though strikingly evident in Toledo, 

nevertheless bore out repetition throughout Castile. The toll of European conflicts and 

immigration to the Americas, producing the effect of both real and virtual widowhood, 

contributed to the appearance of similar figures throughout Castile." Expanding on the 

chronicler's observation, the Kingdom of Castile could thus be called a kingdom of 

widows, making this region fertile ground for an investigation of widowhood. However, 

the lack of any significant bibliography on widows in Castile meant that this mission 

would start out bluntly as a mere hunt for widows in order to ascertain where they would 

appear in the archival record and what they might be doing. With the prescriptive norm as 

a foil against which to examine the daily lives of widows, initial investigations hoped to 

discover how the ideal intersected with social reality. 

® This figure is based on an examination of the census taken in 1569 by Luis Hurtado. See Richard Kagan, 
"Contando vecinos: el censo Toledano de 1569," Studia Historica. Historia Moderna 12 (1994): 115-135. 
Kagan finds totals of 53,770 inhabitants as follows: 17,877 men; 27,221 women; 6,083 children; 921 
clerics; and 1,668 religious. 
' Linda Martz and Julio Porres Martin-Cleto collect data by parish, including specific tallies of widows. 
They cite census figures for widows in Toledo, ranging from the lowest rates in the parish of San Antolin 
with 10.2%, to the highest in the parish of Santa Leocadia, with 32.7%., Toledo y los toledanos en 1561 
(Toledo, 1974), 34. Census figures, though incomplete, from the beginning of the sixteenth century are 
examined by Andres Rodriguez Horta, "La ciudad de Toledo a fines de la Edad Media: poblacion y 
caracteres socioeconomicos segiin un alarde military de 1503," in Historia social, pensamiento 
historiogrdfico y Edad Media: homenaje al professor Abilio Barbero de Aguilera, ed. Maria Isabel Loring 
Garcia (Madrid, 1997), 449-474. 

See Martz and Martin-Cleto, Toledo y los toledanos, 34. They cite Bartolome Bennassar, Valladolid au 
siecle d 'or: me ville de Castille et sa campagne au XVIe siecle (Paris, 1967), 191. They note that similar 
rates appear in other Castilian cities in the same year, with 21% in Medina del Campo, 20% in Burgos, 
19% in Segovia, and 15% in Valladolid. 
" Javier Malagon Barcelo and Manual Diaz-Marta Pinilla, El Reino de Toledo en elpoblamientoy 
ordenacion del Nuevo Mundo (Toledo, 1996), discuss the voyage of Toledans to the New World over a 
fifty-year period following the Comunero revolt of 1520-21. They find 1,162 immigrants from Toledo, of 
whom 186 were women and 976 were men, in a total of 20,047 immigrants for the same period. They note 
that while statutes prohibited men to depart for the Indies without their wives, many men ignored these 
regulations. 
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Like a sheet of photographic paper dipped in developer, an image rapidly 

emerged that confounded that of the enclosed widow. Widows began to appear 

everywhere: state, municipal, provincial, notarial, ecclesiastical, conventual and private 

archives. Widows peppered an unmanageable range of documentation: wills, estate 

partitions, marriage and dowry capitulations, confraternity statutes, hospital records, 

donations. Inquisition trials, property transactions, estate record books, guild statutes, 

guardianship papers, and more. Widows seemed to be taking part in everything: writing 

wills, buying and selling property, sponsoring pious works, dedicating themselves to poor 

relief, defending their interests alongside those of their children and families, creating 

marriage alliances, and working in a wide range of trades. In sum, widows were doing 

just about everything a man could do, save for hold ecclesiastical, military, or poUtical 

office. This wealth of archival material proved to be both a gold mine and a quagmire, as 

decisions had to be made about how to organize and interpret such an enormous range of 

material. Due to time constraints, the examination of documents was confined primarily 

to the sixteenth century, based originally on the fact that the majority of work on 

medieval and early modem Castilian women written by Spanish scholars concentrate on 

the period prior to 1500 or provide more general studies of women, and ultimately on the 

recognition that expanding the timeframe would only compound the issue of 

overabundant material.'^ To refme the presentation of findings, thematic treatment of a 

General and collected studies on women include: Maria Elena Sanchez Ortega, La mujery la sexualidad 
en el antiguo regimen: la perspective inquisitorial (Madrid, 1992); Maria Angeles Duran, ed.. La mujer en 
la historia de Espana (s. XVI-XX). Actas de las primeras jornadas de investigacidn interdisciplinaria 
(Madrid, 1983); Maria Angeles Duran, ed.. Las mujeres medievales y su ambito juridico. Actas de las 
segundas jomadas de investigacidn interdisciplinaria (Madrid, 1984); Maria Carmen Garcia Nieto Paris, 
ed., Ordenamiento juridico y realidad social de las mujeres. Actas de las quartas jomadas de investigacidn 
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reduced number of widows, who represented the norm for their social status based on 

examination of a wide range of comparative sources seemed an appropriate 

organizational and analytical tactic. Finally, wherever possible, providing examples of 

widows from a broad range of socio-economic backgrounds helps to substantiate the 

wider claims that the behavior observed, in general, cut across class lines and can 

therefore be regarded as typical. 

The discovery of widows participating so widely in the lives of their families and 

communities provides a sharp contrast to the image of the moralists' enclosed woman. A 

widow's autonomy also seems surprising within the context of a patriarchal society, 

where women appear to be relegated to a position of institutionalized inferiority as 

derived from both secular and ecclesiastical legal tradition. However, in Castile, 

patriarchy did not exist as a monolithic force, which rigidly enforced an ideology of male 

superiority and female incapacity. Gender certainly played a significant role in the 

construction of social hierarchies, but gender prescriptions alone did not define or confine 

interdisciplinaria (Madrid, 1986); Vigil, La vida de las mujeres\ Segura Graiiio, Las mujeres en las 
ciudades medievales; Isabel Perez Molina, ed., Las mujeres en el antiguo regimen: imagines y realidad (s. 
XVI-XVIII) (Barcelona, 1994); Margarita Maria Birriel Salcedo, ed., Nuevas preguntas, nuevas miradas: 
Fuentes y documentacidn para la historia de las mujeres (sighs XIII-XVIII) (Granada, 1992); Maria del 
Mar Grana Cid, ed., Las sabias mujeres: educacion, saber y autoria (sighs III-XVIII) (Madrid, 1994); 
Maria Begona Villar Garcia, ed., Vidas y recursos de mujeres durante el Antiguo Regimen (Malaga, 1997); 
Fonqueme and Esteban, La condicion de la mujer. 

Specific studies of widows include: David Vassberg, "The Status of Widows"; Jodi Bilinkoff, 
"Elite Widows and Religious Expression in Early Modem Spain: the View fi:om Avila," in Widowhood in 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner (New York, 1999), 181-192; 
Heath Dillard, Daughters of the Reconquest: Women in Castilian Town Society, 1100-1300 (Cambridge, 
1984), Chapter 4; Equip Broda, "La viudez, triste o feliz estado? Las ultimas voluntades de los 
barcelonenses en tomo al 1400," and Maria Isabel Perez de Tudela, "La condicion de la viuda en el 
medievo castellano-leones," in Segura Graino, Mujeres en las ciudades medievales, 11 Al and 87-102; 
Magdalena Rodriguez Gil, "Las posibilidades de actuacion juridico-privadas de la mujer soltera medieval," 
and Cristina Segura Graiiio, "Situacion juridical y realidad social de casadas y viudas en el medievo 
hispano (Andalucia)," in Fonqueme and Esteban, La condicion de la mujer, 107-120 and 121-134. 
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a woman and her actions.'^ This is particularly true in the case of widows, where marital 

status, along with wealth and class, became the factor that most significantly affected a 

woman's capacity to act autonomously in such a wide range of activities. Of interrelated 

significance, although patriarchy operated at the institutional levels of church and state to 

exclude women from holding office, at the level of the institution of the family it did not. 

Widows played a particularly important role in their families, and in this capacity 

stood at the forefront of this institution. This observation holds fiindamental importance 

when considering the family, the site around which states would consolidate by receiving 

the concerted attention of secular and ecclesiastical authorities, as the building block of 

early modem society. Since widows operated at the center of the family by taking on the 

role of the deceased patriarch, the very notion of patriarchy comes into question, and with 

it definitions and conceptions of power and gender in the early modem period. Despite 

the fact that men held the highest offices of church and state to the exclusion of women, 

widows might readily hold the highest office in a family, that of the matriarch. With this 

position came the ability to replicate class identity via providing education, training, and 

marital arrangements for her children. The matriarch also controlled the financial and 

productive assets of the family. And finally, she had the ability serve as a patron who 

could direct her energies and funds toward a wide range of pious and civic ends. In all 

these capacities, widows' activities permeated the porous borders between private and 

public, sacred and secular. The presence of the widow matriarch indicates that women, 

This suggestion is substantiated by the work of scholars contributing to a recent study of the women of 
the Mendoza family. See, for example, the numerous discussions of patriarchy as it operated in Spain in 
Helen Nader, ed., Power and Gender in Renaissance Spain: Eight Women of the Mendoza Family, 1450-
1650 (Illinois, 2003), particularly the introduction, 5-7. 
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just as men, had open to them the possibility of wielding formal power in arenas that 

found an intertwining of public and private interests and spaces, with correlative 

opportunities to enhance personal and familial status. Both men and women, then, could 

exercise authority, even if women used different strategies to attain influence due to their 

exclusion from office within the institutions of church and state. A widow's capacity to 

command fulfilled the need to maintain hierarchies of age, authority and class within the 

household. But at the same time, a widow's authority did little to directly or overtly 

challenge men's stranglehold on prestigious offices, even though power within the 

household translated readily into influence within the community. The example of the 

Castilian widow, then, demonstrates that patriarchy could and did find room to 

accommodate and even welcome a complementary matriarchy, which fulfilled the similar 

function of maintaining social order in a society grounded upon the institution of the 

family. 

As a both a cause and result of an acceptance of female agency, widows did not 

find their position as protectors, proprietors and patrons unduly limited by law or custom. 

Benefiting from imdisputed inheritance rights to half the couple's joint goods at the time 

of her spouse's demise, along with the recovery of her dowry and the possibility to 

receive other bequests, the Castilian widow parlayed this potential economic strength into 

both prominence within the family and power within the community. In addition, because 

she enjoyed full legal personhood, a widow could act autonomously making contracts 

and transactions, or otherwise engaging the judicial system, to the same extent as a man. 

Thus the rights held by widows with regard to inheritance practices, along with the legal 
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empoweraient they enjoyed after the demise of their spouses suggests that social custom 

and attitudes valued the contributions of women both as fundamental to the formation of 

the household, bringing to unions the property that would initiate new couples' 

productive lives, and as critical to the continuity of the corporate life of the municipality. 

Maintaining the widow's autonomy served to ensure the continuity of the household, 

valued as the most essential unit of corporate life, and with it the perpetuation of Castilian 

social structures. 

In part, the positive estimation of women's capacity owed much to the legacy of 

the Reconquest, which for hundreds of years demanded the efforts of women, often 

widows, on the home-front as men occasionally departed to serve under kings at major 

battles, or more frequently went off to engage in regular skirmishes closer to home.''^ 

Although this steady march to regain territory from the Iberian Muslim kingdoms came 

to a conclusion with the conquest of Granada in 1492, Castile nevertheless remained a 

frontier society. Defending the inheritance of Charles V and his pursuit of a Christian 

empire enmeshed Castile in a web of European conflicts, which demanded manpower. So 

too, the exploration and exploitation of the Americas drew men away from their 

communities. In both cases women stayed at home, taking on the responsibilities of 

maintaining households, properties, investments, businesses, charitable works and 

families. In many instances, these women would never see their husbands again, whether 

due to the death of their spouses or simply abandonment. Thus widows, whether actual or 

James Powers, A Society Organized for War: The Iberian Municipal Militias in the Central Middle Ages, 
1000-1284 (Berkeley, 1988), discusses the activity of municipal militias as fundamental to the Reconquest. 
Dillard, Daughters of the Reconquest, demonstrates the fundamental role played by women in the settling 
of towns and repopulation of the Peninsula during the Reconquest. 



22 

virtual, became necessary for social continuity, while their ubiquity bred a certain 

familiarity with the presence of powerful women. 

Finally, although the rhetoric issuing forth from the pens of moralists gives strong 

evidence for a fear of female autonomy as a socially disruptive force, churchmen did not 

uniformly consign widows to subservience and docility within the confines of their 

homes. The existence of widows providing backing for ecclesiastical writers, along with 

the contributions of widows to charitable works, chaplaincies, mass-cycles and religious 

structures points to the benefit church institutions and personnel received from such 

patronage. Even the prototypes set forth for widows, such as the example of Judith, 

contained on the one hand recommendations of enclosure, but on the other, 

demonstrations of engagement in worldly affairs. While moralists clearly emphasized the 

containment of female sexuality as essential to upholding social order, widows did not 

find themselves reduced to irrational, erratic and dangerous daughters of Eve. Indeed, 

maintaining the state of widowhood, free from the sexual entrapments of the marital bed, 

gave women a degree of spiritual worth only lower to that of virgins. Furthermore, by 

dutifully taking up responsibility for the household, widows could receive the accolade of 

"manly woman," pointing to a collapse of gendered boundaries of comportment based 

upon the dichotomy of male/active/rational and female/passive/irrational. As in the eyes 

of secular society, churchmen had no compelling interest to limit widows' autonomy. 

This very independence constituted the basis for a woman's ability to overcome her 

inherently weak and libidinous nature and an opportunity to redeem herself via devotion 
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to spiritual pursuits and the interests of her family, all of which answered to the demands 

of a Christian society. 

Widows' influence throughout all levels of Castilian society was magnified by 

their relative degree of legal autonomy, combined with a tacit acceptance of women's 

activities in many areas of familial and municipal life. They exercised power emanating 

from the context of the family, but in this role formed a bridge to intimate, highly visible 

involvement in their communities. Although a degree of normaUzation due to visibility 

cannot be the sole explanatory factor in assessing the position of widows in Castilian 

society, it reinforced legal and cultural attitudes in a way that lent support to women's 

independence. Along with their families and their neighbors, widows found the wielding 

of authority without significant hindrance a necessary and desirable ability that did not 

collide with the demands of their society; a powerful woman was not necessarily an 

anomaly or even a challenge to a system that recognized the contingent nature of 

patriarchal norms. Thus examining widows' lives, be they rich or poor, provides insight 

into the complex mechanisms lying behind the formulation of gender boundaries in the 

early modem world and the pragmatic politics of everyday life at the nexus of family and 

community. 
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I. NORMATIVE BOUNDARIES 

Widows appear as integral and visible members of Castilian society, with their 

rights carefully delineated under law. Dating from at least the early middle ages and 

throughout the long centuries of the Reconquista, women, and among them, widows, had 

a recognized and valued status as key actors in unending projects of settlement and 

repopulation.^^ Law codes indicate that all women could buy and sell property, inherit 

and bequeath goods and land, lend and borrow money, administer estates of their own 

and of their children, engage in business partnerships, initiate litigation, appear in court as 

witnesses and serve as guardians over their children or other minors. Widows did not 

require anyone's permission to engage in these activities, while married women needed 

the consent of their husbands. Widowhood, then, constituted a juridically emancipated 

status, where widows obtained considerably more legal freedom than married women. 

While the development of widows' strong position under law can rightly be attributed to 

the demands of a frontier society where unencumbered legal personhood fit the demands 

of communities often left without men in charge, the persistence of widows enjoying 

such liberties caimot be taken for granted. It can be argued, then, that Castilian society 

continued to value the autonomy granted the widow not only by failing to place legal 

restrictions upon them, but also by continuing to respect widows' status under the law. 

One could argue legal change represents a moot point, as societal practice could 

See Dillard, Daughters of the Reconquest. 
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undermine this status de facto without the necessity of altered juridical forms. However, 

records overwhelmingly indicate that widows did not face any particular legal battles to 

see their rights upheld. 

Nevertheless, while potentially free from the legal constraints that might limit 

married women, widows could be subject to criticism for enjoying the benefits and power 

such independence conferred. Early modem moralists concerned with the liberties 

exercised by widows attempted to restrain them by penning prescriptive treatises and 

proffering a short-list of ecclesiastical values that mirrored the monastery. Lauding the 

value of recogimiento, or a withdrawal from the material world, moralists commended 

widows to take up a life of reflection and introspection. This renunciation of worldliness, 

with its enclosure, solitude, prayer, penitence and sobriety comprised the preferred recipe 

for widows as delimited by their pens.^^ Despite these apparent strictures, widows in 

Castile could and often did engage moralistic discourse about the 'good widow,' a model 

allowing for a broader definition of widowhood, which offered possibilities for 

comportment beyond strict enclosure. By calling on such conceptions, widows might 

For examples of moralistic tracts concerning widows, see for the pre-Tridentine period: Juan Luis Vives, 
Libro llamado instruccion de la mujer Christiana, trans. Juan Justiano (Madrid, 1995 [Valencia, 1528]), 
especially Libro III, "De las viudas"; Francisco de Osuna, Norte de los estados (Sevilla, 1531), especially 
"De la viudez," f. 170v-185r. For the post-Tridentine period, see: Francisco Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes 
(Alcala de Henares, 1592); Caspar Astete, Tratado del goviemo de la familia y estado de las viudas y 
donzellas (Burgos, 1597); Martin Carrillo, Memorial de confessores (Barcelona, 1602), especially chapter 
10, "De las viudas." See also: Vicente de Mexia, Saludable instruccion del estado de matrimonio (1566); 
Juan de Espinosa, Didlogo en laude de las mugeres (Madrid, 1946 [1580]); Luis de Leon, La perfecta 
casada, ed. John A. Jones and Javier San Jose Lera (Lewiston, NY, 1999 [Zaragoza, 1584]); Diego Perez 
de Valdivia, Aviso degente recogida, ed. Alvaro Huerga (Salamanca, 1977 [1585]); Juan de la Cerda, Vida 
politica de todos los estados de mugeres (Alcala de Henares, 1599); Juan de Soto, Obligaciones de todos 
los estados y oficios {\6\9y, Alonso de Andrade, Libro de la guiay de la virtudy de la imitacion de 
Nuestra Senora...Tercera parte, para casadosy viudos (1642). This is not an exhaustive list. For a 
summary discussion of moralistic tracts referring to widows, see Vigil, La vida de las mujeres. The study is 
of limited value, in that it only addresses widows' status from the point of view of moralistic literature 
without considering their activities in everyday life. 
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justify their actions in order to further their own and their families' best interests. While 

widows did not necessarily shamelessly manipulate the ideals of moralistic discourse for 

personal gain, they did nevertheless test prescriptive boundaries regularly by means of 

invoking them. Even though moralists might have liked to see their recommendations 

firmly adhered to, and one can discover reflections of their ideals in the comportment of 

some members of their intended audience, Castilian widows could and often did employ 

moralistic ideals in order to contradict or at the very least confound the model set before 

them. 

Moralistic treatises themselves, their rhetoric riddled by internal inconsistencies 

and transpositions of gender roles, suggest gaps in the strictures of female enclosure that 

current studies generally observe in the early modem period. For example, in Francisco 

de Osuna's Norte de Estados (1531), the majority of the dialogue on widowhood is 

addressed to the widower, who is admonished to follow the example of the good widow 

in his comportment.^^ The chastity and enclosure traditionally recommended the widow 

so that she, a vulnerable female, might avoid all forms of worldly temptation Osuna holds 

up for the widower as well. Admittedly, Osuna does not laud female strength and takes 

pains to set out a course for a successful defense of chastity. But he also pointedly 

reminds his interlocutor that "we are all made of the same mud" as a rejoinder to the 

widower's castigating the wiles of the wayward widow.In Osuna's eyes, it would seem 

" In the introduction to a recent collection of articles on widowhood, the editors point out that the widower 
is often the "invisible character" in the historical record. Osuna's text is interesting in that unlike the 
majority of similar works, it emphasizes the widower. For the problem of the invisible widower, see 
Cavallo and Warner, Widowhood, 3-23. 

Osuna, Norte de los estados, f 184v: "...de un mesmo lodo somos todos..." 
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that men are women in their debiUty, and thus must follow female patterns of guarding 

virtue— the maintenance of chastity via a total withdrawal from the material world. 

Widowhood constitutes a social status in which men and women emerge as equals: 

equally weak, equally subject to the mandates of enclosure, and if successful in 

maintaining their chastity, equally garnering the spiritual benefits of their continence. 

Behavioral recommendations in this instance did not follow a gendered code, with 

defined sets of prescriptions regulating conduct applied separately to men and women. 

Instead, standards of comportment affixed to marital status, underlining the distinctions 

not between male/female, but rather married/widowed. 

Turning more directly to widows and to the Old Testament in particular, Judith 

stands out as an exemplar in early modem prescriptive literature. The very fact that 

Christian authorities in Spain continued to follow patristic models by presenting Judith, 

the name itself meaning "Jewess" and thus a s5'mbol of Jewish womanhood, as a model 

for Christian widows gives pause in the context of a society supposedly obsessed with 

eradicating judaizing among a population peppered with converts. Nevertheless, 

churchmen found her to be exemplary because she gave striking witness to the favor God 

granted those who led devout lives. According to the recounting of the biblical text, 

Judith, an unquestionably pious widow above all moral reproach, saves her people by 

slaying the commander of the Assyrian army, Holofemes, by means of the not-so-dainty 

severing of his head. Judith heroically saves her people, but does so by committing a 

grisly murder. Her feminine wiles suppressed by her strict chastity, Judith gained her 

strength not by exercising the sort of sexual power churchmen feared in women, but 



28 

rather by successfully containing it. While she utiUzes her beauty and charm to seduce 

and then slay her enemy, moralistic retelling of the story emphasizes her chastity and 

virtue as empowering. Only by conquering her own intrinsic female debility could Judith 

thus gain the strength necessary to act as God's chosen deliverer of her people. This 

attention to Judith's heroic chastity had a particular appeal, moreover, as Counter-Reform 

churchmen sought Old Testament female prototypes assembled in order to bolster Marian 

devotion.Thus moralists took care to sanctify the sexual danger Judith represented as 

they lauded her ability to overcome her inherently weak and libidinous nature by means 

of prayer, fasting and withdrawal. 

Brushing aside a discussion of the morality of her conduct and character, much in 

the same way that early modem moralists also excused themselves from this debate, the 

treatment of Judith suggests complications with regard to perceptions of widows in 

Castilian society. A brief analysis of the early modem Judith literature available in Spain 

in the vernacular illustrates how widowhood constituted a social category laden with 

contested interplay between the idealized parameters for acceptable comportment and the 

inevitable pragmatics of everyday life.^° hi his collection of elegies written in honor of 

illustrious women of the Old Testament, Martin Carrillo, in a retelling of the biblical text. 

" Elena Ciletti, "Patriarchal Ideology in the Renaissance Iconography of Judith," in Refiguring Woman: 
Perspectives on Gender and the Italian Renaissance, ed. Marilyn Migiel and Juliana Schiesari (Ithaca, 
1991), 43. 

The figure of Judith in Italian and Northern European Renaissance iconography has a powerful presence 
and has subsequently spawned a wide range of scholarly inquiry. In contrast, Spanish artists seemingly 
rarely chose Judith as the subject of their images. Though she appears in a smattering of etchings 
accompanying texts relating her story, she is not the subject of major works of art. Did a fixation on Marian 
theology and iconography supplant the more 'dangerous' image of Judith? Is the relative absence of Judith 
a reflection of the failure of Renaissance humanism to fully disseminate throughout intellectual and artistic 
circles in Spain? Does it point to yet another instance of Spanish 'difference'? Although these questions lie 
beyond the scope of this study, the absence of Judith in the Spanish iconographic repertoire poses 
interesting problems for future consideration. 
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takes special pains to stress Judith's virtue. In particular, he dwells upon her dedication to 

a life of prayer and abstinence in the shelter of a hut on the roof of her house following 

the death of her husband. Her life thus perfectly exemplified the much-lauded 

recogimiento proposed by the church for the good widow— the withdrawal from the 

material world and meditation on the life of the spirit.^' The discussion of the estate of 

widowhood in Caspar Astete's treatise on the governance of the family also holds Judith 

up as a figure most worthy of imitation by the Christian widow. He lauds as her three 

main virtues her life of prayer, abstinence and penitence. This life he defines concretely 

as one avoiding all ventures outside the house other than to churches, hospitals, or other 

sites of charitable and pious activity, fasting in order to conquer carnal desires, and 

practicing penitential acts, such as refraining from wearing silks and fine linens. Judith 

practices exemplary recogimiento, as all good widows should. 

Carrillo also tells us that despite her oft-stressed humility, Judith took upon 

herself the decision to present the town elders with the proposition to address the 

Assyrian menace. Thanks to this boldness, Carrillo grants her the accolade of muger 

varonil, or "manly woman," suggesting an image quite the opposite of that conjured by 

the description of a solitary widow, physically weakened by her abstemious life. 

Furthermore, the point in the story at which the author praises her initiative to essentially 

organize a raiding party and present the plan to the townsmen would have resonance with 

a Castilian audience familiar with a legacy of reconquest and the associated centrality of 

brave women as part of this venture. Yet just as quickly, the author relates how Judith 

Martin Carrillo, Elogios de mugeres insignes del Viejo Testamento (Huesca, 1627), f. 206r. 
Astete, Del govierno, 69-74, 
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herself, when returning to relate her heroic deed to her townsfolk, carefully reminds them 

of her weakness and modesty, the very qualities that served as the source of her strength. 

Thus the central irony of the story: Judith's humility entitles her to slay a mighty enemy 

"...by the fragile hand of a delicate lady."^^ By the perfection of her humbleness and 

completeness of her withdrawal, she is justly empowered to commit a daring deed in the 

very midst of an enemy army's camp, one that inverts gender and moral categories in one 

stroke to the neck. Thus the story of Judith on the one hand served to reinforce patriarchal 

notions of the need to contain female sexual danger, but on the other hand it made 

manifest and praised women's latent power. Though the message intended to encourage 

chastity and withdrawal, by choosing this particular exemplar moralists confounded their 

own purpose by not only praising Judith's recogimiento in itself, but also her bold and 

purposeful emergence from it. An astute audience could hardly fail to recognize in Judith 

a widow who invoked her fragility and humility in order to accomplish an epic task, one 

that transformed her from a passive recluse physically diminished by asceticism to a 

fearless wielder of the sword that heroically saved her people. In turn, Castilian widows 

could also call upon moralistic ideals and stereotypes in order to effect similar inversions 

in a gendered moral and social order. 

A more commonly repeated site of contestation in moralistic writing stems from 

the injunction that a widow's primary task involves the governance of her household. In 

the very same breath with which he praises Judith's recogimiento, Carrillo also explains 

Carrillo, Elogios, f. 214r, "...bastante a veneer tan poderoso enetnigo con la fragil mano de una delicada 
dama." Carrillo's dates are 1561-1630. The elegy of Judith is Chapter 43, f. 204v-223v. See also his 
Memorial de confessores. Chapter 10, "De las viudas," which also cites Judith as an exemplar for the 
Christian widow. 
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matter-of-factly that she did, of course, attend to the business of the household and 

assures us that such occupation was "...an obligation very befitting the most saintly."^"* 

This discussion of household duties does not appear in the original text or in patristic 

sources. Carrillo, then, had an understanding of the situation of his audience and a 

sensitivity to the realities of his society. In other words, Carrillo took care not to press 

this issue of withdrawal too far quite likely due to his observation of Castilian widows 

and their active role in society. This 'loophole' exposes cracks in the enclosure paradigm, 

pointing to spaces that allowed widows to wend in and around gendered boundaries of 

behavior. Even Francisco Ortiz Lucio, one of the most luridly misogynistic moralists of 

the period, finds that widowhood presents a special category. Rabidly condemning 

women as the source of all evil and calling for the complete subjugation of women to 

their husbands, even Ortiz Lucio admits: "In defect and fault of her husband, she may 

rule and govern." Although he avows that "...it's a bad business, even a monstrosity, for 

the body to walk without its head and the wife without her husband," in the instance of 

widowhood, a woman must take up the reins of household management.^® The fact that 

he makes this concession points to the realities of the responsibilities that befell the 

widow heading her own household. Thus while moralists certainly propounded a 

Carrillo, Elogios, f. 206r, "...hazia labor con las criadas, que en su conpania tenia, y desde alii dispondria 
las cosas de su casa: obligacion muy decente a las mas Santas." Note that Osuna stands apart from the other 
writers in his laud of Judith's retreat to the rooftops. Following the patristic line, he sees Judith's withdrawal 
as a flight from the disturbance of her own family, showing just how completely the widow/er should shun 
the outside world. See Osuna, Norte de los estados, f. 183r-v. 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, f. 71r, "Y esta tal es, la que en defecto y falta de su marido, puede regir y 
govemar." 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, f 72r, "Y es mal negocio y monstruosidad, andar el cuerpo sin la cabefa, 
y la muger sin su marido..." This passage, as much of the text, is derived from a reading of St. Paul's advice 
regarding the comportment of husbands and wives, and of course, widows. 
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patriarchal system, they nonetheless offered widows the prospect of roles which stepped 

beyond the bounds of their purported enclosure. 

Caspar Astete's discussion of the estate of widowhood also addresses the problem 

of household governance. It is no coincidence that he dedicated this text to a Castilian 

noblewoman, whom in paraphrasing Ambrose's On Widowhood, Astete praises as: 

...one of the most exemplary widows of our times, who with 
noteworthy good example has persevered in the state of 
widowhood, and in it has raised her children and governed her 
family with ^eat valor, as a true mother of them all and mistress of 
their virtues. ^ 

Astete notes that the testimony of Luisa de Padilla, countess of Santa Gadea, mother-in-

law of Ana de la Cerda, commended Maria de Acuna, the countess of Buendia to him as 

an exemplary widow. The relationship between Luisa de Padilla and Astete suggests that 

noble widows would indeed have access to texts such as Del govierno, both influencing 

these writings by their own behavior as exemplars and patrons, and being influenced by it 

as an audience.^^ Yet despite this dynamic and the clear evidence that widows did 

entertain noted clerics of their day or turn to them as confessors, these women did not 

necessarily follow the more restrictive counsel contained in moralists' treatises. The very 

fact that widows read these works and had contact with their authors might lead to the 

assumption that they took the recommendations found within such tracts to heart, but 

Astete, Del govierno, introduction, "...una de las insignes viudas de nuestros tiempos, que con notorio 
buen exemplo ha perseverado en el estado de la viudez: y en el ha criado sus hijos e hijas, y govemado su 
familia con gran valor, como madre verdadera de todos, y maestra de sus virtudes. See also St. Ambrose, 
De viduis, c. II, 7, in A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Church, Series II, vol. X: 
St. Ambrose: Select Works and Letters, ed. Philip Schaf and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids, MI, 1976 [1896]). 

Even though Astete wrote this text in 1597 and definitive evidence of the countess of Santa Gadea's 
status as a widow only appears at the time Blanca de la Cerda contracted marriage for her daughter, Ana, in 
1603, it is highly likely that she was herself a widow at the time the book was written. 
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indeed quite the opposite regularly occurred. 

Astete repeatedly uses the vocabulary govern (govemar), rule (regir) and direct 

(dirigir) to describe the widow's task, and valorous (valorosa) to denote her character-

words more commonly associated in his day with political life and thus with the behavior 

of men. In fact, he points out that even though the task of governing the family falls first 

to the father, in his absence widows must be valorous in what could be a very difficult 

task, serving as "...father and mother for their children, and master to their servants." 

Furthermore, "...because she remains alone, to her alone pertains the governance of all 

her house." Astete even gives widows an entire checklist of reasons why they should 

not remarry, echoing earlier admonitions offered by Juan Luis Vives derived from 

Jerome's Letter to Furia. Astete includes the threat of the wicked stepfather, along with 

the patently practical consideration of the complications that a second set of children 

would bring to inheritance issues. Besides, he adds, all the new husband's complaints will 

be heaped upon her head. He also mentions that the widow has just regained control over 

her dowry and property. Why should she want to give it over to a new husband? 

Reflecting upon the perils of remarriage, Astete remarks: "...God has liberated [the 

widow] from the great dangers of matrimony, and has placed her in a more secure port, 

the estate of widowhood. She should not want to return to the risks to which she was 

Astete, Del govierno, 2-2, "En este numero entran las viudas, que tambien tienen familias que govemar, 
y se llaman madres de familias, porque como les han faltado los maridos quedales a ellas todo el cuydado; 
y assi han de ser padre, y madre para sus hijos, y senor para sus criados: porque muchas dellas quedan con 
tan ampla y numerosa familia que han menester gran valor para govemarla." 

Astete, Del govierno, 4, "De donde su sigue, que pues ella queda sola, a ella sola pertenece el govierno 
de toda su casa." 
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previously exposed."^^ Far from encouraging enclosure within the bonds of remarriage, 

Astete does his best to dissuade the widow from re-entering this restrictive estate. At the 

same time, neither does he banish her to spend the rest of her days in conventual 

contemplation. Instead, he charges her with very worldly responsibilities. 

This line of argumentation makes good sense, until counter-posed against the 

stereotypical image of the widow who avoids remarriage in order to free herself of 

subjection to men. Spanning from the comments of Osuna's interlocutor, to a wide 

range of Golden Age plays, to lesser-known and anonymous poetry, the happy widow 

reveling in the freedom from her husband's and every other man's control appears as a 

Astete, Delgoviemo, 58, "Acuerdese que assi como aquellos que han escapado de una grave tormenta, y 
se veen ya libres, salvos, y seguros en el puerto, no desean otra vez entrar en los peligros de que se 
escaparon, assi ella pues Dies la libro de los grandes peligros del matrimonio, y la puso en el puerto mas 
seguro del estado de la viudez, no quiera bolver al peligro en que antes estava." See also, St. Jerome, 
"Epistola ad Furiam," Patrologia Latina XXII, ed. J. Migne, 291-292. Juan de Mena wrote a series of 
glosses of coplas on the seven mortal sins. Copla 64, "De la luna," is glossed as an admonition to the 
widow, with numerous classical and patristic references, to maintain her allegiance to her deceased 
husband and remain widowed, rather than to fancifully dash into marriage once again. He states that it is 
evil to be the widow of more than one man, to marry more than one time, drawing on Jerome's call to 
widowed chastity. In an odd note, he cites Isidore, who noted that among the heretical Cathars (the term 
pre-dates similar nomenclature given to the thirteenth-century heretics of Languedoc), remarriage was 
condemned as adultery-strange to base recommendations on the practice of heretics: "Ser vicio ser biuda 
de mas de uno solo. Ser cosa viciosa i reprehensible casarse las mugers mas de una vez...E Ysidoro escrive: 
que un linaje de herejes llamado Catharoes: condenavan a las mugers que casavan segunda vez como 
adulteras." Juan de Mena, Copilacion de todas las obras del famosissimo poeta Juan de Mena: conviene 
saber las ccc con otras xxiiii coplas y su glos: y la coronacion y las coplas de los siete peccados mortales 
con otras cartas y coplas y canciones suyas (s.l., 1528). 

See, for instance, the comments of Francisco de Osuna's interlocutor. See also any number of Golden 
Age plays sporting the happy widow-happy because she is free of her husband's and every other man's 
control. The widow shedding crocodile tears appears in some lesser-known and anonymous poetry 
published in the seventeenth-century. For example, nothing could be more direct than Vicente Suarez's 
romance which opens, "To a Lady desirous of widowhood, in order to become ovraer..." (Romance a una 
dama deseosa de embiudar, para ser duena..." This work is found in Academia que se celebro en casa de D. 
Melchor de Fonseca de Almeida en trece de Febrero (s.l., 1661). The history of lascivious widows in 
Castilian literature stretches from the medieval period at the least, as discussed by Louise O. Vasvari, "Why 
is Dona Endrina a Widow? Traditional Culture and Textuality in The Libro de Buen Amor," in Mirrer, 
Upon My Husband's Death, 259-287. 
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common trope. For example, "Sympathy for a Widow," portrays the protagonist as akin 

to a new bride: 

That widow could not have been more content 
than if her wedding were about to begin. 
And with snot and tears absent 

•3-3 

happy was everything, everything, everythmg. 

Literary sources abound with garrulous, gaudily garbed widows chattering through the 

streets to the scandal of self and society. This exaggerated figure of independence then 

meets the moralists' humble, enclosed, mourning recluse as antidote. These two 

stereotypes in fact find a sort of balance in the more realistic picture of the widow as a 

practically minded head of household, another role suggested by prescriptive tracts. In 

fact, within these texts widowhood confounds gender order by basically mandating that 

women act as men.^"^ For example, in speaking of managing the servants, Astete even 

tells the widow to refer to his earlier section instructing men on household order. 

Furthermore, as head of household, widows must guard the chastity of their daughters, 

instill virtue and piety in their sons and firmly order about the servants as their duty in 

defending the propriety of the household. When discussing these roles, Castilian authors' 

characterization of widows as 'manly' has parallels with the literature addressed to the 

Protestant English widow, such as William Page's A Widdowe Indeed. This brings into 

question common generalizations about the differences between ideals in the Catholic 

" In "Pesame a una viuda" the widow is as happy as if her wedding were about to begin: "Estava la tal 
viuda mas contenta, que si acabara de estrenar la boda; y de mocos, y lagrimas essenta estava alegre toda, 
toda, toda." This ditty is found in Academia que se celebro en Badajoz, en casa de Don Manuel de Meneses 
y Moscoso (Madrid, 1684), f. 24v-25r. 

Astete, Del govierno, 51, "...por abreviar siga el orden que hemos dicho en la tercera parte que deven 
tener los seiiores en sus famihas." 
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and Protestant traditions, and the assumed monolithically patriarchal nature of the 

Castilian family.^^ 

The gender uncertainty cropping up in moralistic texts has an institutional 

grounding in the legal protection afforded widows in Castilian society. The legal category 

of widowhood took on fundamental importance to a woman's ability to marshal her 

resources and employ them according to her desires. While class becomes a key element 

in any discussion of property, when considering a woman's ability to dispose of her 

income freely, a need to consider marital status in addition to class as a determinant 

factor clearly arises. Even though class most definitely played a key role in determining 

the type and amount of resources potentially available for a woman to control, marital 

status dictated the disposition of these goods.^^ When considering widows' financial 

situation, the protection offered by Castilian inheritance statutes grounded in the partible 

principles of Visigothic law becomes particularly important. Inheritance law regarding 

widows provides striking evidence of a juncture between an ongoing desire to protect 

women's property interests and a respect for women's access to equitable share in 

familial estates. 

Early modem Castilian law treating widows found its basis in the provisions of 

medieval codes, such as the Fuero Real, the Siete Partidas, and the early sixteenth-

century Leyes de Toro, which would all ultimately be collated under the Novissima 

See the discussion of William Page's A Widdowe Indeed hy Barbara J. Todd, 'The Virtuous Widow in 
Protestant England," in Cavallo and Warner, ed.. Widowhood, 24-36. 

See Cynthia Lawrence, introduction to Women and Art in Early Modern Europe: Patrons, Collectors, 
and Connoisseurs, ed. Cynthia Lawrence (University Park, PA, 1997), 3-4. Lawrence, drawing on Gerda 
Lemer, notes that in the case of female patronage, class may be a more important variable than gender. 
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"^7 
Recopilacidn issued by Philip 11. Upon the death of the husband, a widow not only 

regained control over her dowry and her bride gift (the arras), but also had rights to half 

the couple's shared property— the wealth earned over the course of the marriage.^^ In 

addition to these sums, she might also receive other goods. For example, in the absence 

of children, a spouse might grant his widow up to one third of his personal estate, even 

though he might have ascendant relatives.He might also signal special bequests in his 

will for her enjoyment during her remaining years.'*® What is more, in contrast with the 

oft-discussed Renaissance Florentine case, a Castilian widow could and often did count 

as an heir to the estates of unmarried children who might predecease her.'*' Finally, along 

with enjoying these substantial property rights, widows regularly appear as guardians of 

their underage children, despite legal injunctions against such roles."^^ This responsibility, 

routinely accorded by husbands, or even tacitly understood, included administering the 

inheritances of those under their tutelage, which earned them rights to a one-tenth share 

of the estate's income in return for their trouble."^^ 

See references in Introduction, note 6. 
Regarding ownership of the arras, see Leyes de Toro (henceforth LT), Ley 54; Novissima Recopilacidn 

(henceforth NR), Libro X, Titulo II, Ley II. Regarding rights concerning ownership of common property, 
see Fuero Real (henceforth FR), Libro III, Titulo III, Leyes I-III; Leyes de Estilo, Ley 203; Enrique IV, 
1473, Peticion 25; LT, Leyes 14-16, 60, 77-78; NR, Libro X, Titulo IV, Leyes I-XI. All law codes cited can 
be found in Joaquin Francisco Pacheco, et al., eds. Los codigos espafioles concordadas y anotados. Vol. 1-
12 (Madrid, 1847-1851). 

LT, Ley 6; NR, Libro X, Titulo XX, Ley I. 
LT, Ley 16; NR, Libro X, Titulo IV, Ley VIIL 
ir, Ley 7; NR, Libro X, Titulo XX, Ley 11. Florentine inheritance statutes strictly upheld matrilineal 

succession, denying by law the widow any inheritance from unmarried children under her tutelage. See 
Isabelle Chabot, "La loi du lignage: notes sur le systeme successeur florentin (XlVe/Xve-XVIIe siecles)," 
Clio: Femmes, Histoire et Societes 1 (1998): 51-72, and Chabot, "Lineage Strategies and the Control of 
Widows in Renaissance Florence," in Cavallo and Warner, Widowhood, 127-144. 

See the work of Grace Coolidge, "Families in Crisis: Guardianship and the Nobility in Early Modem 
Spain," (Ph.D. diss., University of Indiana, 2001). 

Fuero Viejo de Castilla, Libro V, Titulo IV, Leyes 1-4; FR, Libro IV, Titulo III, Ley III; Siete Partidas, 
Partida VI, Titulo XVI, Leyes 4-6, 9, 11, and 16-21. 



38 

While it is rightly argued that the practice of entailing portions of estates over the 

course of the fifteenth-century eroded previously equitable women's property rights by 

tending to favor patrilinearity,'*'' women and widows were nonetheless well protected 

under law in the sixteenth-century. Many law codes could be and were interpreted in 

order to support widows and female heirs. Such measures offered a balance to the 

inequities the tendency toward favoring primogeniture in the granting of mayorazgos 

(entailed estates) might provoke. For instance, a counterweight to the mayorazgo, the 

mejora, allowed a parent to grant up to one-third (the tercid) of his or her personal estate 

plus the freely designated quinto (one-fifth) to a favored child, who could, of course, be 

female and at the time of bequest, widowed."*^ Widows might also enjoy larger slices of 

the inheritance thanks to provisions allowing a husband to bequeath additional goods to 

his wife beyond her right to half the shared estate, her dowry, and the arras.She could, 

for example, be the recipient of the one-fifth (the quinto) of his goods he was allowed to 

dispose of to whomever he might choose.''^ Finally, in terms of mayorazgo laws, though 

patrilinearity and primogeniture gained favor, they by no means represented the only 

standards for the institution of such an inheritance."^^ Female children regularly appear as 

'''* See Isabel Beceiro Pita, "Modelos de conducta y programas educativos para la aristocracia femenina 
(siglos XII-XV)," in Beltran, De la edad media a la modema, 39-41. 

The mejora could at maximum be comprised by the tercio and the quinto, but did not necessarily include 
the latter. LT, Leyes 17-27; NR, Libro X, Titulo VI, Leyes I-XI. 

Juan de la Cerda, second duke of Medinaceli (paternal grandfather of Blanca de la Cerda) bequeathed an 
additional 2,000 ducados to his second wife, Maria de Silva, with whom he shared thirty years of marriage. 
He does so in recognition of the devotion she had for him through his sicknesses and travails, in thanks for 
the great expenses she made on his behalf, and in acknowledgement of the quality, authority and greatness 
of her person and lineage, Archivo Medinaceli (henceforth y4A/), legajo 7, expediente 11. 

LT, Ley 28; NR, Libro X, Titulo XX, Ley VIII. 
LT, Ley 40; Royal Pragmatic issued by Carlos V and Doiia Juana in 1534, Capitulo 129; NR, Libro X, 

Titulo XVII, Leyes V and VII. See also, Joan Thirsk, "The European Debate on Customs of Inheritance, 
1500-1700," in Family and Inheritance: Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200-1800, ed. Jack Goody, 
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the recipients of such grants, even when male sibUngs might also enjoy such rights. Thus, 

despite interpretations noting a weakening of women's property rights moving into the 

early modem period as the principles of equitable and partible inheritance became 

compromised by the legalized practice of the mayorazgo, women, and thus widows, 

continued to enjoy rather considerable access to familial estates."*^ 

The persistent protection of female inheritance rights cannot be a mere legal 

accident. This becomes particularly clear when turning to the Florentine situation. 

Prevailing ideology in Florence stated that the male line preserved and perpetuated a 

family's property. As a corollary, women became a means to propagate spousal lineages, 

while property transference followed agnatic lines. The dowry, in turn, though technically 

belonging to the widow on her husband's demise, did not automatically or even 

JoanThirsk, andE.P. Thompson (Cambridge, 1976), 177-191. Thirsk notes that Spanish authors such as 
Christian de Paz de Tenuta (1571), Melchior Palez a Meris (1575) and Didacus de Simancas (1575) wrote 
in favor of primogeniture in the later sixteenth century. Other essays on the topic appeared in 1611 and 
1612, yet theoretical debate on the issue does not necessarily equate with practice. 

An example of a female child receiving the tercio (1/3) and the quinto (1/5) from a parent is the case of 
Maria de la Cerda, the elder sister of Blanca de la Cerda. Her mother, Juana Manuel de Portugal y Noroiia, 
the duchess of Medinaceli, named her as the recipient of the mejora in the first redaction of her will. The 
bequest did, however, come with strings attached. Should she fail to marry, the mejora would go to another 
daughter of her husband's choosing. Nevertheless, in both cases, a female child was favored in the presence 
of male heirs, AM, legajo 7, expediente 32. Blanca's father, Juan de la Cerda, the duke of Medinaceli, left 
the quinto to his wife (as well as naming her executor of the will and guardian of the children), with the 
tercio divided among his female children (Blanca, Maria, Angela and Catalina). In addition to these 
provisions, his eldest son was instituted in the mayorazgo, while no special provisions were made for the 
other two sons, Gaston and Sancho, thus illustrating the special treatment daughters might receive, AM, 
legajo 7, expediente 31. A similar case in a non-noble family sees Catalina de la Quadra granting her 
daughter the mejora in the presence of a son receiving a lesser share, Archivo Historico Provincial de 
Toledo (henceforth Seccion Protocolos, legajo 1545 (January-April, 1570). Some mothers even 
tried to go so far as to circumvent inheritance law. Violante Lopez de Rivera attempted to disinherit one of 
her sons by stating in her will that she did not want him to receive any share in her personal estate. She 
provided a small sum to a second son, and the majority of the estate to her daughter, Archivo de la 
Diputacion Provinicial de Toledo (henceforth legajo 31/7 (1522). Men also acted to cut out male 
heirs, such as the case of Caspar Ortiz, who stipulated that funds go to his niece, but not a thing to her 
brother! See AHPT, Beneficencia, Madre de Dios, D-115/1 (1594). These cases, by no means rare, indicate 
that women continued to enjoy considerable access to property via inheritance moving into the early 
modem period. 
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necessarily return to her control. For instance, a study of the patrician widow Alessandra 

Macinghi Strozzi, depicted as "neither extraordinary or remarkable," provides a good 

example. Like about half of all Florentine widows, Alessandra could choose to either 

reclaim her dowry or receive support for herself and a servant in the family home she had 

shared with her husband as long as she remained a widow, lived with her children and did 

not seek the return of her dowry. If she chose to live apart from the children, still a 

widow, she might retain usufruct over a farm.^° Indeed, the departed husband's relatives 

put intense pressure on many widows, persuading them not to leave with their dowries, 

and often holding up the welfare of the children as bait. Hence with regard to the dowry, 

the picture that emerges from Florence shows that it first belonged to a woman's father, 

then to her husband, and upon his death, any of the husband's kin: the widow, the 

children and/or the widow's father might happen to win the ensuing battle for control of 

this resource, but no particular outcome was guaranteed.^' In fact, Florentine statutes and 

custom actually impeded the return of the dowry, a key source of financial independence 

for any widow of substance. 

Such wrangling did not confront the Spanish widow, where the overwhelming 

sense derived from specific cases portrays the dowry as belonging exclusively to the 

wife/widow: the husband must not squander it during his life and it must return swiftly to 

the widow upon his demise. The dowry in Castile, rather than a legacy a husband had the 

See Ann Morton Crabb, "How Typical was Alessandra Macinghi Strozzi of Fifteenth-Century Florentine 
Widows?" in Mirrer, Upon My Husband's Death, 47 and 50. 

See Thomas Kuehn, Law, Family, and Women: Toward a Legal Anthropology of Renaissance Italy 
(Chicago, 1991), 204 and 228-229. Catherine King notes that according to a fifteenth-century Italian 
marriage treatise, even a fatherless and childless widow had to place her dowry under the guidance of a 
male guardian. Renaissance Women Patrons: Wives and Widows in Italy, c. 1300-1550 (Manchester, 
1998), 76. 
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power to use to gain leverage over his widow after his death or an object of contestation 

as in Florence, went to the widow as a right she unquestionably held. Unlike the 

Florentine widow who might actually lose her dowry during arbitration, the Castilian 

widow unequivocally owned her portion. Finally, the very fact that the Castilian widow 

enjoyed rights to half the joint wealth of the estate illustrates how firmly cultural norms 

insisted that the woman truly owned her dowry: her capital had a calculated value, 

recognized as integral to the creation of the couples' wealth. Her receipt of half the joint 

estate clearly showed the value and importance of her personal financial contribution to 

the estate. Indeed, free to retake her dowry and its profits as half the marital estate, the 

Castilian widow felt no particular obligation to return to the natal home, nor submit to the 

demands of her husband's kin. 

Another comparison with Renaissance Venice sheds more light on the process of 

recovering the dowry. In Venice many widows opted to raise their families in the 

paternal home due to material inducements in the deceased spouses' wills. They did so in 

order to conserve dowry wealth for the children's inheritances, rather than reclaim the 

dowry in order to remarry. Nevertheless, statutes and cases concerning dowry restitution 

make it clear that widows did not jeopardize their rights their portion when choosing to 

remain single. In fact, widows commonly would wait until their children were grown 

before requesting the repayment of their dowries, a process carefully defined by Venetian 

statutes and upheld by the courts. This allowed a widow to enjoy the best of both worlds, 

since she could raise the children at the expense of the husband's estate, while conserving 
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her dowry wealth for later restitution and subsequent use. Chojnacki claims that along 

with the demographic issue of women outliving their spouses thanks to initial age 

disparities in marriage partners, Venetian statutes protected women's dowry and property 

rights due to male concerns over the well-being of the lineage: they did not want dowries 

and other funds to be permanently alienated from the patrimony. In other words, if a 

widow got her dowry back, she might then choose to return at least part of it to natal kin 

•  . . .  

via testamentary bequests, or otherwise employ it for their economic benefit. 

The Venetian case, where widows enjoyed a relatively strong economic and 

consequently social position with regard to their control over personal estates held as 

dowries, provides a telling comparison to the Castilian situation. In both scenarios, the 

kind of formal economic power and resultant informal power derived from the widow's 

legal status and access to her dowry made these women formidable social players. In 

Venice, Chojnacki sees women's compelling social, legal and economic position as key 

to creating a strong sense of lineage and with it patrician social cohesion, which in turn 

solidified the stability of the Venetian state. However, while the Castilian widow, too, 

could marshal her wealth for the benefit of her natal family, this does not seem to be the 

For a clear discussion of the Venetian dowry restitution process, see Stanley Chojnacki, "Getting Back 
the Dowry," in Women and Men in Renaissance Venice: Twelve Essays on Patrician Society (Baltimore, 
2000), 97-101, especially 97-98. He notes the average time waited xmtil requesting dowry restitution was 
23.5 years, 100. The restitution process entailed two steps: 1) presentation of dowry documentation, such as 
a receipt, to the judge; 2) judicial authorization of payment from the husband's estate, and if insufficient, 
from the property of those who had guaranteed the dowry. The widow had to notify the court of her 
intention to reclaim the dowry within one year and one day after the death of her husband. She then had to 
document this claim within thirty days of said notification. She then had thirty years within which to 
request the actual restitution of the funds by means of judicial decree. In the meantime, she could live at the 
expense of her husband's estate. However, once she had requested the restitution decree, she was no longer 
entitled to living expenses, but could still live in the husband's house until the dowry was fully recovered. 

Chojnacki, "Patrician Women in Early Renaissance Venice," in Women and Men in Renaissance Venice, 
124-125. 
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overriding rationale behind the support of women's property rights. Rather than focus the 

redistribution of her property primarily among her kin, both marital and natal, the 

Castilian widow of means, while attending to her heirs' legal rights to the bulk of her 

estate, also employed any additional wealth in a manner that benefited her wider 

community.This could point to the notion that while the Venetian patriciate was a 

relatively closed group, which held social and economic preeminence based on tight 

familial alliances, and with it control of the Venetian state, the Castilian ruling class, 

comprised of both nobility and a practiced non-noble urban elite, constituted a more 

flexible and permeable ruling group. In Venice, patrician class status and hence access to 

rule became a given. 

When considering whether this dynamic fit the case in Castile, while Castilians 

surely became obsessed with proving their hidalguia over the course of the sixteenth 

century, this quest was one of evading taxes, not of access to political franchise. Instead, 

Castilians' need to reaffirm social position in order to gain access to political power by 

means of criteria other than lineage, suggests that women could have a place in their 

societies that gave them formal power beyond their clear importance within their 

families. If women had a role to play beyond the creation and sustenance of the family 

alliances upon which political power was predicated, this then points to the crucial link 

widows could make between their families and their communities. In a society where 

access to power derived from standing within the municipality in a Castilian state that 

exercised limited supra-regional control, a widow of economic means could readily make 

See later discussion of widows and charitable bequests in Chapter 3. 
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her mark within her community both as an individual and as a member of a leading clan 

in a manner that mutually reinforced her family's status and her own position with the kin 

group via the exercise of charitable patronage. And because women often held much of 

their wealth in land or other forms of real estate, they were consequently physically 

engaged in the maintenance of their properties, with a tangible link to the communities 

they inhabited.^^ Thus by acting as protagonists in their roles as patrons and proprietors, 

widows could exercise the prerogatives of their legal and correlative economic standing 

to gain for themselves and their families considerable social clout. 

In addition to protective provisions and her rights to property and inheritance 

both from her husband and her natal family, legal statutes also protected the widow from 

spousal insolvency. All women were shielded from responsibility for their husbands' 

debts, as a wife's personal estate could not be squandered by the spouse or used to satisfy 

his creditors. In the case of a widow, should her husband die in extensive arrears which 

eliminated, or worse, went beyond, the value of the shared estate, she could renounce her 

claims to her portion of the joint property in order to escape responsibility for the 

indebtedness of her deceased spouse. In fact, when the time came to divide the property 

following the husband's death, the widow benefited from the return of her dowry and 

arras before the payment of any outstanding bills her spouse left or fulfillment of his 

Chojnacki notes that with regard to inheritance of real estate, males were favored. See "Introduction: 
Family and State, Women and Men," in Women and Men in Renaissance Venice, 15. This is not true for 
Castile, where women regularly inherited land and other forms of real estate, as revealed by the body of 
documents examined over the course of this investigation. Landed estates, houses, plots of land and other 
forms of real property held by women regularly appear in initial dowry contracts, in partition documents 
and in wills. 
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personal bequests.^^ These protective measures when combined with the other statutes 

concerning a widow's rights could potentially leave her in a highly favorable economic 

position, with both cash in hand and the ability to employ it as she saw fit.^^ Even should 

her husband die intestate, the Castilian widow enjoyed specific and clearly delineated 

CO 

rights, which favored her financial solvency, should there be any property whatsoever. 

As a key factor of the considerable legal protection afforded the Castilian widow, 

one must also understand the importance of her full legal personhood. Turning once again 

to Florence in order to highlight the vital significance of legal standing, here women held 

virtually the same legal status as children. While the Florentine institution of the 

mundualdus, or legal guardian, remained peculiar to Florence and the territories under its 

jurisdiction as a Lombard principle embedded in a Romanized legal system, it 

nonetheless represented an instance of an active choice to retain an otherwise archaic 

legal principle in order to enforce the legal incapacity of women. The mundualdus had to 

be appointed or confirmed by a judge in order to hold tutelary power over a woman for 

All women were protected against the indebted spouse under laws dating as early as 1349, which were 
incorporated into Libro X, Titulo XI, Ley II of the NR, along with LT, Leyes 61-62, which later appear in 
the NR, Libro X, Titulo XI, Leyes III-IV. See also, LT, Ley 60; NR, Libro X, Titulo IV, Ley IX. 

Chojnacki quotes statutes existing to safeguard against a husband's misadministration of his wife's 
dowry. These provisions ensured the husband posted his entire estate as surety to repay the dowry upon his 
demise, along with an additional guarantor who cosigned the dowry receipt. Furthermore, the male kin of 
the husband had to supply anything lacking in the restitution, as the wife's dowry took precedence over all 
other financial obligations (heirs, bequests, creditors), "Patrician Women in Early Renaissance Venice," in 
Women and Men in Renaissance Venice, 124. 

Note that Florentine widows could suffer quite grievously in the case of her husband dying intestate. In 
the case of Qualiter mulier ab instestato succedat (1415), mothers could not supersede any living 
legitimate and natural children, grandchildren, or great grandchildren of her child, or the child's father, 
paternal grandfather, paternal imcle, brother, sister, or nephew (her brother's son). She might receive 
alimenta, but that only in case of proven need. If no such persons survived, she could claim one quarter, up 
to a value of 500 lire, not to include houses and other properties, of her husband's estate. The rest of the 
estate went to male agnates within eight degrees of consanguinity. As shown by a case study, a widow 
could end up with nothing but her dowry. For details, see Kuehn, Law, Family, and Women, 241-242 and 
248. 
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the duration of the legal actions taking place in a single day. Kuehn maintains that the 

defense of such statutes rested upon a sexual ideology couched in women's inherent 

weakness of body and mind, thus subjecting them to perpetual guardianship.^^ 

The question then arises why in Spain medieval and even Visigothic inheritance 

principles persist into the sixteenth century in order to do just the opposite: to defend 

women's legal capacity and thus access to law and property. While a widow had 

particular needs for these rights during the middle ages and the course of the Reconquest, 

she still retained these prerogatives well beyond a time when they might be deemed 

socially useful. Yet even with the Reconquest and repopulation of the peninsula 

complete, Castile nevertheless engaged in perpetual cycles of external warfare and 

immigration, which in a sense continuously called upon the agency of women on the 

home front. Indeed, throughout the Habsburg period, with the appraisal and subsequent 

sale of towns, value rested upon the prosperity of the territory in question, where the 

number of households in any given locale stood as a key marker of its worth. The 

presence of women took on vital importance during the assessment of a town or village's 

value, as seen in the tradition of requiring tribute payments of chickens. A rather 

ingenious argument proposes that since women raised the household animals, the 

presence of chickens meant the occupancy of women, and in turn, a stable and 

Kuehn, Law, Family, and Women, 213 and 218. Elaine Rosethal counters this picture of total female 
legal subordination by noting that Florentine women could act as guardians over their children, executors 
of wills, managers of households and estates, and serve as legal procurators and arbitrators, even though 
many such activities were theoretically legally incorrect, "The Position of Women in Renaissance Florence: 
Neither Autonomy nor Subjection," in Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honor ofNicolai 
Rubenstein, ed. P. Denley and C. Elam (London, 1988), 315-371. 
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functioning household unit.^° To rephrase the classic question of the chicken and the egg, 

women came first here. But returning to the issue of women and property, the Castilian 

insistence upon bifurcated inheritance meant that both women and men, not just men as 

in Florence, constituted the true basis of the family. Thus bifurcated inheritance 

undermines the notion that men or the male line alone made the family. Therefore, the 

Castilian widow, a transmitter of wealth to her children in the same way as her husband, 

continued to play a significant role in the preservation and transmittal of property for her 

children. 

Nevertheless, although widows acted freely according to legal statutes, the lack of 

formal legal restriction might merely disguise the fact that social or cultural norms gave 

men de facto control over them. Did other factors in society mitigate the widow's 

freedom to act as a full legal person? The presence of widows as legal actors on a regular 

basis, using the courts to defend the rights accorded to them by law as witnessed in the 

wide range of documentation considered for this study, suggests that they did, in fact, 

exercise the prerogatives of legal personhood broadly. Even with widows' presence in the 

legal system thus established, did courts interpret laws regarding such issues as property 

rights and guardianship in their favor? Again, the weight of archival evidence suggests 

that while not universally successful in their claims, widows did not find their interests 

undermined by the legal system. Thus it appears that a widow's rights by law operated in 

the context of a society that found these terms acceptable, or at the very least not 

objectionable. A concerted effort, whether in theory or in practice, to limit women's and 

See Helen Nader, Liberty in Absolutist Spain (Baltimore, 1990). 
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as a subset widows' financial power does not emerge from an examination of cases 

involving widows. Consideration of these factors leads to the conclusion that the integral 

roles of women and widows in Castilian society persisted well into the sixteenth century, 

as reflected in both legal statutes and cultural norms. 

In sum, the financially stable widow was firmly empowered by Castilian law in 

her role as independent administrator of her estate and the property of those under her 

direct authority. This autonomy granted a widow wide-ranging opportunities to direct her 

financial resources as she might please, particularly in cases where the lack of heirs 

presented no legal obligations to endow her children with their rightful share of her 

estate. Entitled to property and guardianship, widows could become key authority figures 

within their families, regulating family dynamics, controlling tensions resulting from the 

death of the patriarch, and often dictating family business. However, a widow would lose 

this full economic and legal right over her property should she remarry. Remarriage 

would also spell the loss of guardianship rights over children of the prior marriage, and 

thus loss of control over their property as well. The remarried widow would be required 

to restitute her former husband's (the father to the children of said marriage) property to 

these children. Nevertheless, the widow's share of the joint estate amassed during her 

early marriage(s) would remain her personal property, regardless of remarriage.^^ With 

these factors in mind, it is no surprise to find a high incidence of widowhood during the 

See LT, ley 16; NR, libro X, tit. IV, ley VIII. An interesting example of this legal precept is provided by a 
case study of heirs who wished to claim portions of the joint estate upon a widow's remarriage. They were 
unsuccessful in their bid. See A. Gallego Morell, "Pleito de doiia Elena de Zufiiga, viuda de Garcilaso, con 
la ciudad de Badajoz (1547)," Revista de Estudios Extremenos (1950): 145-190. 
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early modem period.^^ Indeed, Castilian law firmly empowered the economically solvent 

widow, just as churchmen supported her in the role as governor of the household and her 

children. 

Law codes and prescriptive treatises present static models of widowhood, telling 

more about the desires of legislators and clerics than about the social reality of 

widowhood. Because such sources cannot adequately serve to reflect social practice, a 

discrepancy exists between visions of an idealized society with fixed parameters for 

acceptable widowhood and the circumstances that conditioned and were in turn shaped 

by widows' lives. Although laws and moral treatises may have served to delimit a space 

for widows' actions, these factors did not wholly define the extent of their activities. This 

limited model does however serve as a starting point from which to embark upon an 

extensive consideration of archival documents drawn from a wide variety of sources in 

order to create a fuller and more nuanced evaluation of the Castilian widow and the 

society in which she played an active role. Examination of widows as individuals and as a 

social group reveals their fundamental importance to both the family and civic life of 

early modem Castile. In municipal ordinances, estate record books, contracts, donations, 

wills, hospital records, confratemity statutes, court litigation. Inquisition trials and other 

archival sources, widows appear buying and selling property, writing wills and making 

Vassberg asserts a norm for sixteenth-century rural Castile at approximately 15% (ranging as high as 
40%), a rate higher than that found in other rural European communities. He also cites an earher study 
presented at the annual conference of the Society for Spanish and Portuguese historical studies (Austin, 
1987), where he found a disproportionately high percentage of widows versus widowers—from 4 to 12 to 
one,"The Status of Widows," 183. This is in comparison to the 5 to 1 ratio found in rural England at the 
same time by P. Laslett, "Introduction: The History of the Family," in Household and Family in Past Time, 
ed. P. Laslett and R. Wall (Cambridge, 1972), 78. Martz and Martin Cleto estimate that widows constituted 
19.3% of the total population of Toledo in 1561, based on census information for this year. They qualify 
this figure as "average" for Castile at this time, Toledo y los toledanos, 34. 
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bequests to churches, hospitals and convents, entering confraternities dedicated to the 

care of the poor, fighting to retain control over their inheritance, defending the interests 

of their children, and shaping dynastic interests by intervening in marriage alliances. 

Thus the use of documents more closely reflecting women's daily activities allows for 

contextualization of the complex impact of moral and legal rhetoric on the social 

construction of widowhood. 
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11. MATRIARCHS OF THE CASTILIAN FAMILY 

Archival evidence found in Toledo indicates the manner in which Castilian 

widows' lives simultaneously condoned and confounded gender boundaries. The 

interplay between idealized parameters, in themselves offering ambiguities, and social 

circumstances shows widows engaging in a persistent pragmatism that could nimbly 

evade what has often been seen as a strictly defined patriarchal order. While early 

modem Castile arguably offers a good example of a patriarchal society, questions such as 

what defines a patriarch and who played this role nevertheless arise. Indeed, when 

considering the role of the widow as she steps in to assume the responsibility of both 

father and mother, master and mistress of her family and home, these women clearly 

emerge as matriarchs. The presence of widows wielding such authority problematizes 

notions of patriarchal gendering of women as passive and weak, with their social status 

dependent upon notions of sexual purity. On the one hand, with reference to the Judith 

model, widows might be granted authority due to their ability to repress their latent 

sexual threat. On the other, without the controlling force of marriage to contain a 

purported libidinous nature, how could these women possibly operate independently 

without posing as a potential menace to good Christian society? This dilemma can in part 

find resolution if presuppositions about a supposed Mediterranean honor culture are 

themselves called into question. 
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From the honor plays of Lope de Vega and Calderon de la Barca, to the theorizing 

of Bartolome Bennassar and a host of cultural anthropologists, the theme of honor 

emerges as a rigid code determining the public reputation of women based upon their 

sexual purity. As a corollary, the honor of men rests upon their ability to shield the 

reputation of their wives and female relatives. Thus the notion that a woman's public 

identity rested upon her sexual purity, and that she depended upon men to defend her 

stands as a regular interpretation of a so-called "Mediterranean culture." But this 

paradigm breaks down when confronted with archival evidence illustrating the fact that a 

woman's reputation did not necessarily hinge solely upon sexual comportment. Examples 

of widows operating as the head of household give credence to observations made about 

gendered behavior suggesting that instead of a rigid delineation between acceptable 

activities assigned exclusively to men or women, conduct more commonly associated 

with men or women could nonetheless be exhibited by and be available to both.^"^ In 

governing her family, the widow took up a range of tasks, which while married may or 

" Scott Taylor, "Honor and Violence in Castile, 1600-1650" (Ph.D. diss., University of Virginia, 2001) 
makes a vital contribution to new scholarship questioning earlier assumptions about this so-called honor 
driven culture. His examination of portrayals of violence and honor in Castilian culture, and the 
historiography of the question of honor, exaggerate and simplify the actual ways people behaved. In 
Chapter 1, Taylor notes that the problem with such studies is their emphasis on honor as an "explanatory 
force, possessing an objective reality either as a thing, 'honor,' which people could possess, lose, and 
exchange, or they view it as an external reality, a mentality and a code of conduct to which people had to 
conform their behavior." Earlier treatments of the honor question include most notably: Bartolome 
Bennassar, The Spanish Character: Attitudes and Mentalities from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century, 
trans. Benjamin Keen (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1979); Julian Pitt-Rivers, "Honour and Social Status," in 
Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society, ed. J.G. Peristiany (London, 1966); and David 
D. Gilmore, "Anthropology of the Mediterranean Area," Annual Review of Anthropology 11 (1982): 175-
205, esp. 191-192. For a more recent study, see Donald Weinstein, The Captain's Concubine: Love, Honor, 
and Violence in Renaissance Tuscany (Baltimore, 2000). 
^ See Taylor, "Honor and Violence," Chapter 5. In formulating a distinction between gender-specific and 
gender-related activities, he notes that women could and did actively defend their own interests using the 
same sorts of slander and physical violence typical of dueling men. Though in a slightly different context, 
Taylor reaches conclusions paralleling the findings of this study, which see widows actively engaged in 
defending their own and their families' interests without relying on male intervention. 
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may not have been the provenance of her husband, granting her formal power, expressed 

in legal, economic, and social terms, over the members of her household. Furthermore, in 

exercising these prerogatives, widows extended their influence beyond the immediate 

circle of those under their tutelage. Widowhood thus afforded women access to a wider 

range of roles, which in turn sanctioned their independence and authority. These 

considerations serve to undermine seriously first the supposition of an honor-obsessed 

society, and thence to call into question the broader notion of "Mediterranean culture." 

Problems with relying on conceptions of Mediterranean culture also arise when 

comparing Castilian and Italian conditions. Highlighting differences between the 

Florentine model that dominates studies on widowhood in southern Europe and the rather 

different Castilian circumstances not only illustrates the concept of the widow as 

matriarch, but also challenges generahzations affixed to Mediterranean societies. Perhaps 

the most telling distinction between social mores in Castile and Florence centered upon 

the tornata, the right of the widow to return to her father's home, where she would thence 

be sheltered by male kin from shame, defined in terms of sexual purity.^^ This practice 

was practically nonexistent in Castile, as widows regularly set up independent households 

upon the death of the spouse. And while matrimonial arrangements regularly fell to the 

fathers or other male kin of a Florentine woman's family for not only her first but also 

any subsequent unions, neither the person nor dowry of the Castilian widow returned to 

See Kuehn, Law, Family, and Women, especially Chapter 8, "Women, Marriage, and Patria Potestas in 
Late Medieval Florence." He also notes that although largely passive and negative, the controlling power of 
the paternal patria potestas became more active upon a daughter's widowhood, 204. In Castile, patria 
potestas over a daughter ends upon marriage, with an issuing of an emancipatory declaration, or at her 
obtaining the legal age of majority, twenty-five. Thus emancipated, women did not return to the control of 
paternal authority upon widowhood. 
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formal paternal control to be played out again like a new hand of cards in the game of 

matrimonial alliance. 

That widows had no need to seek shelter in the homes of male relatives could 

suggest that women had the capacity to maintain their own chastity. This would point to 

widows merely replicating the patterns of a patriarchal society preoccupied with notions 

of female sexual purity. However, retaining the supposition of a society that suspected 

women of sexual licentiousness, the acceptance of the widow-headed household suggests 

that sexual purity was not the lynch pin of respectable conduct. Instead, as Taylor 

suggests, reputation encompassed more than chaste living alone. And when proper 

comportment extends beyond these bounds, when women are not sexually defined 

objects under male tutelage, the range of roles open both to men and women expands 

dramatically. Thus the failure of Castilian moralists and legislators alike, not to mention 

social mores and actual conduct, to insist upon male vigilance over female chastity 

suggests the operation of a society that was not truly obsessed with female virtue. Pulling 

this lynchpin should thus produce little surprise at the relative liberty accorded the 

Spanish widow, who had greater responsibility for her and her family's reputation and its 

preservation than the males in her natal and/or marital families. Normative codes, 

whether legal or moralistic, and everyday practice gave this responsibility to widows 

themselves, indicating that at the very least women had the capacity to look after their 

own affairs. 

See Giulia Calvi, "Reconstructing the Family: Widowhood and Remarriage in Tuscany in the Early 
Modem Period," in Marriage in Italy, 1300-1650, ed. Trevor Dean and K.J.P. Lowe (Cambridge, 1998), 
275-296. Calvi notes that matrimonial strategies remained in the hands of a woman's male kin—those who 
took her and her dowry back as a widowed daughter or sister—in order to marry them off anew in the 
interests of the lineage, 279. 
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Indeed, examples of typical Toledan widows from a range of socioeconomic 

groups engaging in activities related to family governance, seen as inappropriate if not 

impossible for their Florentine sisters, characterize the Castilian case.^^ The strictures 

placed on Florentine widows arose from the fact that they rarely headed households 

independently. Younger widows with small children tended either to live with the natal or 

marital family, or at least under strict surveillance. Older widows, in turn, often lived in 

their sons' homes, as these women felt pressure to leave their dowries intact for the sake 

of the patrimony.^^ In contrast, whereas Florentine widows rarely engaged in tutelary 

activities as guardians of their children due to limitations on household headship, 

Spanish widows exercised a wide range of powers thanks to their legally and socially 

sanctioned role as matriarch. Quite understandably, as with extending patronage, a 

wealthy widow had the greatest range of opportunities to exercise her prerogatives. With 

this power, however, came a host of responsibilities that assuredly led to dealings outside 

the home, even though they were grounded in the dictates of household management, In 

fact, the very act of approaching the courts in order to divide her husband's estate 

between herself and any heirs took the widow into the outside world as one of her first 

This comparison is not meant to suggest inaccurate generalizations about "Mediterranean" or "Catholic" 
societies in contrast to "Northern European" and "Protestant" ones. At the same time, a legitimate basis for 
comparison does exist under the rubric of a Catholic, urban society. 

See King, Renaissance Women, 16-11. King notes that widows tended to be older women, as the families 
of younger ones pushed them into remarriage in order to create new dynastic alliances favorable to the men 
in their natal families. A young widow who retained that status was probably fabulously rich, such that her 
father and brothers sought to inherit from her and thus discouraged remarriage. Or she may have been the 
mother of young male children and thus felt persuaded by her marital kin not to run off with her dowry and 
destroy her heirs' inheritance. In sum, . .only the rare heiress would be likely to be head of her separate 
household," 76. 
® See Kuehn, Law, Family, and Women, 225-221: out of 179 exemplars drawn from the years 1422-1429 
in the notarial cartularies, 105 were widows. These cases predominantly include buying, selling and renting 
property and arbitration settlements with kin. 
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duties as head of the household. The activities of Blanca de la Cerda, the wealthy 

countess of Cifuentes, provide clear insight into this process. 

As a younger daughter of the dukes of Medinaceli, Juan de la Cerda and Juana 

Manuel de Norona y Portugal, Blanca brought an impressive dowry to her 1571 marriage 

to the sixth count of Cifuentes, Fernando de Silva.^° Paid out in the form of 10,000 

ducados upon the sanctification of the union, 5,000 ducados in jewels, clothing and 

household furnishings, and four annual payments of 5,000 ducados each, her hefty dower 

constituted a substantial sum. In fact, the 35,000 ducados could not be matched by her 

husband's liquid assets, requiring him to seek a royal dispensation in order to post his 

property held in mayorazgo as security.^' Fernando had to post this surety in order that 

should Blanca become widowed and thus entitled to the restitution of her dowry and 

arras, or should it come to pass to her heirs, the funds could be taken from properties 

held in mayorazgo if liquid funds should prove insufficient. Blanca, in turn, received 

from Fernando 5,000 ducados in arras, making her personal property at the outset of the 

marriage a total of 40,000 ducados.'^ Though the parties drew up contracts in June, the 

™ AM, legajo 11, expedientes 2, 4, and 5. The marriage capitulations date 18 June 1571 and the marriage 
itself 14 October 1571. 
" The terms of the dowry payments and mention of the royal permission are found in AM, legajo 11, 
expediente 2: "...10,000 ducados dentro de un mes primero siguiente venida la dicha dispensacion y 
contrato el dicho matrimonio entre los dichos seiiores...y los 25,000 ducados restantes acumplimiento de 
los dichos 35,000 ducados en esta manera; los 5,000 ducados en joyas ajuar y bestidos...y los dichos 20,000 
ducados...en dineros contados 5,000 ducados en cada un ano al fin del comenfando a correr la pagada 
dellos desde el dia que se desposaren e velaren los dichos senores...por manera que se pagaran en quatro 
anos...y que para seguridad de la dicha docte y arras y donacion sacara facultad y carta real de su magestad 
para lo poder cargar y situar sobre bienes e rentas de su condado y mayorazgo." The royal grant allowing 
Femando de Silva to post property held in mayorazgo is found in AM legajo 11, expediente 4: "Facultad 
original para que el senor conde pueda obligar los bienes del mayorazgo no alcanzado los libres a las dote 
y arras de la sefiora Blanca de la Cerda. Madrid, 27 de septiembre de 1571.Blanca's acceptance of the 
security posted for her dowry and arras appears in AM, legajo 11, expediente 7. 

Confirmation of the dowry payment and its composition is found mArchivo Historico Nacional, Seccion 
Nobleza AHN Nobleza), Osima, legajo 2056, expediente 3. The letter of dowry authored in 
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couple would have to postpone the nuptials until the fall, as they were awaiting the arrival 

of a papal dispensation waiving the ecclesiastical impediment to their union based on 

consanguinity.^^ At last in October with the papal parchment in hand, the couple 

formalized their engagement in her father's palace in the ducal town of Medinaceli where 

the abbot of Nuestra Senora de Santa Maria de la Asuncion read the dispensation aloud, 

took the hands of the couple between his own and espoused them in the presence of 

friends, family and townspeople. The following day, the abbot presided over the couple's 

wedding rites in the collegial church of Medinaceli.^'' Their marriage lasted for almost 

twenty years and saw the birth of four children who survived at least into adolescence 

before Femando's death in 1590.^^ 

Alameda (a village in the jurisdiction of Barajas) confirmed that Fernando de Silva, sixth count of 
Cifuentes, accepted 35,000 ducados in cash and goods from the hands of Blanca's parents, the dukes of 
Medinaceh, Juan de la Cerda and Juana Manuel de Norona y Portugal: "...para ayuda de sobstener las 
cargas del matrimonio que contrajo con la sra da Blanca de la Zerda su hija...27 de septiembre 1571." 
Fernando de Silva's acknowledgement of the appraised value of the jewels, household goods and clothing 
received in dowry along with an inventory of these goods is found in AM, legajo 11, expediente 8. 

The need for papal dispensation is stated in the marriage capitulations, AM, legajo 11, expediente 2: "...y 
se desposara con su seiioria por palabra de presente dentro de im mes como obieren obtenido dispensacion 
de su santidad de los ympedimientos que entre el dico senor y la dicha seiiora dona Blanca ay de deudos y 
parentesco y afindad la qual dicha dispensacion el dicho sefior conde se ofrece a la ynpetrar de su santidad 
e la traer por su horden..." Fernando de Silva's first wife, Maria Pardo de la Cerda, was Blanca's first 
cousin, being the daughter of her aunt, Luisa de la Cerda, and Arias Pardo de Saavedra, Mariscal de 
Castilla. According to the Catalogo Epilogado de la desendegia y origen del Real linage de los Silbas 
sacado de diuersas historias, y conprobado con testimonios de incorrupta verdad. Ano 1594 {Biblioteca 
Nacional (henceforth BN) Mss. 11305, 1594), Maria Pardo de la Cerda held no title, but was famed for 
nevertheless bringing the largest dowry known at that date from an untitled woman to her marriage. The 
figure of 30,000 ducados, however, looks suspiciously like that brought by Blanca de la Cerda: "Don 
Fernando de silva sesto Conde de 9ifuentes y alferez mayor de Castilla caso en Toledo con hija de arias 
pardo y ubo con ella en dote aquel famoso mayorazgo de treynta mil ducados de renta que es el mayor que 
ay en espana sin titulo." Consanguinity also existed via Blanca's grandmother, Maria de Silva, daughter of 
Juan de Silva, the third coxint of Cifuentes, who was Fernando de Silva's great grandfather. 

For a description of the espousal and wedding, see AM, legajo 11, expediente 5. The first ceremony took 
place on October 13, 1571, the subsequent on the fourteenth. 

A tidy summary of the terms of Fernando de Silva's will regarding Blanca and the children, which he 
wrote in Milan on June 14, 1588, is stated in AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, expediente 1 (4). Fernando 
died in the condal town of Cifuentes on May 14, 1590. 
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Fernando had spent the last four years of his Ufe serving Phihp II as the castellan 

of Milan. But ill health, purportedly chronic tuberculosis, sent him back to Cifuentes and 

the welcoming arms of Blanca and the children in 1590/^ Don Fernando did not live long 

beyond his return, thus rendering the expenditures on doctors and medicines of little 

use7^ Named executor of her husband's will, Blanca at once mandated an inventory of 

the household goods Fernando left in Cifuentes in order to formalize her administration 

no 

over the estate. The immediate task at hand, however, found her fulfilling her husband's 

testamentary requests. There were mass cycles to pay for, mourning clothes to don, town 

criers to hire, and even the coffin and gravestone themselves to order up not only for the 

count's initial funeral in Cifuentes, but also for the translation of his body to Toledo. Here 

he would find rest in San Pedro Martir, the Silva chapel bedecked in black fabric and his 

tomb draped with a black and gold cloth bearing the family coat of arms and the green 

cross of the order of Alcantara.^^ Once her husband's death had been attended to 

honorably and the care of his soul ensured, Blanca turned her attention to the living. 

No doubt already in charge of the household during her husband's four-year term 

in Milan, not to mention his time away at battle in 1580 and his final illness, Blanca had 

Francisco Layna Serrano suggests that Fernando de Silva, the sixth count of Cifuentes, suffered from 
chronic tubuculosis, Historia de la Villa Condal de Cifuentes (Madrid, 1955), 141. 

Expenditures on doctors and medicine during the count's final days appear among the expenses 
subtracted from his personal estate prior to the formal partitioning of 1593, Archivo Histdrico Nacional, 
Seccion Clew (henceforth. AHN Clero), Libro 15421. 

The summons for an inventory and the contents of Fernando de Silva's estate are found in AHN Nobleza, 
Osuna, legajo 2056, expediente 4. 

The cost of the funeral, along with associated masses and offerings is found in AHN Clero, Libro 15421. 
With the addition of testamentary charitable bequests, the funeral added up to a sizeable 2,197,666 
maravedis. 
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already gained considerable experience in such affairs.In fact, during this very year, 

Blanca appears hiring a procurator to oversee her affairs in Madrid, acting under the 

power with which she had been entrusted to "rale, administer and govern the goods and 

rents of her house, estate, mayorazgo and all other possessions, which in whatever way 

pertained to her."^^ Thus accustomed to her authoritative role in the family, she tackled 

the tasks before her without pause, overseeing the household in Cifuentes and taking up 

guardianship over her foiu* children all under the age of ten, which included managing the 

family mayorazgo}^ For five years Blanca oversaw the properties and incomes that 

comprised the mayorazgo of Cifuentes which passed to the couple's eldest son, Juan 

Baltasar de Silva. Though in his teens, the boy had little to do with the bookkeeping, as 

he was blind; the task of overseeing the accounts fell to his mother.^^ Not only did Blanca 

ably collect the revenues due from the town of Cifuentes, including the town council's 

payment for the privilege of electing their own officials, but also from numerous 

Fernando Jacinto Meneses de Silva (aka Fernando de Silva), sixth count of Cifuentes, served in the 
battles of Oran and Mazalquivir against the attacks of the Turkish galleys in the 1560's prior to his maniage 
to Blanca. He also saw action under the viceroy of Naples in 1564. Finally, his bravery in battle was 
displayed in 1580 under the duke of Alba in the disastrous campaign of Alcazarquivir, undertaken in an 
attempt to attain the submission of Portugal after the death of the young king Sebastian. In repayment for 
his services to the crown, he was granted the encomienda of Castilnovo, belonging to the order of Alcantara 
in 1580. See Layna Serrano, Historia de la Villa Condal, 141-143. Note also that Blanca's father, Juan de la 
Cerda, duke of Medinaceli, had served as viceroy of the Kingdom of Sicily from 1556 to 1559 and 1560-
1564. During the interim years, he had sailed with the armada for the battle of Tripoh, during which time 
Fernando de Silva, marquis of Favara, served as interim president. See Antonio D'Amico, Chronologia de 
los vierreyes presidentes y de otras personas que han governado el Reyno de Sicilia (Palermo, 1640) and 
internal evidence found in various documents in AM. 

AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1578: 6 May 1580, "...para regir y adminstrar y gobemar los bienes y rentas de 
su casa e estado y mayorazgo y otros quales quier bienes que en qualquier manera y por qual quier titulo le 
perteneze..." 

For an idea of the value of this estate, see AHN Clero, Libro 15422, where the total in revenues for the 
year 1590 was 2,622,509 maravedis. 

In many documents, Juan Baltasar is described as "el ciego." For instance, a single imbound sheet 
inserted in AHN Clero, Libro 15421, dated 1597 states: "...era muy corto de vista pues para firmar era 
preciso que uno le llevara la mano assi para formar las letras como para saber donde firmaba..." 
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landholdings in the province of Guadalajara.^'^ Despite expenses paid out to salaried 

officials, annual charitable bequests, maintenance of properties, lawyers to negotiate with 

the mesta, the upkeep of what looks quite suspiciously like an illegitimate daughter of her 

late father-in-law, a sum for her husband's out-of-wedlock daughter, and allowances for 

her own children, under Blanca's hand the estate nonetheless consistently posted profits.®^ 

During the course of managing the family mayomzgo and perhaps with an eye to 

her own financial future, by 1593 Blanca found it desirable to approach the courts for a 

partitioning of the entire estate so that she might extricate and account for her personal 

property from amidst the tangle of lands, revenues, investments, and goods characteristic 

of the noble estate her husband had left behind.^^ Naturally, having carried such a 

handsome dowry to the union, she had a considerable interest in regaining it, along with 

the arras, the share of the joint property to which she had legal claim, and her cut of the 

See Nader, Liberty in Absolutist Spain, for a discussion of the process by which town councils negotiated 
for jurisdiction with local nobility. See also, David Vassberg, Land and Society in Golden Age Castile 
(Cambridge, 1984). 

The estate turned the following profits: 1,40,661 maravedis in 1590; 248,782 maravedis in 1591; 925,117 
maravedis in 1592; 2,599,886 maravedis in 1593; 4,772,759 maravedis in 1594; and 1,498,548 maravedis 
in 1595. 

It would seem that her father-in-law had an illegitimate daughter, Isabel de Silva, resident in the 
convent of Nuestra Senora de Belen in Cifuentes, since the allowance she receives is only a charge to the 
estate at the will of Blanca: "...Ysavel de Silva monja hija que flie del conde don Joan," and "...porque no es 
carga del estado sin gracia y merced de la dicha seiiora condesa." The presumption of Fernando's 
illegitimate daughter is based on the following entry: "...Ana de Silva monxa en Nuestra Seiiora de la 
Madre de Dios de Toledo de que se le hifo merced pot ser hija natural del seiior conde don Fernando que 
este en el 9ielo..." Full listing of the accounts from 1590 through 1595 is found in AHN Clero, Libro 15422. 
Note is also made of Ana de Silva in the will of Fernando de Silva's mother. Ana de Ayala y Monroy, who 
leaves a bequest to a woman she calls her granddaughter: "...mando a dona Ana de Silva mi nieta monxa en 
el monasterio de la Madre de Dios...," AHN Clero, Libro 15411. 

Note that the partition process was fairly "standard," in that the Castilian widow did not normally 
encounter opposition to the recovery of her dowry from her husband's estate. Florentine widows, it would 
seem, often did fierce battle with their husbands' families as they attempted recover their dowries. A widow 
often experienced coercion to live among her husband's kin rather than leave and take her dowry. In fact, 
attempts to escape the domination of her brothers-in-law were often met with open hostility and impeded 
by means of force. See Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, "The Cruel Mother," in Women, Family, and Ritual in 
Renaissance Florence {Chicago, 1985), 117-131. 
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tercio and the quinto, which Fernando had divided in equal shares among his wife and 

children. In order to render an objective apportioning of the estate, Blanca first placed the 

children under a temporary guardian to legally protect their interests. The restitution of 

the dowry and arras from Femando's investment schemes took priority as the first order 

of business in the partitioning process, highhghting the importance placed on giving back 

the widow her marriage portion. Next on the docket, the departed count's personal debts 

were tallied so that they would not be charged against the couple's joint estate. For 

instance, neither the funeral arrangements for her husband's first wife or other debts 

incurred prior to their union even if these charges had been settled at a later date would 

be deducted from the joint estate. Likewise, she had no responsibility for the 

expenditures mandated in her husband's will, such as charitable bequests and devotional 

• • 87 masses, nor even the cost of carrying his bones off to Toledo for their final interment. 

Again, this careful delineation of personal expenses operated to Blanca's advantage, 

guarding against any possibility that her share of the joint property might be drained 

away by her husband's testamentary desires or unpaid accounts. 

The partitioning process took time, so much time that in 1595 procurators and 

accountants still labored at the books. By this date, however, the body of the estate had 

been assembled and readied for distribution between Blanca and her children. Comprised 

of houses in multiple towns and cities, luxurious panels of tapestry and velvet, slaves. 

For example, Fernando owed the archbishopric of Toledo 2,000 ducados prior to his marriage to Blanca, 
but did not repay the sum until after their union. Thus this figure was subtracted from his personal estate 
prior to the reckoning of the joint estate's value. Likewise, the marble stone for Maria Pardo de la Cerda's 
tomb was paid for in 1574, three years after his marriage to Blanca. Even the medical expenses surrounding 
Femando's final days were charged to his estate. The details of the partitioning are found in AHN Clero, 
Libro 15421. 

The total of such payments and expenditures totaled 2,197,666 maravedis. AHN Clero, Libro 15421. 
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lands, revenues, a splendid array of household goods, horses and harnesses, weaponry 

and jewels, books and paintings, the joint estate totaled 10,478,546 maravedis, to which 

Blanca was entitled one half. After additional calculations, the paternal estate, that which 

would be spht equally among the four children totaled 9,930,137 maravedis. As the 

eldest male heir, Juan Baltasar received his share as senorio over the town of Barrio 

Pedro, the arms and armament in the fortress of Cifuentes, harnesses and other tack, and a 

gilded gem-embellished sword in addition to the mayorazgo. Francisco, Ines and Ana 

received their portions in cash, while Blanca swept up the rest of the haul. Her portion 

consisted of houses in Madrid, the cash generated from the auctions of goods which took 

place in Madrid and Cifuentes, revenues, investments, a wide array of properties in 

Barcience, Escamilla, Cifuentes, La Fuente and other towns in Guadalajara, a cache of 

stunning jewelry, an endless list of silverware, bedding of silk, taffeta, and velvet, 

tapestries, paintings, holy images, linens, sumptuous clothing, and a stunningly erudite 

library. Indeed, by the time the accounts had been settled, Blanca landed the lion's share 

of the inheritance, one fifteen times greater than that enjoyed by each child.^^ 

^^The accounts were balanced in the following order: total of the entire estate, minus the dowry, minus 
Femando's worth at the date of marriage, minus debts incurred during the marriage, minus an allowance for 
her upkeep (food and clothing) from the time of Femando's death, minus the pay to the officials hired for 
the partitioning process. This sum constituted the joint estate, which was then divided in half. Blanca 
received one half, the other half was added to Femando's personal estate. Femando's personal estate was 
tallied as half the joint estate, plus his personal estate at the date of marriage. From this sum were 
subtracted the arras and the costs of burial. Then the quinto was subtracted, which according to Femando's 
will went to Blanca. Fernando directed that the mejora be divided equally between all heirs—Blanca and 
the children. Finally, with these deductions made, the sum left over totaled 9,930,137 maravedis, divided 
between the four children as their share in the patemal estate {legitima patemd). In the end, Blanca 
inherited a sum of 30,832,025 maravedis, compared to the 2,957,455 maravedis each child received (1 
quento = 1,000,000 maravedis; 1 ducado = 375 maravedis). Note that Blanca's dowry was 35,000 ducados, 
or 13,125,000 maravedis — about 43% of her total share. 
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Armed with rights of guardianship and impressive personal assets, Blanca 

oversaw not only the financial management of her children's estates, but also the 

arrangements for their marital lives. Blanca had apparently spent enough time and energy 

maintaining the mayorazgo on behalf of Juan Baltasar by the time she claimed to be 

overburdened by multiple responsibilities and thus placed him under the guardianship of 

a trusted family friend in 1596. However prior to turning over the books, she had 

evidently set in motion plans for the young man's future.^'' Though Juan Baltasar was 

only fifteen years old at this date, Blanca had already spent a significant 1,902,750 

maravedis in jewels amassed for him to present as part of a 5,000-ducado arras to the 

prospective bride she had sought out, Francisca de Rojas, the daughter of the marquis of 

Poza.^' However, the girl died soon after; payments made in 1597 to notaries charged 

with seeking dispensation for a marriage sought with Catalina de la Cerda indicate that at 

• 09 
best the mamage to Francisca was very brief Although this second attempt ultimately 

did not go through, Blanca remained undaunted and intervened for the third time on her 

son's behalf in arranging his marriage to Geronima de Ayala, daughter of the counts of 

The selection of a new guardian and his instatement appears in AHN Clew, Libro 15415: "...el dicho 
senor conde de hedad de quince anos y asta entoce lo avia sido la dicha senora condessa su madre la qual 
por sus ocupaciones no lo podia ser y deja la adminstracion de los dichos bienes como consta del dicho 
nombramiento de tal curador...por tanto dixo que nombraba y nombro al senor Diego Lopez de Ayala del 
consexo de su magestad por su curador de bienes..." Mention of the jewels purchased for Francisca de 
Rojas appears in AHN Clero, Libro 15422:"... quales dichas joyas la dicha seiiora condessa dio al dicho 
conde para su casamiento con la senora Francisca de Rrojas hija del senor marques de Pofa..." 
" Although marriage capitulations for the couple were not available for this study, the figure for the arras 
is noted in AHN Clero, Libro 15196. 

Mention of the payment to the notaries is made in AHN Clero, Libro 15415. It is quite likely that Catalina 
de la Cerda was a second cousin to Juan Baltasar, based on genealogical information found in AHN 
Nobleza, Frias, caja 827, expediente 8. 
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Fuensalida. Like any good mother, she found an able set of noble allies and helped her 

son to land a genteel sixteen-year old bride bringing with her a dowry of 30,000 

ducados.^"* The young count's account books for 1598 reveal the preparations for his 

marriage, listing monies spent on dresses for Geronima and tailors for himself Not 

coincidentally, Juan Baltasar's guardian up until the time of his marriage was his young 

bride's uncle. At long last, Blanca found her son a bride who reinforced Silva interests in 

Toledo and at the same time enhanced the family fortune. One can hardly doubt the 

existence of a grand design to forge a familial alliance with counts of Fuensalida, highly 

esteemed Toledan nobility. 

Juan Baltasar's future seemed secure. Ines, too, thanks to the handiwork of Blanca 

and her long widowed mother-in-law, Ana de Ayala y Monroy, found herself married off 

at a young age to the count of Portalegre. To find Ines the perfect match, widowed 

mother and widowed grandmother joined forces to try to ensure an heir who would 

maintain the family line, as doubts surely existed over whether the frail Juan Baltasar and 

his young wife would produce a child. The problem of an heir to the family estates was 

particularly worrisome to the aging Ana de Ayala, in that by 1599, she had lost her 

favorite grandson, Blanca's son Francisco, whom she had raised following Femando's 

death and had granted a mayorazgo in 1595, which derived in part from her personal 

The maniage capitulations are noted as dating 22 May 1598 in Geronima's renunciation of future rights 
to parental estates in AHNNobleza, Frias, caja 843, expediente 32. 

The terms of the marriage capitulations and the dowry figure are found in AHN Nobleza, Frias, caja 843, 
expedientes 32 and 34. Half the dowry came from her grandfather and half from her father, Pedro Lopez de 
Ayala, the fifth count of Fuensalida. Her mother was Maria de Cardenas y Ziiniga. 
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estate received as a daughter of the counts of Deleitosa.^^ Although she had played a key 

role in Femando's first marriage and thus a practiced hand at matchmaking, her attempts 

to ensure Silva heirs in the male line foundered well before poor Francisco could reach 

adulthood.^^ Thus marriage of the young Ines served as a sort of back-up plan cooked up 

by two savvy widows, both well aware that the fate of the family depended upon the 

Silva children's ability to engender an heir. Though its date is unclear from available 

evidence, this union was sadly short-lived due to the death of Ines some time in 1600 at a 

Q7 
date following the demise of her grandmother in the same year. 

No doubt still grieving the loss of her eldest daughter, Blanca nonetheless 

continued to take care of business. In 1601, following the death of her mother-in-law, she 

called upon the courts once again for the partitioning of the deceased's estate, as this 

inheritance was due to pass to Blanca's grandchildren. Since by this date Ines had died 

childless, the share of the estate due the departed would go to Blanca, who as her 

daughter's heir stood to add yet additional property to her personal fortunes. Juan Baltasar 

and Ana, still both under the age of twenty-five, hired temporary guardians as before to 

oversee their legal interests. After an inventory of the estate, auction of many household 

goods, satisfaction of testamentary bequests, and the payment of funerary expenditures 

and debts, the procurators tallied the net value of the countess' goods, properties, and 

Mention of her role in raising Francisco and the mayorazgo she had created for him is found in the body 
of her will, which is copied in the partitioning of her estate, AHN Clew, Libro 15411. 

For the involvement of Ana de Ayala y Monroy in the marriage of Fernando de Silva and Maria Pardo de 
la Cerda, see AHN Nobleza, Frias, caja 119, expediente 89. In this series of documents. Ana de Ayala is 
bargaining with the counts of Oropesa over dowry amounts. From the tenor of the letters, it would seem she 
was a formidable woman. 
" Ines was married prior to 19 September 1599, the date upon which Ana de Ayala y Monroy wrote her 
will, referring to her granddaughter, Ines, as the countess of Portalegre. She died some time after the death 
of her grandmother on 8 January 1600, but before the call to partition the estate made on 12 May 1601. 
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revenues, then allotted shares of equal value to her heirs within a few months' time. 

Blanca received her third in the form of jewelry, sacred images, silverware, furnishings 

QO 

and a handful of investment incomes, hardly recompense for a year of loss. 

Unfortunately wealth alone could not avert the premature death of Juan Baltasar. 

The sickly young count joined his two siblings in the cold stone of the family chapel in 

January of 1602 where a trusted family servant placed candles every day for six months 

following his demise.^^ Blanca once again stood as an heir to one of her children and 

mourning, yet undaunted by responsibility, she swiftly instated her daughter. Ana, as her 

sole  hei r  and successor  to  the  mayorazgo]  enta i led  es ta tes  were  not  for  men a lone.As if  

the death of her son were not enough. Ana, then resident at the royal palace in Valladolid, 

had fallen grievously ill. Blanca poured out over 1,000 ducados in masses, donations, 

pious works and doctor's fees in an attempt to bring about her daughter's recovery. 

Almost miraculously, the girl recovered and her mother instituted a yearly bequest on the 

feast day of St. Ines to a poor person chosen by the abbess of Nuestra Senora de Belen in 

Cifuentes.'*^' But Ana's health was not the only concern on Blanca's mind. Clearly the 

family needed an heir, thus certainly Ana must wed. 

For the partition of the estate of Ana de Ayala y Monroy, see AHN Clero, Libro 15411. The estate's net 
value totaled 14,913,824 maravedis. Blanca's share thus totaled 4,971,274 maravedis. Her daughter Ana's 
portion had the same value, though the monies lay solely in investments. Finally, Juan Baltasar received a 
larger gross share, but as one of his grandmother's executors, he had to distribute much of it to persons 
named in the will. His net share was thus the same as that of his mother and sister. 
^ The date of Juan Baltasar de Silva's death, 21 January 1602, is noted in AHN Clero, Libro 15196. 

For the institution of the mayorazgo of the Condado de Cifuentes in Ana de Silva, see AHN Clero, Libro 
15421. For the goods that passed from Juan Baltasar to his mother, see AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, 
expediente 1 (6). 

Mention of Ana's illness, her 'miraculous' recovery and the thanksgiving bequest are found in AHN 
Clero, Libro 15196: "...114 reales que se dieron a la abadesa del monesterio de Nra Sra de Belen de 
Cifuentes que la dicha senora condessa mando se le diesen cada im aiio para que los diese de limosna a un 
pobre dia de Santa Ynes por el buen suceso de la enfermedad y peligrosa de la dicha senora condesa dona 
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Blanca had already taken significant steps to ensure her daughter's future by 

sending her to reside at the royal court in Valladolid as a lady-in-waiting to Margaret of 

Austria. The court not only served as a good place to seek royal patronage, but also could 

have been akin to a singles club for eligible young nobles.Ana seemed to be living the 

high life at a cost a bit more extravagant than her mother's budgeting dictated, as the girl 

petitioned for an increase in her allowance more suitable to her station. Although the 

inheritor of a grand estate, Ana was nonetheless still subject to guardianship and the 

budget mandated by her mother and enforced by the courts. Perhaps the girl had a valid 

complaint since Blanca had a tendency to be careful with her children's money. During 

their youth, for instance, she only spent 6,000 of the 9,000 ducados reserved each year for 

the children's needs while under her care. While this figure might have bought new 

dresses suitable for life in a provincial town like Cifuentes with occasional trips to 

Toledo, life at court required a new level of refinement. Evidently mother and daughter 

could not come to an agreement over expenses and turned to a trusted uncle, the marquis 

of La Laguna, to render a figure acceptable to both parties. The uncle swore upon the 

Bible that in consideration of his niece's social status, character and authority, a person of 

such quality merited at least 4,000 ducados each year, plus an additional initial 3,000 

Ana..." and "...por quanto la dicha senora condesa dona Blanca gasto en la peligrosa enfermedad que la 
dicha senora condesa dona Ana de Silva tubo por juho de 1602 y en otras mas de 1,000 ducados en missas 
y limosnas y obras pias y medicos y bonberos y otros gastos necesarios..." 

Noble families regularly sent their sons and daughters to court at relatively young ages. There, girls 
might serve as ladies-in-waiting to the queen or princesses, or boys as servants to the king or princes. 
Parents also expected that their children would receive education in letters, arms, religion and whatever 
other training befit their station. A good example of a sixteenth-century manual for proper upbringing of 
youth at court is found in Juan de Silva, Instrucciones para su hijo {ENMss. 8755, s.d.). In his will, 
Blanca's father requested that her mother send their sons to court at ages ten or twelve for such purposes, 
AM, legajo 7, expediente 31.Blanca's mother also had served as a lady-in-waiting prior to marriage, AM, 
legajo 10, expediente 36. 
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ducado payment to set up household. How else would she pay the salaries of her pages, 

maids, servants and cooks, not to mention the bills for dresses, carriages and other 

necessities?'®^ Life at court might be expensive, but life outside it could cost the family's 

interests even more dearly. Thus Ana carried on in royal service while Blanca set about 

the business of matchmaking. 

While it is quite likely that Ana had some knowledge of or contact with her future 

husband at court, it is even more likely that Blanca had a key role in arranging her 

daughter's wedding. In fact, the marriage of Ana de Silva and Juan de Padilla y Acuna, 

son of the counts of Santa Gadea and Buendia was a widow-brokered union bringing 

mutual advantage to both families. Negotiations widow to widow, for the future son-in-

law was fatherless as well, brought Ana another title to put on her head and powerful 

relatives with estates reaching into Portugal. Her husband received a handsome dowry, 

gifts of jewelry and surely his mother-in-law's carefully placed words at court, which 

landed h im a  royal  appointment  as  capta in  of  the  gal leys  in  the  Kingdom of  Sic i ly .The 

Sicilian connection could hardly be mere coincidence: not only did Blanca maintain an 

estate in Naples, she was also the daughter of a former viceroy of Sicily and happened to 

See AHNC\sro, Libro 15196 for Ana's needs and the statement of her uncle: "... considerando la 
hacienda estado y calidad de la senora dona Ana de Silva condesa de Cifuentes y la autoridad que su 
persona a menester conforme a todo ello y a que esta sirviendo a su magestad de la Rreyna nuestra Senora 
por su dama y a la casa e servicio que es nescesario que tenga tal calificada persona como ella para el 
sustento y salario de su casa pages escuderos criadas coches dispensero cocinero repostero salaries comida 
de su persona casa y otras cosas a estas anegas a menester cada un ano quatro mill ducados que valen un 
quento y quinientas maravedis los quales la puede dar en cada im ano la senora dona Blanca de la Cerda su 
madre y curadora dandole para ello licencia la justicia y en esto entran vestidos y lo demas necesario y 
ademas desto para poner su casa se le den por una vez tres mill ducados y esto es su parecer justa y 
moderadamente y lo firmo de su nombre don Sancho de la Cerda Marques de la Laguna..." 

Juan de Padilla y Acuna was the son of Luisa de Padilla y Acuna and Martin de Padilla, the counts of 
Santa Gadea and Buendia. 
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be resident at court during the period before the marriage.Land, titles, prestige, and 

influence accrued to all parties thanks to the shrewd matchmaking of two astute widows. 

Blanca not only had practice in such affairs thanks to her efforts to find other children 

spouses, but also followed a course of action quite normal for her class at this time. 

Nothing could be farther from the norm, as Blanca's grandmother, mother-in-law, and 

first cousin were also able widows who operated in much the same way with regard to 

marriage alliances in their own families. 

Following their marriage in September of 1603, Ana and Juan took up residence 

in Toledo for a brief spell in houses Blanca had inherited fi-om her son, Juan Baltasar, 

located across fi-om the convent of the Madre de Dios, a longtime Silva stronghold.'®^ 

Meanwhile, Blanca stayed at court in Valladolid and paid the bills generated by her 

The value of Blanca's estate in Naples totaled 4,909 ducados 4 tarines and 10 granos in Sicilian 
currency, AHN Clew, Libro 15208. Intimation that Blanca spent time in Sicily during 1602, though dates 
are not specified, appears in AHN Clew, Libro 15196. 

Blanca's paternal grandmother was Maria de Silva, daughter of Juan de Silva, III count of Cifuentes and 
his wife, Catalina de Toledo. Maria's husband was Juan de la Cerda, II duke of Medinaceli and her brother 
was Fernando de Silva, IV count of Cifuentes; see AM, legajo 7, expedientes 11, 17, 28 and 37. Blanca's 
mother-in-law was Ana de Ayala y Monroy, wife of Juan Baltasar de Silva, V count of Cifuentes; see AHN 
Nobleza, Frias, caja 119, expediente 89. For Blanca's first cousin, (Maria) Magdalena de la Cerda, daughter 
of Fernando de la Cerda y Silva and Ana de Latiloye, see AHN Nobleza, Frias, caja 827. For Ana de 
Latiloye, see also AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1578: 3 February 1580, Ana de Latiloye, acting as guardian 
since 16 October 1579 over her children Blanca Gabriela de la Cerda, Ana Florencia de la Cerda and 
Catalina de la Cerda, grants her servant the power to collect rents, censos and juros in their names. At the 
time of her husband Fernando de la Cerda's death in October 1579, Maria Magdalena de la Cerda, the 
eldest daughter, was engaged to Alonso Tellez Giron. In a second document of the same date, Ana de 
Latiloye negotiates the allowance her daughters shall receive for their maintenance, which is fixed at 1,000 
ducados for the three, plus an additional 75 maravedis each. These girls were "poor cousins" when their 
allowance is compared to the 9,000 ducado (6,000 actually spent) allowance Blanca's children each 
received. 

Juan Baltasar had received the houses from his grandmother, Ana de Ayala y Monroy, as a portion of 
his share in her estate. Following Juan Baltasar's death, Blanca received the houses as his heir. The convent 
of the Madre de Dios had historically been home to generations of Silva and Ayala women, having been 
founded by the sisters Maria Gomez de Silva and Leonor de Silva, the daughters of the second count of 
Cifuentes, Alfonso de Silva (+1469), and his second wife, Isabel de Castarieda (+1472), as noted in the 
discussion of patronage in Chapter 3. 
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daughter's marriage.'®^ During this time she also made arrangements to rent houses in 

Valladohd for her household staff and appointed a trusted procurator to oversee her 

accounts. With her affairs in Spain thus ordered, by mid-September 1604 she had set off 

for Sicily in the company of her daughter and son-in-law so that Juan might take up his 

post. It is quite likely that Blanca spent time in Naples during her youth, and appears to 

have traveled there during her widowhood, thus her assistance in the move could be quite 

valuable. In fact, she took pains and bore considerable expense to bring a bit of home 

along with them, as well as to send Italian goods back to Spain for the enjoyment of the 

queen.Here she would spend her final years hob-nobbing with the elite of Naples, 

Palermo and Messina, enjoying the company of such figures as the bishop of Pujol, 

poring over favorite books brought from Spain in both Castilian and Italian, all the while 

keeping up regular correspondence with family and Mends at court."® Matriarch to the 

end, Blanca strove continuously to govern her family by acting as guardian, advocate and 

administrator of her children and their affairs until her dying day. 

In contrast to known Florentine cases, elite Castilian widows took on fundamental 

roles in lineage strategies, the norm rather than the exception, playing marriage broker 

and deciding the fate of family estates without the interfering hand of male relatives, 

Record books showing accounts for 1604 show payments made to craftsmen for goods that comprised 
the dowry, along with payments made to scribes and lawyers for the drawing up of the marriage 
capitulations and other related legal documents for the union; AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, 
expediente 1 (6). 

Details of the goods shipped to and from Sicily at Blanca's behest are found in AHN Nobleza, Osuna, 
legajo 2074, expediente 1 (6). 

See AHN Clero, Libro 15208. The list of books included in this inventory matches many of the titles 
found in earlier estate inventories in her possession. 
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churchmen or political authorities.^ Indeed, the exertions of the widowed Castilian 

matriarch have more similarity to the activities of Venetian counterparts. Here women's 

substantial legal and economic resources enabled them to influence the behavior of male 

kin, both natal and marital, and thereby contribute to the social cohesion of the 

patriciate.Significant leverage accrued to a widow through the wealth derived from 

her dowry, giving her the strength to shape her children's futures. As a corollary, 

provision of dowries for nieces of both lineages allowed widows to forge ongoing 

relationships between kin groups."^ Such activities, in turn, point to the existence of 

female networks of support within families as a counter to a society formally organized 

along agnatic lines.However, while this dynamic appears to be significant among the 

upper echelons of society in Venice, studies do not currently exist to examine the 

operation of similar patterns of female initiative among a wider range of socio-economic 

groups. Yet in Castile, pervasive participation by widows in shaping family interests 

transcends merely the most propertied classes. 

Numerous examples drawn from non-noble families illustrate the active 

intervention of widows in ordering their children's lives. Artisans and craftspeople 

For examples of the course of typical Florentine lineage strategies, see the following: Isabel Chabot, 
"Lineage Strategies," in Cavallo and Warner, Widowhood, 127-144; Thomas Kuehn, Law, Family and 
Women, 228-229; and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, "The Cruel Mother." 

Chojnacki, Women and Men in Renaissance Venice, 3. 
Even without holding formal guardianship, widows might nonetheless exert pressure over others by 

means of testamentary provisions with stipulations regulating the behavior of potential heirs. For example, 
though Catalina de la Fuente did not exercise guardianship rights over her niece, according to her uncle's 
will, the girl had to marry according to the "will and determination" of her aunt in order to receive her 
dowry portion. See the terms of Heman Franco's will in ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, 
expediente 15. Catalina herself gave the recipients of dowry money she authorized the option of marriage, 
convent, or vows of chastity. Yet as the procedures outlined during the discussion of patronage highlight, 
widows could and did carefully define how and why there monies should be disbursed. 

Chojnacki, Women and Men in Renaissance Venice, 14 and 19. 
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abounded in bustling Toledo, as men and women engaged in a wide range of occupations. 

The widows of this group, though varying in their means, routinely provided for their 

children's futures. Notarial notebooks teem with cases of Toledan widows contracting 

domestic employment for their young daughters and drawing up apprenticeship papers 

for sons. Additional records reveal marriage arrangements and dowry provisions, while 

instances of guardianship abound.''^ These documents reveal that the dynamic of 

guardianship, with its attendant duties in such realms as marriage strategies, inheritance 

recovery and legal defense, was not merely a prerogative of the rich. While Blanca de la 

For marriage/dowry arrangements for daughters and other female relatives, see examples in the ADPT, 
Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 15, expediente 2; Maria de Torre provides a generous cash dowry for 
her daughter, Ana de Andrada. ADPT, Cofradia de la Santa Caridad, legajo 25, expediente 6: Beatriz de 
Pasiegos gives a dowry consisting of houses and a damask loom to her daughter, Cecelia. ADPT, Cofradia 
de la Santa Caridad, legajo 31, expedientel6 (1): Catalina Bracamonte gives a dowry of 5,000 maravedis to 
her niece, Juana Baptista, whom she had raised. ADPT, Cofradia de la Santa Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 
20: in her will, Ines Hernandez provides dowry money for servants and makes special pleas to her brother-
in-law to provide dowries for her two youngest daughters drawn from estate fiinds. See also AHPT, 
Protocolos, legajo 1452: 25 January 1542, Quiteria de Vargas negotiates a dowry of 20, 348 1/2 maravedis 
for her son's marriage to the daughter of a barber; AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1474: 29 July 1550, Francisca 
Muiioz administers 300,000 maravedis of inheritance for her daughter and adds an additional 150,000 
maravedis, for a dowry totahng 450,000 maravedis. AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1545: April, 1570, Ana de la 
Cruz's mother, the widow of a hat maker, provides her daughter a dowry of 212,000 maravedis cash, plus 
clothing made of velvet and taffeta and other household goods. AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1604: June, 1590, 
Luisa de Herrera pays the dowry of her daughter Mycaela Suarez. Similar cases can be found in any given 
notarial notebooks. 

Instances of guardianship are revealed in AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1452: 23 January 1542, 
Aldcnza de Dueiias acts as guardian of her sons Geronymo and Baltasar in a dispute over dowry payments 
due their sister's husband derived from the estate of their deceased father; 17 January 1542, Juana de 
Montemayor authorizes the sale of a house in her son's name. AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1474: 12 July 
1550, Mari Alvarez, acting as guardian over her three children, hires two procurators to serve in their 
behalf; 11 July 1550, Francisca de la Cruz calls for the partition of her deceased husband's estate as 
guardian over their children in order to properly apportion it. AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1508b: 28 May 
1560, Ysabel de Casfro acts as guardian over her five children in a case involving a dispute over rents due 
them. AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1545; 7 January 1570, Juana de la Trinidad takes on guardianship over her 
children; 13 March 1570,Ynes de Ribadeneyra assumes guardianship over her six children aged 17~a 
student at Salamanca, 15~a student at Alcala, 10, 8, 7 and 2 as per the request of her husband's will; 2 
January 1570, Maria de Ribadeneira e Aguirre, serving as guardian over her four children, hires a lawyer 
on their behalf AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1604: 15 March 1590, Catalina de la Cuila hires a procurator to 
represent the children under her tutelage in a series of lawsuits; 23 March 1590, Catalina Cemusculo y 
Arriaga, acting as her daughter's guardian since 1581, claims an inheritance on her child's behalf by calling 
for the partition of the estate left by the testators. Without being exhaustive, I have consulted notarial 
registers in approximately ten-year intervals through the sixteenth century and have found numerous 
illustrative examples in addition to those cited in this note. 
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Cerda provides a model of the range of responsibilities that befell a widow of the elite, 

analogous dealings can be witnessed throughout the wider but less wealthy population of 

widows in Toledo. This distribution suggests that class, though important, did not operate 

as the sole element contributing to the power these women enjoyed. Instead, from these 

cases, the marital status of widowhood stands out as the key factor in a woman's ability to 

exercise a matriarchal role in the family. 

For the less wealthy, sending one's children to court for career training did not 

present itself as a viable option. Yet much as noble children trained to fulfill the roles 

their parents had served, artisan-class children also followed in the footsteps of their 

widowed mothers' professions. For example, the son of a women's headdress maker, 

rather than taking up the craft of his deceased father, a silk worker, learned his trade from 

the hands of his mother."® This process should not be startling, because among the 

municipal ordinances for the city of Toledo numerous clauses allow widows to continue 

operating the workshops of their deceased spouses."' However, in the case of the 

headdress maker, this guild made no specific provisions for widows. Nevertheless, 

evidence exists finding her active in the trade and its promotion. Such tacit permission 

existed in other trades, allowing widows to bend legal boundaries and thereby see to their 

own and their children's livelihoods. 

See Archivo Historico Nacional, Seccion Inquisicidn (henceforth AHNInquisicidn), legajo 160, 
expediente 15; Andres Torres, toquero, son of Elvira Lopez, toquera, and Juan de Torres, sedero. 

See Ayuntamiento de Toledo, Ordenanzas para el buen regimen y gobierno y de la muy noble, muy leal 
e imperial Ciudad de Toledo (Toledo, 1858). This volume reproduces the municipal ordinances published 
by the Toledan Ayuntamiento in 1603, which gathered together earlier statutes regulating the various guilds 
and trades of the city, along with other aspects of municipal governance. In the case of the toqueros (title 
136), no mention is made of women practicing the trade, nor are there any provisions for widows. See more 
complete discussion of women and guild regulation in Chapter 5. 
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Even if they did not themselves pass along the skills of a particular trade, widows 

regularly contracted employment and apprenticeships for both sons and daughters."^ 

Children ranging from ages nine to twelve set off to work in the homes and workshops of 

others, no doubt relieving their mothers of the burden of sustaining them. Girls typically 

entered domestic service, with an ultimate payment in cash and clothing, which they 

could use as a dowry for marriage. Boys marched off to work for craftsmen in order to 

gain skills in a viable trade. This system of apprenticeship, beyond providing for the 

material futures of children, could also lead to marital alliances. As children left to work 

and serve in the homes of others, they became members of a domestic unit beyond the 

natal family. Although the sources consulted do not relate the manner in which 

employers treated young workers, these youthful laborers contributed to the economic 

output of their patrons' household. And since many contracts forged partnerships among 

patrons and clients of the artisan class, these relationships may have served to form 

See examples 'mAHPT, Protocolos, Legajo 1245: 27 August 1529, Juana de Casamivios arranges three 
years of domestic service at the rate of twelve reales per year plus daily maintenance for her daughter, 
Francesca, with Bartolome de Zamora, a merchant; 2 September 1529, Juana de la Fuente arranges a five-
year apprenticeship for her grandson, Diego, with Diego Diaz, a stocking maker; 24 January 1529, Juana 
Dias (also a widow) pays Maria Dias for the services of the latter's daughter, Leonor; 29 September 1529, 
Juana Martin arranges ten years of domestic service for her daughter, Isabel, with the widow Beatriz de 
Montoya, in exchange for daily maintenance and ten ducados in gold paid in advance; 14 September 1529, 
Maria Rodriguez arranges four years of domestic service for her daughter, Catalina, with Alonso de 
Cordova, a veneer craftsman, at the rate of four reales per year, plus daily maintenance. AHPT, Protocolos, 
Legajo 1452: 18 January 1542, Leonor Marques, a dyer's widow, places her nine-year-old daughter, Maria, 
in the service of a stocking maker, Hernando de Madrid, for twelve years and a final payment of 5,000 
maravedis and new clothing for her dowry. AHPT, Protocolos, Legajo 1545: 12 February 1570, Beatriz 
NMez appretices her eleven-year-old son, Juan, to a carder, Juan Rubio. Similar data is foimd throughout 
notarial notebooks for any given year. 

See David Vassberg, The Village and the Outside World in Golden Age Castile (Cambridge, 2001) for 
information regarding adolescents and younger children hired out on one-year contracts. 

See Maria Teresa Lopez Beltran, "Estructura de los grupos domesticos en Andalucia a finales de la edad 
media. Aportacion a su estudio," in Beltran, ed., De la edad media a la moderna, 87-100. Although this 
study primarily addresses patterns of extended familial association in composite households, it also touches 
on domestic servants as members of the household. 
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alliances that went beyond the mere fonnality of the economic arrangement itself. While 

the wider ramifications of service and apprenticeship practices remains a topic of future 

investigation, the abundance of instances in which widows regulated the lives of their 

children points once again to the commonplace, rather than extraordinary activities of 

these women. These cases conform to the ideal of "the good widow" who successfully 

attends to the needs of her family. Yet in seeing to this duty, the widow stepped outside 

the fortress of her supposed enclosure, and in contrast, participated actively in the social 

and economic relationships of her community. 

Beyond attending to the material well being of her kin, as part and parcel of the 

matriarchal role, the widow had to attend not only to defending her own personal 

reputation, but also that of her family and its members.While this may seem 

reasonable, maintaining family standing in Renaissance Italy fell strictly under the 

category of men's business, hi Toledo, however, the job regularly fell to widows, who 

sought  to  minimize  scandal  and maximize  thei r  image as  guardians  of  v i r tue .Hardly  

immune to questions of legitimacy, even the noble Silvas had skeletons in their palace 

closets, or rather, illegitimate daughters tucked safely away in local convents. Blanca de 

la Cerda saw to the continuing maintenance of her father-in-law's out of wedlock 

daughter, Isabel de Silva, who was lodged in the convent of Nuestra Senora de Helen in 

Cifuentes. And while managing the estate of her son, Juan Baltasar, the countess 

See Taylor, "Honor and Violence," Chapter 5. He notes that public reputation included factors beyond 
sexual conduct, including a person's economic, familial and legal roles. Taylor suggests that the concept of 
'reputation' is more valuable than that of honor with respect to gendered patterns of behavior. For example, 
in the instance of women, it incorporates elements beyond mere considerations of sexual purity and 
passivity. 

See also discussion of Blanca de la Cerda and Catalina de la Fuente regarding patronage as a vehicle of 
spiritual guardianship upholding moral order, Chapter 3. 
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continued payments to her own husband's "hija natural," similarly cloistered in Toledo's 

Nuestra Senora de la Madre de Dios.^^^ Yet examples need not be limited to nobility. 

Though relatively young and childless, Catalina de la Fuente, the city councilman's 

widow, experienced no pressures to remarry or return to the subjugation of the paternal 

household, the typical Florentine model. Left a free agent, she devoted herself 

energetically to the perpetuation of her family's heritage. Instead of remarrying in the 

hopes of having children to serve as heirs to the family estate, the normal Florentine 

pattern for an eligible widow, Catalina chose to name her illegitimate half-brother as her 

beneficiary. By instating him and his heirs as the successors to the entailed family estate, 

she saw to the preservation of her immediate lineage, rather than allowing the inheritance 

to pass to more distant relations. Just as in the absence of direct heirs, her husband had 

created a mayorazgo from his personal estate to benefit a favored nephew, Catalina hoped 

to perpetuate her own line. In the formulation of these documents, she took special 

pains to legitimize her brother, even though at the same time she admitted the irregularity 

of her action by formally asking her widowed mother to agree to the plan.^^^ In sum. 

See AHN Clero, Libro 15422. The latter, Ana de Silva, is specifically denoted as "hija natural del seiior 
conde don Fernando." This woman is not to be confused with Blanca and Femando's legitimate daughter, 
also named Ana de Silva. No age is mentioned for this daughter, but she may have been bom in between 
Femando's first marriage and his second, to Blanca. 

For the terms of the mayorazgo instituted in his namesake, Heman Franco, son of Pedro Franco and 
Juana de Robles, see the will of Heman Franco, regidor found in ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, 
Legajo 43, expediente 15. In order to receive the bequest, the younger Heman Franco had to obey his 
parents and not marry against their will. He and all future heirs had to carry the family coat of arms, and 
uphold a standard of comportment defined as "CathoHc and Christian." Furthermore, heirs must not be 
traitors to the Crown, nor heretics, nor arsonists, nor in any way dissolute, or guilty of any other crime. 

Note that the formal legitimization of bastard children was dependent on royal prerogative. This 
certification was normally reserved for offspring of nobles or crown servants. There is no evidence to 
suggest that Catalina's brother received such a dispensation. See references to royal legitimization in the 
NR, Libro X, titulo V, leyes V-VL Because Catalina was without children, her mother figured as an heir. 
Therefore, she needed to gain her approval before potentially jeopardizing a fair share in the inheritance. 
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Catalina decided that the best way to preserve her family's name and estate required the 

legitimization of her step-sibling as a rightful heir, a young man who, incidentally, had 

not been remembered with generosity in his father's will.'^^ Fatherless and husbandless, 

though not without influential uncles and in-laws whom she did not cite as heirs, Catalina 

played matriarch in the defense of her own vision of family honor and lineage. 

Even in cases where estates great and small were not in the bargain, Toledan 

widows stood as staunch defenders of their families' reputations. In a telling example, the 

Inquisition roped in a widow of humble means living in the home of yet another widow 

for adamantly declaring that it was no sin for a bachelor to cohabitate with a single 

woman-better a woman than a donkey! Though such proclamations did not ring exactly 

orthodox, she took her stand in desperate effort to shield her son from accusations of 

living in sin, even as she also denied that he did so with her knowledge and consent. 

Explaining her outburst, she agreed to the sinfulness of concubinage, and offered instead 

the acceptability of having a woman as a 'friend'. She argued that her original declaration 

had been made in a moment of anger, during a fight to defend her honor against the 

charges of the town sheriff, who had burst into her home and accused her of being a 

procuress.Ultimately, the attacks on her sexual conduct and that of her son failed. 

Apparently her tactic of appealing to a concern for protecting her family appealed to 

See AHNClero, Libro 15172. 
See Taylor, "Honor and Violence," who in Chapter 1 notes that honor was most often invoked during 

the course of violence and dispute regarding reputation. In Chapter 5, he goes on to discuss that women 
actively could and did defend their own interests using the same sorts of slander and physical violence 
typical of dueling men, pointing to the conclusion that women were not necessarily dependent on men to 
defend their reputations. He also questions whether sexual slanders were meant in earnest, or were rather a 
weapon used in non-sexual disputes, summoned for the power to assault reputation. In other words, did 
jibes such as 'whore' and 'procuress' attack sexual purity itself, or rather, did they have an even greater 
impact as an affront to honesty and responsibility, both socially and economically, to one's own kin. 
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inquisitors as appropriate and fitting her station. By appealing to the inquisitors as a poor, 

miserable old widow struggling nobly to maintain the dignity of self and son, this 

cantankerous old woman managed to get off light with a sentence of counting rosaries 

1 99 
and attending a series of disciplinary tutorials on good Chnstian morality. 

A similar instance of protecting reputation reveals a widow who successfully 

deflected charges that her daughter had been writing letters and passing notes for an 

abbot under inquisitorial house arrest. Her mother persuasively argued: how could the 

poor girl be expected to question the propriety of correspondence between the abbot and 

nuns? The abbot, it would seem, enjoyed notoriety in the neighborhood for the laxity of 

his enclosure, figuring him, rather than the widow's good little girl the guilty party. 

Appeals to the girl's innocence and impeccable character, declarations of her pious 

upbringing at her mother's side and the strenuous efforts of her mother to provide 

1 9Q 
corroborating evidence and witnesses decided the case in the defendant's favor. The 

See AHNInquisicion, legajo 72, expediente 25, Catalina Lopez, viuda que fue muger de Juan Martin. 
The charge made against her was "dishonesty"; she was penitenced 29 August 1562. The deciding factor in 
her case centered on intention: since she stated and restated in front of the Inquisitors and other witnesses 
that concubinage is, in fact, a sin, it became clear that there was no heretical content in this incident, but 
rather a result of provocation. Note that among the witnesses called forth to demonstrate the claim was 
made during a spat and to attest to her good character were additional widows. To satisfy the sentence, she 
had to present herself to the audiencia four Fridays in a row and say the Rosary. She also had to attend as a 
penitent a three-hour mass at the parish church of Santiago del Arrabal, where she was a parishioner. 

See AHN Inquisicion, legajo 80, expediente 10. For a contrary case, also involving the imprisoned 
abbot, see AHN Inquisicion, legajo 79, expediente 19. Here a widow and her daughter are unable to defend 
themselves against charges of aiding and abetting the naughty abbot. The difference in this case revolves 
around the fact that mother and daughter were receiving gifts of food, money and other goods in exchange 
for their complicity. If that were not enough, the character of the daughter is seriously compromised when 
upon the discovery that she secretly married the abbot's servant without the foreknowledge and consent of 
her mother. In the eyes of the Inquisitors, the mother obviously was not shielding her daughter's virtue 
adequately, while the daughter was similarly doing httle to uphold propriety. Both were banished from 
Toledo for a period of six years, though within four years they had appealed the ruling and were allowed to 
return due to their poverty. In cases of relative unimportance, widows and their children appear regularly as 
defendants. For example, in AHN Inquisicion, legajo 31, expediente 48, the daughter of Mencia de Salazar 
was charged with blasphemy for proclaiming to an enemy: "...[I'll] renounce God, all his saints, the Holy 
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widowed mother leveraged her ampUfied concern for protecting her family, thus 

outweighing any charge of sexual impropriety. Her ability to gather supportive witnesses 

attested to the reputation she enjoyed in her community, a standing surely derived from a 

communal assessment of behavior reaching beyond mere sexual purity. In both instances, 

widows invoked common perceptions of the perils and hardships suffered by their own 

widowhood and their children's fatherless condition, coupled with self-promotion as 

successful caretakers, in the face of clear evidence against them. They thereby gained 

freedom from severe penalty and thus preserved the reputation of self and family. 

These examples of Toledan widows actively engaged in the physical and 

conceptual maintenance of their families give compelling evidence of women stepping 

outside their supposed enclosure in order to take up the reins of matriarchal command. 

While frequently invoking the very prescriptions that could limit their actions, they might 

at the same time seize the role of protector of the family in order to justify potentially 

transgressive behavior. Fearing neither magistrate nor inquisitor, widows routinely 

testified in court, arranged marriages and work contracts for their children, and drafted an 

extensive array of legal instruments in the defense of personal and familial interest 

without the intervening hands of male relatives. Their relative degree of autonomy, 

combined with a tacit acceptance of women's activities in many areas of familial and 

municipal life magnified widows' influence at many levels of Castilian society. Whether 

Chrism, the milk that suckled me and the devil himself if [I] won't cut you from ear to ear." The girl had to 
hear a mass sung for the souls in Purgatory during which she must say the Rosary, along with fasting the 
first Friday of the month and paying 2 ducados for pious works. In AHN Inquisicidn, legajo 43, expediente 
32, a widowed washerwoman, angered by a morisca who willfully threw wet clothing over the widow's dry 
clothing, swore "I'll renounce the Holy Chrism if I don't make her pay for that!" She had to pay for a sung 
mass and repeat the Rosary ten times. She was then admonished never to say such a thing again. 
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condoning or confounding prescriptive norms, the good widow astutely traversed the 

boundaries sketched by law and ecclesiastical morality, shaping her own life, that of her 

family, and her community. 
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III. PATRONAGE OF RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS 

Testamentary and other archival evidence bears witness to widows' attempts to 

ensure that both they and their families would enjoy eternal remembrance, not only in 

spiritual terms, but also in corporeal ones. In these sources, widows play a fundamental 

role as guardians of individual and dynastic memory in the eyes of both the kin group and 

the wider community. Indeed, as legal "free agents" able to ply the boundaries of moral 

and juridical opinion to their advantage, widows used their excellent position to extend 

their patronage widely and did so readily. Indeed, the Castilian widow's ability to dispose 

of her estate as she pleased, once obligations to any surviving heirs had been met, stands 

in contrast to the possibilities open to Florentine widows. The potential limitations of 

legal guardianship, reduced access to inheritance, and limited social roles meant that few 

Florentine widows found themselves in the position to act as magnanimous patrons. 

Whereas the Castilian widow's patronage found a wide range of expression, her 

Florentine counterpart tended to focus her resources on funerary monuments, usually for 

a husband or a son. In order to act outside a private or familial context, such as to build a 

1 -5^ 

convent or hospital, a widow would have to be without direct male heirs. Childlessness 

also favored larger commissions among Castilian widows, and they like Italian widows 

saw great importance in funerary commemoration of their families, but the disbursement 

of bequests did not stop with remembrance of male kin. 

See King, Renaissance Women, 80-81. 
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While legal statutes formed an important framework for outlining a widow's 

access to property and her ability to employ it according to her desires, other normative 

principles also played their role in shaping patronage activities. Among these standards, 

pervading values of the period called for close attention to the care of the soul and 

recommended charitable endeavors to answer to the necessity of salvation.^^' Churchmen 

gave strong emphasis to piety and good works, activities particularly conducive to the 

patronage of convents, monasteries, churches, chapels, and chaplaincies, along with other 

philanthropic undertakings. Books on death and dying repeatedly stressed the exercise of 

charity for all members of society, especially the wealthy, not only as one's Christian 

duty, but also as a path out of Purgatory for oneself and the recipients of one's 

dedications. Spanish clerics tended to emphasize pious patronage for all members of 

• • • 1 
society and did not, in particular, single out women or widows for this responsibility. 

The seven corporal acts of mercy included providing food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty, clothing to 
the naked, lodging to the homeless, ransoms for captives, burial for the dead and companionship to the sick. 
These precepts were regular themes in religious education and were inculcated via masses, confessional 
manuals, catechisms, sermons, and iconography. With the exception of burial, all the acts of mercy appear 
in Matthew 25 in connection to the Last Judgement. Rather than the monastic virtues of poverty, chastity 
and obedience, churchmen recommended philanthropy as the highest virtue for the laity. See Maureen 
Flynn, "Charitable Ritual in Late Medieval and Early Modem Spain," Sixteenth Century Journal 16 (Fall, 
1985): 335-348. 
132 

For treatment on preparation for death and dying see the following: Juan Lopez, Memorial de diversos 
exercicios, que frequentados en vida, disponen a morir bien: y lo que para esso nos a de ayudar en el 
articulo della muerte (Rome, 1600); Juan Raulin, trans. Francisco Calero, Libro de la muerte temporal y 
eterna (Madrid, 1596); Alonso de Orozco, Victoria de la muerte (Madrid, 1821 [c. 1570]); Martin Carrillo, 
Explicacion de la hula de los difuntos (Zaragoza, 1601). For consideration of virtuous Christian 
comportment, including obligations of the rich toward the poor, see the following: Caspar Astete, 
Institucion y gma de la Juventud Christiana (Burgos, 1592) and Del govierno de la familia (Burgos, 1597); 
Martin de Azpilcueta, Manual de confessores y penitentes (Salamanca, 1556); Martin Carrillo, Memoriall 
de confessores (Barcelona, 1602); Gutierre Gonzalez, Libro de doctrina Christiana (Sevilla, 1532); 
Francisco Ortiz Lucio, Summa de summas (Alcala de Henares, 1595) and Lugares comunes (Alcala de 
Henares, 1592); Juan de Soto, Obligaciones de todos los estados (Alcala de Henares, 1619). Note that these 
citations are by no means exhaustive. An excellent treatment of care of the soul and Christian piety in 
testamentary evidence can be found in Carlos Eire, From Madrid to Purgatory: The Art and Craft of Dying 
in Sixteenth-Century Spain (Cambridge, 1995). 
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In their wills, persons holding any assets whatsoever regularly instituted perpetual 

memorial masses for themselves and family members, donated sums for the building and 

repair of religious and caritative institutions, and sponsored the Christian upbringing of 

under-privileged youth. 

Practice mirrors prescription in this case; a gendering of devotional exercises does 

not emerge from an examination of Spanish sources regarding charity. Instead, the 

obligation of the rich to aid the poor via pious works appears as the most common theme 

in prescriptive literature regarding Christian duty. Other major emphases include the 

responsibility to pay respect to the dead via funerary and perpetual mass cycles, along 

with attention to upholding the testator's will.^^^ These observations tend to counter the 

propensity to gender piety as found in much of the body of literature regarding female 

spirituality. Women did regularly engage in these types of devotional practices as a 

vehicle for self-expression, but they were not alone. While women, and as a group among 

them, widows, may exhibit pietistic practices expressive of a particular form of female 

spirituality, with regard to patronage, such exercises cannot be understood outside the 

context of a society imbued with acute donative sensibilities. 

The nature of documentary evidence and the bias of the modem eye raise a 

second problem when considering who exercised patronage where and to what extent. 

When questions of patronage arise, the grand bequest by royalty or nobility draws 

Sheila ffolliot, "The Ideal Queenly Patron of the Renaissance: Catherine de' Medici Defining Herself or 
Defined by Others?," in Lawrence, ed., Women and Art, 99-110, suggests that Nicolas Houel's ideal of 
female patronage presented in his History of the Devotion, Piety, and Charity of the Illustrious Queens of 
France (1586) reflected notions about women's limited role in this area. His view of patronage corresponds 
to themes in prescriptive literature, stressing piety, charity and spousal devotion as model female 
comportment. This forms a contrast with the Spanish case. 
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attention more readily than a few reales cast here and there by someone of lesser means. 

Thus more prevalent patterns of consistent testamentary patronage, male and female 

alike, may be overlooked among the wider population and can mask matters of marital 

status. Expressions of patronage, rather than a gender issue, revolve more around 

questions of class and marital status; widows with property were more likely than 

married women to have the freedom to choose the disposition of their funds and often 

spent as grandly as their means would permit. In addition, while widows already 

comprised an exceptional group among women patrons due to their access to and 

independent control of financial resources, they held responsibility for the maintenance of 

their families following the death of a spouse. As a corollary, because sponsorship, 

donations, bequests, and even active involvement in pious pursuits enjoyed wide 

acceptance and encouragement for all members of a Christian society, these activities 

could thus be seen as suited to the life of devotion a widow should embrace in order to 

grace her state. This expectation becomes the final distinguishing factor that places 

widows in a special position: attention to perpetuating personal and family memory in 

both the eyes of God and community constituted an integral aspect of the widow's duty as 

familial caretaker. 

This is somewhat of a thorny issue. Although married women might have had considerable liberty in 
exercising religious patronage, in a document where husband and wife make joint provisions, for example, 
a woman's desires will not be readily distinguishable if they differed in any way from that of her husband. 
With this in mind, an additional reason why widows stand out is the fact that their desires are not 'hidden' in 
a jointly issued document with their spouses. 

See Carolyn Valone, "Roman Matrons as Patrons: Various Views of the Cloister Wall," in The Crannied 
Wall: Women, Religion, and the Arts in Early Modern Europe, ed. Craig A.Monson (Arm Arbor, 1992), 49. 
Valone makes the point that Roman matrons chose architecture as a highly visible form of artistic 
patronage to publicly proclaim personal values. This practice reconfirmed by Bilinkoff, "Elite Widows," 
192, and Lawrence, Women and Art, 11-12, 17. 
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Two central cases drawn from Toledo highlight the use of patronage to promote 

personal and familial legacies. The projects of women from different backgrounds, town 

councilman's wife Catalina de la Fuente and countess of Cifuentes Blanca de la Cerda, 

shared the common purpose of constructing and conserving personal and familial 

memory via the patronage of fiinerary chapels and associated charitable works. They also 

shared another key factor, an elevated socioeconomic status: the size and scope of their 

endeavors clearly mark them as members of a social and/or economic elite, where wealth 

and family connections played significant roles.Nevertheless, while both women held 

membership in the propertied classes and thus enjoyed the prerogatives of considerable 

wealth and social position, their cases do not appear unusual or atypical. Notarial and 

testamentary cases support the broader contention that such activities represented the 

norm, rather than the exception, among Toledan widows fortunate enough to possess any 

amount of property whatsoever. 

In each instance, widows took a keen interest in leaving their own mark on the 

foundations they endowed, while at the same time attending to the commemoration of 

See Lawrence, Women and Art, 3-4, who drawing on Gerda Lemer, notes that in the case of female 
patronage, class may be a more important variable than gender. We might further refine notions of 
difference among female patrons by adding a need to consider marital status in addition to class as a 
determinant factor in a woman's ability to control resources. This observation is especially important in the 
case of widowhood. Nevertheless, even among widows, class played a significant role in the kind and 
extent of patronage a woman might extend. 

This chapter supports the findings of Jodi Bilinikoff for the case of Avila during the same time period, 
Bilinkoff focuses on convent patronage undertaken by five elite widows as an expression of female 
spirituality that combined both religious and secular concerns, in "Elite Widows," 181-192. Convent 
patronage served as a public expression of private devotion and had a profoimd impact on the urban 
landscape of sixteenth-century Avila, much as we will find in the case of widows operating in Toledo. 
Elizabeth Lehfeldt attests to widow patrons in Valladolid. The similarity between the Toledan and Avilan 
cases, along with evidence from Valladolid, supports the conclusion that such activities were widespread 
among the propertied classes. See "Sacred and Secular Spaces: the Role of Religious Women in Golden 
Age Valladolid" (Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1996). 
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their loved ones. Without discounting the spiritual motivations behind their efforts, they 

placed at the heart of such projects the advancement of family and self in front of God 

and community.Benefaction at religious or other philanthropic institutions provided 

widows a sanctioned and sanctified forum within which to exercise patronage in the 

context of the family. But rather than stop at a more 'conformist' project honoring a 

deceased spouse, a tactic used by Florentine widows in order to avoid any reproach for 

display of personal ostentation, Castilian widows saw to their own spiritual needs as well 

as their families' and did not shy away from marking their presence by means of personal 

1 
coats of arms and inscriptions. Sponsorship of projects at key institutions served as an 

acceptable and encouraged vehicle for exercising the promotion of both personal and 

dynastic interests, ones which highlighted the widow's piety while at the same time 

making manifest her social status and membership in a noteworthy family. Devotional 

acts, then, became a highly influential manner for a widow to define, defend, and 

demonstrate wealth and rank in both secular and ecclesiastical hierarchies. 

The countess of Cifuentes, Dona Blanca de la Cerda, stood at the top of the socio

economic ladder, providing her more than ample opportunity to exercise the sort of 

charity ecclesiastics recommended for a person of her rank. Shortly after the death of her 

eldest son and the reinstatement of the family mayomzgo in her daughter Ana, perhaps 

fearing the frailty of her only living heir, Blanca drew up a curious provision as part of 

See Lawrence, who cites Maureen Qulligan's observations that women were most likely to exercise 
patronage within the context of and for the promotion of the family, "Introduction," 16. Bilinkoff makes 
special note of widows' special concern with family commemoration and continuity, "Elite Widows," 183. 

King notes that widows tended to invest in modest projects, often in commemoration of their spouses or 
heirs. Only the widow left with no heirs would dare to plan more blatant self-conscious commemorative 
projects. Renaissance Women, 99 and 103. 
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her 1604 will: should there be no immediate heirs to the mayorazgo, it would to pass to 

the convent of San Pedro Martir in Toledo, whose prior she named an executor of her 

will.^"^" Her choice of executors would eventually become a key strategy for the 

successful implementation of her desires; she already may have sensed a dynastic 

struggle following her death should her daughter produce no heir.'"^^ In fact, this 

contingency plan did indeed come into play, when after Blanca's death in Palermo in 

1605, the lone heir. Ana, followed her quickly to the grave, perishing there less than a 

year later in 1606. Because Ana died childless, thus extinguishing the Silva line of the 

counts of Cifuentes, San Pedro Martir received a windfall. With no claimant to the 

mayorazgo in sight, the monastery took up the administration of the grand estate left at its 

disposal, as per the dictates of Blanca's will.''^^ 

Although Blanca died in the Kingdom of Naples where she had considerable 

personal property, she opted for San Pedro Martir as her eternal resting place. Here she 

joined the remains of her husband and the noble line of the departed counts of Cifuentes 

in the main chapel, which she further adorned with a large silver lamp and white damask 

For the institution of the mayorazgo of the Condado de Cifuentes in Ana de Silva, see AHN Clew, Libro 
15421. For the provisions of Blanca's will, see AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. 

King notes the importance of signing on influential ecclesiastics as executors of wills in order to protect 
against any relative who might try to contest the will, Renaissance Women, 87. Blanca surely had this in 
mind, as a collateral branch of the Silva family, headed by Ruy Gomez de Silva y Mendoza, duke of 
Pastrana and prince of Melito, son of Rodrigo de Silva y Mendoza and Ana de Portugal y Borja 
(grandparents being Ruy Gomez de Silva and Ana de Mendoza y de la Cerda) did indeed contest her 
bequest of the mayorazgo to San Pedro Martir. Wrangling over the inheritance of the mayorazgo of 
Cifuentes raged over the first two decades following Blanca's death. The claimant began touring his 
alleged property as early as 1606 in order to ascertain its value. In 1620, Ruy Gomez de Silva y Mendoza 
finally received a sentence in his favor from the Royal Chancery, ceding to him possession of the 
mayorazgo founded by the fourth count of Cifuentes in 1545. This decision was contested, but reaffirmed 
in 1630. See AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2057, expedients 1-19 for precise estate values, genealogical 
information, and stages in the procedings. 

For the provisions of Blanca's will, see AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. 
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liturgical gannents worked in silver and gold/'^^ Her choice of San Pedro Martir marked 

a conscious decision to identify with her marital family. By electing Toledo as her eternal 

earthly abode, she placed herself in the company of a family with an illustrious history in 

the Imperial city and a devotion to this institution spanning over two centuries since the 

initial patronage of the funerary chapel in 1441 Even while Madrid steadily rose to 

prominence as the new capital of Castile, throughout the lifetime of the countess Toledo 

had shone as a commercial, political and religious center: to be known among the 

influential families here bore the mark of prestige and social distinction. Thus like the 

Silva counts who preferred visible recognition in a bustling metropolis over socially 

insignificant burial in more remote Cifuentes, Blanca, too, shunned sepulchral obscurity 

by rejecting her family's natal seat in the small town of Medinaceli, thereby bathing her 

final destiny in the glow of Toledo and the Silvas. 

Founded in 1230 by King Fernando III the Saint under the advocation of the 

Dominican order, the monastery of San Pedro Martir had already enjoyed a long history 

in Toledo. Moving in 1407 to a more central location thanks to the donation of houses by 

an ancestor of Blanca's spouse, it persistently grew in size and importance over the course 

of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. When the Inquisition moved its headquarters 

from Ciudad Real to Toledo in 1485, the first autos de fe held in the city processed fi^om 

AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. 
For the history of the counts of Cifuentes and their patronage at San Pedro Martir, see AHN Nobleza, 

Osuna, legajo 2074, expediente 1 (1-3). The chapel was first funded in 1441 in honor of the memory of his 
parents, Alonso Tenorio and Guiomar de Meneses, by the first count of Cifuentes, Juan de Silva. The 
money for this foundation was procured by purchasing a bakery across from the convent of Santo Domingo 
el Real and then ceding it, along with the rents it would gamer, to the monks. The request for the 
foundation was a clause in the will of Guiomar de Meneses, thus Juan de Silva, along with other children 
who add to the funding of masses and chaplancies, is fulfilling his mother's testamentary requests. 
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San Pedro Martir, then home to approximately sixty monks and lodging for visiting 

Dominican inquisitorial agents.The monastery also ran a printing press licensed for 

the impression of the Bula de Cruzada, an indulgence to support defense of the faith, 

which subsequently became a major source of revenue/'*^ By Blanca's time, the 

institution had reached out to touch the walls of the convent of the Madre de Dios and the 

parish church of San Roman to form an immense quadrant that imposed itself upon the 

surrounding neighborhood. 

The block formed by these institutions was no accident, because the convent of 

the Madre de Dios had historically been home to generations of Silva women. Motivated 

by pious inclinations and spurred by late fifteenth-century reform fervor, the sisters Maria 

Gomez de Silva and Leonor de Silva, daughters of the second count of Cifuentes, 

Alfonso de Silva, and his second wife, Isabel de Castaneda founded the institution. In 

1482, Maria professed as a Dominican nun in the parish of San Romto. She went on to 

petition archbishop Pedro Gonzalez de Mendoza to transform a tertiary house of 

Dominican beatas into a full-fledged reformed convent in 1483 and finally received papal 

authorization in 1486. She then became abbess of the new institution in 1487, with her 

sister, Leonor, as her assistant. The influence of this monastery under Maria's guidance 

was such that Queen Isabel and the head of the Dominican order appointed a nun, Sor 

Catalina, from Madre de Dios to serve as abbess of the convent of Santo Domingo el 

Real in order to initiate reform there in 1495. Queen Isabel, in turn, sent Maria with a 

Regarding the history of the monastery's function in Toledo, see Angel Alcalde and Isidro Sanchez, 
eds., San Pedro Martir el Real, Toledo (Ciudad Real, 1997), 16-23. 

For a discussion of the history of the printing press at the monastery, see Jose Barrado, "El Convento de 
San Pedro Martir, Notas historicas en el V centenario de su imprenta," Toletum 18 (1983-84); 180-206. 
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mandate to help Sor Catalina's efforts. Maria eventually returned to Madre de Dios, 

where she died in 1532, leaving her entire estate to the convent. Following her lead, 

Leonor and their aunt subsequently endowed the convent in a similar fashion. In Blanca's 

day, the convent played host to the illegitimate offspring of the family, such as an out-of-

wedlock daughter of her husband.Hence the triangle formed by the convent, church 

and monastery constituted a Silva space, marked by the bonds of family over generations. 

Despite grumbling by the monks that they lacked sufficient funds for their 

expansionary plans, in 1541 Hemto Gonzalez de Lara, carried out construction of the 

grand Cloister of Silence plarmed by the famed architect Covamibias. Further 

construction called for master builder Nicolas de Vergara el Mozo to draw up plans in 

1587 for the construction of the monastery's new church and sacristy. Not until 1605, the 

year in which the monastery's prior opened Blanca's will, did funds became available for 

construction.With Vergara dead two years, building on the new church began under a 

new master builder, Juan Bautista Monegro, thanks to the generous bequest of 500 

ducados left by the recently departed countess of Cifuentes for the adornment of her 

burial site in the central chapel.Little did the Black Friars realize that within a year 

No age is mentioned for this child, but she may have been bom in between Fernando's first marriage and 
his second to Blanca, see AHN Clero, Libro 15422. For a brief reference to the Madre de Dios, see Manola 
Herrejon Nicolas, Los conventos de clausum femeninos de Toledo (Toledo, 1990). Interestingly enough, 
Maria and Leonor had a distant connection to Maria de Silva, foundress of the re-built convent of Santo 
Domingo el Antiguo—they were step-cousins of her husband, Pedro Gonzales de Mendoza, through Juan de 
Silva, first count of Cifuentes. For complete genealogical information, see Luis de Salazar y Castro, 
Historia General de la Casa de Silva (Madrid, 1685). 

For the building history of San Pedro Martir and a discussion of its architectural properties, see Rosario 
Diez del Corral, et al., Arquitecturas de Toledo. Del Renacimiento al Racionalismo (Junta de Comunidades 
de Castilla-La Mancha, 1992), 78-89. 

The bequest of 500 ducados is found in AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. Blanca was 
not alone in claiming her space in this institution, as it attracted generous donations from other noble 
families as well. As a comparative example, note the case of Geronima de Aragon, the daughter of an 
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they would assume administration of the mayorazgo with its attendant responsibilities 

and revenue. 

Inscribed within the ribbon-sealed document notarized in the Kingdom of Naples, 

the rituals of eternal repose took primacy in Blanca's will. After invoking Santa Catalina 

and Santa Clara in the company of the holy virgins, along with Santa Ana and Santa 

Monica beside the holy widows, Blanca took up the care of her soul in grand fashion. At 

the hour of her death, she requested that all churches and monasteries in the town of her 

demise be notified so they might say a mass for her soul. On the day of her burial, 

starting prior to midday, if possible, and during the subsequent days, she desired the 

singing of 2,500 masses for her soul, divided as her executors saw fit among the churches 

and monasteries, but optimally 1,500 at San Pedro Martir in Toledo, 250 at San Juan de 

los Reyes in Toledo, 250 at the Santissima Trinidad in Toledo, and 500 for her parents in 

the parish church of MedinaceU.'^° The disposition and quantity of the masses she 

desired, while focused on her ultimate burial site in San Pedro M^ir, indicate that the 

business of attending to one's soul did not entail humility or privacy. Quite the opposite 

held true; Blanca's bequests constituted a form of public obituary, making her memory 

hailed throughout both the town of her demise and perhaps even more significantly, the 

city where she sought eternal remembrance. At the same time, she upheld her spiritual 

Aragonese duke and former lady-in-waiting to two queens of Naples. Though her family hailed from the 
Kingdom of Aragon, her husband's family was old Toledo gentry whose fiinerary chapel resided in San 
Pedro Martir. In her 1556 will, Geronima provides for her gravestone, masses, and a twenty-four day vigil 
beside her tomb. She also requests that the yet incomplete retablo in the family chapel be finished at her 
expense, with the addition of the coats of arms of her and her husband's families, and a silver lamp to 
illuminate it, as noted inADPT, legajo 31/22. 

For the terms of the masses, their disposition and their payment, see AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, 
expediente 3. 
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duty to look after not only her own salvation, but also lighten the burden of souls in 

purgatory by summoning the intercessory power of the living. 

Beyond the provisions for her interment, an event assisted by the march of thirty-

three poor persons clothed in black to commemorate the years Christ walked on the earth, 

but nevertheless governed by her executors' wishes and the dictates of piety and 

"moderate pomp," Blanca carefully spelled out the disposition of the profits accruing 

1 
from the mayorazgo should it fall under monastic supervision. After doling out 

perpetual annual bequests to monasteries outside Toledo, for which the prior and convent 

would receive a generous annual allowance, the administrators should divide the 

remaining rents in three.The terms earmarked the first of these parts for the care of the 

major chapel housing her burial site, including the upkeep of the structure, its 

ornamentation, silver, or whatever else the prior might deem appropriate. As a testament 

to her concerns over the proper care of her tomb, she required that the account books be 

reviewed regularly during provincial visitations to ensure that the monastery spent 

Eire discusses the value placed on one's Christian duty to intercede for souls in Purgatory in the post-
Tridentine theological climate. Testators desired that prayers be offered in their own behalf, along with the 
merit they might attain for looking after the souls of others via commemorative masses From Madrid to 
Purgatory, 210-215. 

"...lo hagan conpompa moderada...," AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. This same 
document records all other funereal requests as well. This was a departure from the funereal desires of her 
father, Juan de la Cerda, the fourth duke of Medinaceh. On his deathbed in Madrid, he requested a funeral 
without any pomp or spectacle whatsoever: ".. .que mi enterramiento sea sin pompa ni aparato ninguno." 
He was so desirous to avoid display that he requested his corpse be carried out of Madrid by cover of night. 
Rather than wending through Alcala and Guadalajara, he wanted to be taken to Medinaceh via the high 
road to Cogolludo, from little town to little town, in order to avoid any fuss. No servants or relatives, nor 
any sort of cortege whatsoever should accompany his body—only necessary persoiuiel for the transport, see 
AM, legajo 7, expediente 46. Her mother, Juana Manuel de Portugal y Norona, left the exact cite and 
manner of her burial up to her husband, but did not neglect self-commemoration, as noted in Chapter 4. 

Perpetual annual bequests included 30 ducados each for memorial masses at the monasteries of San 
Francisco, Belen, and San Bias in Cifuentes, 30 ducados for the parochial church of Barcience, and 50 
ducados for the monastery of La Madre de Dios in Toledo, AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 
3. 
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earmarked funds solely in the service of the family chapel. Though she embellished the 

structure as a whole at her own expense, Blanca made it clear that her money should be 

directed to the glory of her eternal resting place, thus marking her singular and eminent 

place among the Silva clan. 

After attending to the memoriaUzation of her prestigious marital family and her 

prominent position within it, Blanca instituted a series of charitable bequests that served 

to ritualize her presence as benefactress, turning magnanimity into an act imbued with the 

tenets of spiritual and social motherhood. Knowing the mayorazgo coming under 

conventual jurisdiction would signify that the blood of her kin had ceased to flow through 

mortal veins, she sought to extend beyond death the presence of her lineage and her 

earthly role as virtue's guardian. In order to achieve these aims, she stated that the second 

portion of the revenues should be used as dowries for four fatherless young women aged 

at least sixteen, residing in Toledo for a minimum of three years, who might be natives of 

the city, or of any town or village pertaining to the counts of Cifuentes, the dukes of 

Medinaceli or the marquis of La Laguna. Selection by lot named recipients in the 

following maimer: the prior of San Pedro Martir and the guardian of the monastery of 

San Juan de los Reyes along with the vicar general of Toledo selected twelve candidates 

prior to the feast of Epiphany. On Epiphany, Blanca asked that a mass be sung in San 

Pedro Martir for the intercession of the "glorious saint-kings in this pious work, 

guaranteeing that it serve God in the best way possible, and in so doing, that they might 



94 

pray for [her]."^^"* She demanded that all candidates and the electors attend this mass, 

after which lots were cast and the winners drawn, each of the four receiving 100 ducados 

in dowry money. 

In addition to this portion, she not only devoted the final third of the monies 

administered by San Pedro Martir to a similar drawing of dowry lots in the condal seat of 

Cifuentes, but also contributed significant sums to establishments known as colegios de 

doncellas, institutes dedicated to the social and religious formation of orphaned girls. 

The magnitude and care with which Blanca made such bequests indicates the degree to 

which she saw providing for young women "at risk" as a key priority. Guarding the virtue 

of young women, a responsibility regularly relegated to the pious widow, poised Blanca 

as a woman upholding societal order, perpetuating social norms, seeking to establish 

moral stability and thereby assuring the persistence of her own legacy through the annual 

liturgical ritual associated with the drawing of the dowry lots. At the same time, she 

supported the interests and values of her husband's family, which had a long-standing 

history of funding dowries in their sponsorship of Toledo's Colegio de Doncellas 

Nobles.^^^ 

"...por intercesion destos sanctos Reyes gloriosos se endere^e y encamine esta obra pia y en ella sea 
fierto y haga lo que fuere mas servi^io de Dios y en ella le ruegen por mi...," AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 
2027, 3. 

Her husband, Fernando de Silva, also sought to fund such girls by directing two 20,000 maravedi 
dowries to girls in Cifuentes, one 12,000 maravedi dowry to a girl in Escamilla, one 10,000 maravedi 
dowry to a girl in Trillo, and four 20,000 maravedi dovwies to girls in Toledo. In addition, he granted 1,000 
ducados to the Colegio de Doncellas de Belen in Cifuentes. See AHN Clero, Libro 15421. 

The elaborate schemes and detailed provisions Blanca de la Cerda made for the dowry lottery held in 
San Pedro Martir served as a sort of culmination of her family's ongoing interest in such projects. Her 
mother, Juana Manuel de Portugal y Noroiia, left 50 ducados for two dowries, preferably to daughters of 
former servants, AM, legajo 7, expediente 32. Her paternal grandmother, Maria de Silva, provided 150,000 
maravedis each for eight poor girls, AM, legajo 7, expediente 16. Leaving dowry money for servants or 
their daughters shows up as a common practice in the wills of the wealthy. 
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Lest the young men of Toledo be left to go astray, she also mandated that 

following the drawing of the dowry recipients, each administrator was to name four 

fatherless male candidates, natives of the territories under the jurisdiction of the counts of 

Cifuentes, or failing that, the dukes of Medinaceli, sufficiently prepared to undertake 

further academic studies. Each recipient would receive 50 ducados each year, paid bi-

annually, the stipend renewable for six years, in order to study canon law or theology at 

one of the schools or universities in Toledo and thereafter enter the priesthood. Of course 

the lads had to adhere to strict supervision and would lose their allowance should their 

progress or behavior be deemed unsatisfactory. The countess required that the boys, too, 

attend the Epiphany mass and pray for the soul of their benefactress. By attending to the 

schooling of fatherless young men from the lands of both her natal and marital families, 

Blanca played a part traditionally envisioned for the noble patriarch. Yet due to her 

marital status, her actions were deemed appropriate, as the mores of contemporary ethics 

Her husband also demonstrated a marked devotion to the care of young girls, evident from his 
patronage of Toledo's Colegio de Doncellas Nobles, founded by cardinal Siliceo in 1551. For documents 
referring to the Colegio de Doncellas de Toledo (also known as Nuestra Seriora de los Remedies), see AHN 
Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2073, expedientes 1, 2 (1-2) and 3. Fernando de Silva originally endowed the 
Toledo institution with 150,000 maravedis per year, doubling the figure in his will. He left 1,000 ducados 
to the Cifuentes institution. Other dowry provisions included 20,000 maravedi grants in Cifuentes (2), 
Madrid (2), and Toledo (4). He left one 12,000 maravedi dowry in Escamilla and one of 10,000 in Trillo. 
For these additional testamentary dowry provisions, see AHN Clero, libro 15172. 

For bequests made to the Colegio de Doncellas de Belen in Cifuentes as foundress along with her 
husband, see AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, expediente 1 (13-14). Bequests by Blanca, her husband, 
and other members of the Silva family to the Colegio de Doncellas Nobles de Toledo are found in AHN 
Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2073, expedientes 1 and 3. 

As an interesting aside, the first site of the Toledo colegio would later be purchased by Ares 
Pardo, whose widow, the aforementioned Luisa de la Cerda, hosted her soirees within its walls. See Julio 
Porres Martin-Cleto, Historia de las calles de Toledo (Toledo, 1971). For a study of the Colegio de 
Doncellas Nobles de Toledo, see Eperanza Pedraza Ruiz, "El colegio de doncellas nobles: una institucion 
en inminente peligro," Toletum 19 (1984-85): 9-36. For treatment of colegios de doncellas, see Maria del 
Mar Graiia Cid, "Mujeres y educacion en la prerreforma castellana; los colegios de doncellas," in Las 
sabias mujeres, 117-146. Linda Martz, Poverty and Welfare in Habsburg Spain: The Example of Toledo 
(Cambridge, 1983), notes dowry provisioning for poor orphan girls as one of the most popular forms of 
charitable endowment in the later part of the century, 198. 



96 

enjoined widows to take up the task of serving as both mothers and fathers to their 

children. Her own sons dead, her own family extinguished, providing schooling for 

generations to come allowed her to create an extension of the conjugal family that 

transcended the limits of blood kinship. At the same time, by promoting the education of 

a future cadre of priests, she ensured the perpetuation of her memory and that of her 

kindred before God through the public performance of the mass. 

The remainder of the first and second portions went to one of the maids, or a 

daughter of one of the servants who had been in the service of the counts of Cifuentes, 

Blanca herself, or her daughter. Ana. This money would serve the chosen woman as 

dowry for her entry into a convent. The candidate, whether a maiden, widow, noble or 

non-noble had to fulfill one stipulation: that she had not lived a scandalous life. Blanca 

required this recipient, like the young women and men of the lotteries, to attend the same 

mass and, after her profession, take care to pray for her benefactress' soul. Every 

Epiphany, the same selection process should take place, such that a descendant of one of 

the servants could profess each year. In this manner, Blanca might serve as spiritual 

mother to generation upon generation of women, the forbears over whom the countess 

had stood as matron, the descendents of whom would pay tribute to her memory through 

unending cycles of prayer throughout the religious institutions of the city.'^^ 

For the exact terms of the bequests, see AHN Clero, Libro 15351. This document in Clew is a copy of 
the section of the will dealing with the distributions of the bequeathed funds. The third portion was slated 
for distribution among the poor of Cifuentes, the condal seat. Here eight fatherless young women were to 
receive fifty ducados apiece in dowry money, awarded on the feast day of San Juan Bautista, June 24. An 
additional 100 ducados were to be distributed among the "shamefaced poor" of Cifuentes on the feast day 
of Santa Ines, where each recipient is asked to pray for the coimtess. The last date in the record book for the 
award of lots appears in 1835. 
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Just as she was guardian of her children in the absence of their father, so too, she 

embraced this charge in caring for the orphaned youth of Toledo. By providing dowry 

money for young women, she helped to ensure that they would attract good Christian 

husbands, rather than fall victim to questionable advances. Funding dowries for nuns 

similarly upheld a moral order, creating a family of spiritual daughters who dedicated 

themselves to God and to the maintenance of their patroness' memory. In both instances, 

Blanca took on normal 'fatherly' responsibilities by protecting single young girls deemed 

in great peril of exposure to male predation. When providing for the education of young 

men training in order to take up priestly positions, she followed the tradition of early 

Christian widows such as saints Paula and Monica, the latter even invoked specifically as 

an intercessor in the preamble to her will. Blanca thereby positioned herself as one who 

would nurture spiritual leaders in their formative years, resulting ultimately in the 

perpetuation of the community of Christ and her membership within it. In these ways, 

Blanca served as a magnanimous guardian offering gifts to God's children, just as the 

Three Kings had brought their tokens of homage to the Christ child.Holy benefactress 

and social philanthropist, Blanca devised a ritual for the sacralization of charity on a high 

feast day in one of the city's most prominent monastic institutions, thus figuring herself 

as noble gift-giver and sponsor of the unprotected youth of Toledo. This yearly Epiphanal 

re-enactment associating the deceased widow with the Magi ensured the perpetuation of 

her memory as the just patron of children otherwise cast aside by the world, her 

See also a discussion of Blanca's charitable activities regarding the care of youth in Chapter 4. 
Almsgiving patterned upon a replication of biblical scenes and/or a replication of the lives of Christ and 

the saints was a typical form for ritualized charity in the late medieval and early modem periods in Spain. 
For a discussion of this practice, see Flynn, "Charitable Ritual," 335-336. 
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compassionate presence radiating far beyond the surrounding stolid tombs of the counts 

of Cifuentes. 

While the majority of documentation cited in female patronage literature 

considers the projects of exceedingly wealthy noble donors, in Toledo other widows with 

resources at their disposition also engaged in similar ventures, if on a less extravagant 

scale. An Imperial city, Toledo answered only to the king and thus was governed at the 

local level solely by its municipal council. Landed nobles might meddle in town politics, 

but city officials by and large constituted an independent body of administrators who, 

while not necessarily as monied as nobility, nevertheless formed an urban social elite. 

Catalina de la Fuente held membership in this class because her husband, Heman Franco, 

enjoyed an illustrious career as a city councilmen. Following her husband's demise, 

Catalina drew up a set of contractual arrangements and testamentary provisions for the 

reconstruction of the convent of San Antonio de Padua that speak of her dedication to 

charitable works, desire to care for a self-created extended family, and an overwhelming 

sense of personal determination. 

According to the terms of her husband's will, Catalina and Heman had jointly 

decided to provide funding for the foundation of a semi-monastic institution, a beaterio, 

for  twenty  p ious  men over  the  age  of  s ix ty ,  under  the  overs ight  o f  the  Jesui t  o rder .The  

will spelled out strict rules of administration, along with provisions for the couple's burial 

It would seem that devotion to the Jesuit order was a part of Catalina's heritage. Her mother, Teresa 
Ortiz de Montalban, also provided for the Jesuits in her will. See AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1604 (January-
July 1590). 
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and that of a select group of Heman's relatives in the building's chapel/^' The decision to 

create a foundation for single older men, probably widowers, stands out as another signal 

that interpretations of female enclosure based on gendered notions of sexual danger may 

not be entirely accurate. The argument that churchmen saw widows as requiring 

enclosure to control an unloosed sexual threat implies that widowers were perceived as 

similarly disruptive, since they too, required institutionalization. Instead of an issue 

focused on gender, this example points to functions of class and the fact that 

widow/erhood quite often spelled impoverishment. Quite likely these men had little, if 

any, financial resources. Poverty, then, became the operative function in their 

institutionalization, a condition that many women and widows, too, experienced. The 

desire to contain or control undesirable elements in society might thus center more on 

class, and where gender colludes with class, rather than gender alone. This contention 

substantiates, the suggestion made during the discussion of prescriptive tracts in Chapter 

I, that behavioral recommendations did not follow a strictly gendered code, which was 

purportedly based on the assumption of inherent female sexual licentiousness. 

During the fifteen-year period following her husband's death, Catalina's attention 

strayed from the cause of an institution for old men. Despite the rather elaborate terms the 

couple had drawn up for the beaterio, which indicated the seriousness with which they 

For the terms of Heman Franco's will, see ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. 
Heman recounts that Catalina played a great role in the decision to found this institution; she was always 
inclined to devote her estate to good works such as this. The plans called for strict supervision of the 
"viexos," with no women allowed to enter under any pretext whatsoever, and no one allowed to enter or 
leave without the permission of the rector. Furthermore, monthly visitations were envisioned to make sure 
the men were living in a manner described as "xptiana y rrecoxiamente" (Christian and devoutly 
withdrawn). Heman granted power to complete the clauses and contracts with the Society of Jesus to 
Catalina de la Fuente, his wife, and Pedro Franco, his brother. He named Catalina the first patron of the 
institution, and following her death, Pedro Franco. 



100 

had proposed the venture, Catalina did not follow through with the plan. Jettisoning even 

their second choice project, the construction of a Jesuit college, Catalina instead turned 

the money the pair had agreed upon for pious works toward San Antonio de Padua. 

Surely she did not make this decision idly; the institution's founder, a saintly woman also 

by the name of Catalina de la Fuente, had provided the original houses situated across 

from the Dominican nuns of the Madre de Dios in the shadow of San Pedro Martir for the 

residence of a terciary order of Franciscan beatas in 1514. This saintly woman purchased 

new property for the order's permanent seat in 1525, and some years after her death, the 

house gained designation as a Franciscan cloister in 1583. Three years later, the 

councilman's wife demanded sole rights to patronage when entering into formal contract 

with the nuns for the construction of a new church and choir for the convent, with its 

major chapel designated for her burial. Gone indeed was the jointly-planned beaterio. 

Catalina set down a detailed blueprint for her chapel right down to its dimensions, 

layout, building materials, and ornamentation.'^^ The architect Juan Bautista Monegro 

Catalina seems to have had some sort of falhng out with the Jesuits over the latter course of her life, as 
she signals a bequest to them, then retracts it, then reinstates it over the course of the codicils to her will. 
Though she changed her mind repeatedly, she eventually granted them a sum of 500 ducados in a 1608 
codicil to her will. 
'®^An example of the detailed provisions in Catalina's will, AHN Clew, Libro 15596: 
~a de tener el coro de las monjas treinta y seis pies de largo poco mas o menos y de ancho treinta pies 
-a de tener la yglesia de largo el cuerpo della 9inquenta y ginco pies y treinta de ancho sin gruesos de 
paredes 
—a de tener la capilla mayor treinta y quatro pies de quadro de {hucco} 
—las colaterales della a los lados tendran de fondo cada una diez pies y el ancho del cuerpo de la yglesia 
esto sin gruesos de paredes 
—a de tener la cavefera de fondo quin9e pies y de ancho el cuerpo de la iglesia sin gruesos de paredes 
-a de aver en la capilla bobeda para el entierro de los fundadores y las otras personas que dexo mandado en 
su testamento el dicho Heman Franco 
—a de aver sacristia conviniente para esta fabrica el alto de la fabrica a de ser sesenta pies sin el 9inborrio 
de la capilla mayor que sera mas alto 
-los gruesos de las paredes desta fabrica an de ser conforme a la grandefa della 
-a de ser toda esta obra de ladrillo y manposteria y de cal y arena 
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drew up a master plan in 1594, while construction commenced the following year, 

coming near to completion in 1623, thirteen years after Catalina's death.'®" Although she 

did not find it necessary to have new retablos painted for the main and two collateral 

altars, she did require that the nuns place the freshly repaired older works in the new 

space. She became considerably more particular when it came to the disposition of tombs 

in the main chapel and placement of gravestones or other plaques in the body of the 

church. Though not nobility, Catalina nonetheless mandated that her family's arms and 

those of the Francos be the only blazons visible in the chapel, commenting that no other 

markers should interfere. Furthermore, she unconditionally reserved burial within it for 

the couple and the relations originally specified in her husband's will. Orchestrating a 

concert of stone, light and voice, Catalina composed a distinctive realm suited for 

everlasting repose and remembrance. The couple's legacy would glow in the light of two 

candles blazing on the main altar, one for each partner, illuminating the half of all 

conventual masses dedicated to them. On All Souls Day, flaming tapers would rise on 

each of the four comers of the tombs, as nuns and chaplains offered up prayers for the 

souls of the convent's founders.'®^ 

~a se de ha9er una rexa de yerro para la capilla mayor como convenga a esta obra 
-a de aver escudos de armas de los fundadores per de dentro y fuera de esta fabrica donde hagan 
omamento a la dicha fabrica 
—en el coro de las monjas a de aver sillas de madera de nogal del homamento que convenga 
—para esta fabrica se an de hager tra9a y cond9iones en particular cada cossa y de los omamentos que a de 
aver asi en general como en particular de los largos y anchos y alto questa declarado que se entiende tunba 
bergas de hierro como convenga y los omamentos se entiende de la fabrica 

For treatment of the building and architectural history of San Antonio de Padua, see Diez del Corral, et 
al., Arquitecturas, 247-251. For the contract drawn up between Catalina de la Fuente and the nuns and 
convent of San Antonio de Padua de Toledo, see AHN Clero, Libro 15596. By the terms of the original 
contract, the initial sum granted the convent for constmction totaled 1,000 ducados (375,000 maravedis). 

For Catalina de la Fuente's will, see AHN Clero, Libro 15172. The yearly income devoted to the chapel 
included pay to two chaplains 100 ducados each, as part of the 450,000 maravedis for general upkeep. 
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Along with the two main sepulchers of white stone adorned with matching ums 

lying on each side of the chapel, Catalina requested an inscription placed near the 

entrance commemorating the offering she had made to the convent.Whether or not 

Catalina had a hand in penning her own encomium, its prominent position and unabashed 

praise of her would suggest that neither the nuns, the prior, nor the authorial collaborator 

had any objection to presenting her in this fashion. The text of this inscription does not 

indicate any sort of institutional discomfort with drawing attention to oneself in the 

course of pious work. Furthermore, unlike the consistent complaints lodged against 

ostentation in female dress, critique of women displaying ostentation in the line of charity 

does not seem to be a common trope in prescriptive tracts. And like her wealthier 

counterpart, Catalina, too, craved spiritual and temporal publicity on her burial day. 

Clothed in the habit of a Discalced Carmelite, she sought accompaniment by mourners 

including the clergy of her parochial church of San Nicolas, twelve poor persons bearing 

flaming tapers, twenty ninos de la doctrina (orphans under church tutelage), members of 

King, Renaissance Women, 184, notes that even though inscriptions were not as challenging to the idea 
of a male-defined feminine, such markers "probably represented a stronger feminine than the male 
moralists advised, because they still took up space in a prominent way to show the value of the personal 
salvation of an individual woman, and they often celebrated the female for her personal generosity and 
magnanimity to a religious or civic community as well." The text of the inscription transcribed from the 
plaque in San Antonio de Padua reads as follows: "Aqui esta sepultada dofia Catalina de la Fuente muger 
de Feman Francos regidor de Toledo persona de singulares partes valor y merescimientos ennoblecidos con 
vida exenplar y quarenta aiios de rara viudez instituyo de sus propios bienes seis capellanias perpetuas y 
dexo mil ducados de renta para que tome estado una doncella de su linaxe repartiendo larga y copiosamente 
en estas y otras obras de maestra en esta ciudad a mayor parte de su patrimonio cuyos nombramientos dexo 
a Juan de la Fuente su hermano y a los sucesores en su mayorazgo jimtamente por tiempo fiiere indicio 
illustre de su piedad 9elo admirable y rehgion murio a 22 de febrero de 1610 anos." In translation: "Here is 
buried lady Catalina de la Fuente, wife of Heman Franco, city councilman of Toledo. A person of unique 
qualities, valor and merits, ennobled by an exemplary life and forty years of singular widowhood, she 
instituted six perpetual chaplaincies from her own goods and left a thousand ducados in revenues so that a 
maiden of her lineage might take the veil. In this and other works of art in this city, she disfributed the 
major part of her estate generously and abundantly. Her bequests, left jointly to her brother, Juan de la 
Fuente, and the perpetual successors to his mayorazgo, were an illustrious sign of her piety, admirable zeal 
and religiosity. She died on February 22 in the year 1610," 
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the confraternities of the Santa Caridad, the Santa Vera Cruz and the Animas de 

Purgatorio, along with conventuals from San Francisco and San Agustin. Although 

wearing a monastic habit with its associated symbology of humility,'^' no mention 

appears of "moderate pomp" or any other such limitations to the display made for her 

interment, illustrating the social acceptability and perhaps even desirability of a well-

attended funeral procession.Wending their way through the narrow streets of Toledo, 

the processants would hardly go unnoticed. The funeral cortege thus not only provided 

the deceased with a cadre of intercessors, but also displayed the departed's social status at 

the moment when the power exercised during life yielded to the influence desired beyond 

the grave. 

Catalina de la Fuente, as expressed in the mandates of her will, sought to recreate 

and perpetuate a physical and spiritual family that would accompany her through eternity. 

To counterbalance the presence of Heman's kin, Catalina designated space for her 

illegitimate half-brother, Juan de la Fuente, and his descendants. Along with cycles of 

masses to both commemorate her patronage and care for the souls of those buried within 

the exclusive walls, Catalina instituted a series of chaplaincies, which she mandated be 

staffed by members of her natal family. Moreover, she gave preference in these posts to 

legitimate descendants of her only sibling, who as the recipient of a mayorazgo created 

See the discussion of the symbolic importance of the monastic habit as a shroud in Eire, From Madrid to 
Purgatory, 109-113. 

Of course not all churchmen thought such extravagance advisable. Note the protestations of Orozco, 
Victoria de la Muerte, Chapter 30, who criticizes the propensity for excessive sepulchral display. 

Eire, From Madrid to Purgatory, 127, states: "In the second half of the sixteenth century, Madrilenos 
seemed to be taken with the idea that, in death as in life, more was always better." See also note 46, page 
138, where he cites evidence from Toledo indicating a burgeoning in processional size in the later half of 
the century. Evidently, crowd control was becoming a problem. Eire treats the general topic of cortege 
composition and symbology in From Madrid to Purgatory, Chapter 4, "Impressing God and Neighbor." 
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for him by Catalina was likewise the patron of her chapel.By instituting the patronage 

of the chapel in her half-brother, granting him and his heirs burial privileges in it, and 

being partial to chaplains of his descent bom of legal matrimony, she helped to construct 

for him by means of spiritual responsibilities the social legitimacy he otherwise lacked. A 

bastard tainted by the stain of sexual impropriety on the part of his father, Juan de la 

Fuente relied on his half-sister the widow to provide him with the means by which he 

might enter the upper echelons of municipal life. Of course from Catalina's perspective, 

enhancing the reputation and wealth of her only living immediate family member could 

only serve to elevate her own posthumous social standing as well. Furthermore, thanks to 

such directives she not only provided income for her kin, but also ensured that the care of 

her soul would be faithfully administered by loyal churchmen who had a vested interest 

in perpetuating her memory. 

Not content to stop with the creation of the chaplaincies and naming of chaplains 

as a means by which to sing out her memory above the stone urn atop her tomb, Catalina 

took additional measures to propagate her spiritual family at San Antonio de Padua. She 

reserved for herself and all future patrons the right to name four nuns each year as 

novices, whom she obliged the convent to welcome without receipt of entrance dowries. 

Though childless in her earthly marriage, she might nevertheless become spiritual mother 

to generations of devout and humble daughters, ever ready to turn their prayers of 

The inheritance due Juan de la Fuente totaled 16,830 maravedis in annual interest on 91,500 maravedis 
held in revenues and government annuities, plus the balance of the income generated from the sale of her 
moveable goods minus debts and expenses (including bequests) charged against the estate, which came to 
3,566 maravedis, plus 61,000 maravedis in annuities, for a total of 81,396 maravedis. We see from these 
sums and the terms of her bequests that the value of Catalina's estate was dramatically less than that of 
exceedingly wealthy Blanca de la Cerda, whose inheritance totaled 30,832,025 maravedis, as revealed in 
AHN Clero,Uhxo 15421. 
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intercession toward assisting the soul of their benefactress. These relationships, whether 

woven by kin or by clientage, created a network attendant upon her physical resting place 

and her spiritual well being. Chanting masses to her memory, sanctified daughters led by 

kindred chaplains would ensure her enduring eminence in the eyes of God, family, and 

community. 

Finally, along with many individual pious bequests, Catalina, like Blanca, took on 

the role of guardianship with her active desire to provision young women in need with 

dowries. Once the chaplains had been paid and any necessary repairs made to the chapel, 

leftover sums were to be given to a poor female relative as a dowry for entry into religion 

or marriage, or for the sustenance of one who chose neither state, but who nonetheless 

took a vow of chastity in order to lead a pious life. Dowry recipients planning marriage 

had to be between the ages of fifteen and thirty. In contrast, age limitations did not apply 

to prospective novices or those pursuing a chaste life. With this second provision Catalina 

recognized the path she herself had taken and thus sought a way to provide for 

likeminded impoverished widowed descendants.'^' In the event that no female relatives 

of either Catalina or her husband came forward to claim the bequest, administrators of 

her estate should nominate eighteen candidates, then divide the sum among six poor, 

honest, fatherless young women, chosen by the casting of lots on the feast day of Santa 

This provision suggests that widows might have exercised a particular style of patronage distinct from 
other women, or men. Such an assertion, however, would require a systematic search for such provisions in 
a large body of wills, encompassing testaments of both sexes and marital statuses, a task falling beyond the 
current scope of this study. 
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Catalina. Following the model of her martyred patron saint, Catalina extended protection 

1 79 
over young women and thereby walked in the footsteps of the saintly. 

Although the convent of San Antonio de Padua could not compare in size or 

prestige to San Pedro Martir, it nevertheless represented a meaningful site to its patroness 

and a material symbol of her devotion. Though a daughter of an old Toledan family of 

comfortable means, wed to a prominent member of local government, Catalina still found 

it necessary to fashion a personal physical and spiritual space. Even though she attended 

to her own commemoration in her paternal family's chapel in the church of San Tome, 

where she instituted a perpetual chaplaincy, she opted for a personally designed space for 

her burial, one independent both of her natal and marital families. She did so by 

crafting her own image with a keen awareness of tradition, both of her distantly related 

namesake and her patron saint. In her careful choice of building site, burial, and 

dispensation of pious funds, she created a legitimized physical and spiritual family in 

order to perpetuate not only her own legacy, but also that of her predecessors and 

descendants. 

Saint Catherine of Alexandria was an early fourth-century virgin martyr. Represented in legend as of 
noble birth and high learning, suffering her martyrdom tied to a wheel and finally beheaded, she is the 
patroness of young women. F.L. Cross, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (London, 
1957), 249. See also the discussion of emulating saints' lives as discussed by Flynn, "Charitable Ritual," 
335-336. 

See Archivo Diocesano de Toledo (henceforth y4£)7), Capellanias, sig. 217 (1579). Catalina instituted a 
perpetual chaplaincy of 10,500 maravedis to support two masses a week, on Fridays and Sundays, along 
with twelve masses annually dedicated to the blessed name of Christ, three masses during each of the three 
first days of Christmas, Lent, and Easter, a mass for the feast day of San Juan Bautista, and another for the 
feast day of Santa Catalina. These masses would be said and sung in the chapel of the Purificacion de 
Nuestra Senora in the church of San Tome, where her parents and paternal relatives were interred. 
Regarding the creation of a new space, wives tended to request burial in the chapels of their husband's 
families, rather than their natal famihes. This was indeed the case, for instance, with Blanca de la Cerda. 
Catalina is thus somewhat unique, in that she did not follow this usual pattern. 
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When reaching further across the social spectrum, evidence in addition to the two 

widows treated in detail above overwhelmingly suggests that pious bequests and 

sponsorship of a wide variety of funerary devotions was the norm among those fortunate 

enough to have even the smallest amount of personal property. Indeed, the composure 

with which widows carried out their designs suggests the rather unexceptional nature of 

exercising patronage. Such activities do not point to uniqueness, but rather reflect wider 

patterns of patronage. For instance, men, too, regularly and consistently employed their 

funds by acting as patrons in a comparable fashion.Furthermore, a number of less 

detailed though no less suggestive cases gives an indication of the extent to which 

Toledan widows freely provided for their own souls via funerary expenditures, those of 

family members with memorial masses, and building projects at religious and caritative 

institutions."^ Hence, widows did not form a distinct group of patrons per se, but rather 

See foundations iwAHPT, Beneficencia, Madre de Dios, AHPT, D-115/1: Alonso Alvarez de Sevilla 
(1553); Pedro Alvarez (1598); Pedro de Sandoval (1573); Caspar Ortiz (1594); Alonso Ramirez (1565); 
Martin Ramirez, (1565). See also foundations made by Fernando de Silva found in his testamentary 
bequests within the estate partition documents, AHN Clew, Libro 15421, along with bequests made by 
Heman Franco, found in his will, ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, Legajo 43, exp. 15. All of these men 
made pious bequests in the form of masses and/or chaplaincies, along with charitable funding for hospitals, 
monasteries, convents, and other religious and/or caritative institutions. Although this does not represent as 
wide a sample as taken of widows' bequests, from these documents men appear to be no more or less likely 
to devote funds to such bequests than female donors. This supports the early contention made in this 
chapter that all who could, did donate for spiritual ends. 

To cite merely a few examples of non-noble, more "moderate income" widows' activities in this regard 
found in notarial records see: AHPT, legajo 1545 (January-April, 1570), Beatriz Nunez enters into a 
contract with the monastery of the Santissima Trinidad regarding her burial; Catalina de Trevino donates 
fiinds to the Cofradia de las Animas de Purgatorio; legajo 1581 (January-June 1581), Teresa Ortiz de 
Montalban (Catalina de la Fuente's mother) leaves modest sums to individual nuns, to the Jesuits, and for 
commemorative masses; legajo 1604 (January-July 1590), Francisca Ba9a contracts Alonso Real Alvanyr 
(possibly albanil, or stone mason) for work on a chapel. In AHPT, Beneficencia, Madre de Dios see the 
foundations in D 115/1 Inez Alvarez (1570) and Marina Alvarez (1577). The examples cited in this note, 
drawn from merely a fraction of the documents examined during the course of research, are by no means 
exhaustive, but nevertheless give an indication of the extent to which Toledan widows freely provided for 
their own souls via fiinerary expenditures, those of family members with memorial masses and building 
projects at religious institutions. 
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their distinctness lies in their ability to direct funds independently, and by nature of their 

marital status, their intentions emerge unmasked. 

In addition to the donations of wealthier exemplars, confraternity records provide 

particularly revealing insight into the activities of widows of more modest means. In the 

176 second half of the sixteenth century confraternities blossomed in Toledo. While many 

of these organizations based their membership on occupation or social class, the 

confraternity of the Santa Caridad, though it tended to favor the upper echelons of 

Toledan society, drew from a wide socio-economic spectrum. Founded in order to lend 

support to the Hospital of the Misericordia, this organization, though predominantly 

male, opened its ranks to women as well. A count of entrants from 1537 to 1599 finds a 

total of 713 male entrants and 328 females, of whom 119 were widows.'^^ While select 

entries designate a woman's widowed status outright, many others must be inferred by 

the presence of an inscription such as "took the candle of her husband," or simply "took 

the candle," indicating a widow taking up membership in her deceased husband's 

stead.'^^ Although it appears that women regularly entered by means of replacing a 

William Christian cites 147 institutions in 1575 drawn from Luis Hurtado de Toledo's Memorial de 
algunas cosas notables que tiene la Imperial Ciudad de Toledo (1576), written in part as a contribution to 
Philip II's Relaciones Topogrdficas\ see Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain, (Princeton, 1981), 149. 
Kagan notes the confraternity count stood at 92 according to the 1569 census taken by the same Hurtado de 
Toledo, "Contando vecinos," 129. Flynn, along with discussing the ftinction of confraternities, notes that 
these organizations were more numerous in Spain than in other parts of Europe, "Charitable Ritual," 337. 

ADPT, Libro H-317. Lists of male entrants span from the year of the organization's inception in 1532 
through 1669. Male members included members of the regidor class, including the husband of Catalina de 
la Fuente, her mother, and a number of her paternal relatives. Women's enfries span the years 1537 through 
1631. Other female categories included nuns, beatas, and married women. 

The inscriptions read "tomo la candela de su marido" or simply "tomo la candela," or "pago la candela." 
See the entrance for Mari NMez: "...muger que fue de Luys Portillo nuestto hermano [fue preguntada] si 
queria tomar la candela /la qual dixo que si y que asta agora no la avia pedido por no saver el capitulo de la 
regla la qual pago la candela...," or of Maria Alvarez Romona: "...tomo la candela por muerte de Alfonso de 
la Yguera su marido hermano nuestro /pago los derechos...," ADPT, Libro H-317. 
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1 7Q 
deceased spouse, female members could sponsor other women. Nor did poverty 

necessarily bar a widow's entrance, though membership normally required payment of a 

1 80 
fee. Such evidence gives witness to the ubiquitous presence of women and widows 

among the ranks of one of the sixteenth century's most popular forms of communal 

organization. Wills and bequests managed by the confraternity show widows not only 

endowing the hospital itself, but also donating money to beaterias, convents, memorial 

l o t  

masses, chaplamcies, and funeral rites. These widows directed their resources, though 

not always as grand as those of Blanca or Catalina, in much the same spirit: for the glory 

of their own souls, that of their loved ones, and the spiritual and corporeal well-being of 

all God's children. Confraternity membership meant that widows of lesser means could 

nonetheless benefit themselves, their families and their community by pooling resources 

under the umbrella of a larger established organization, whereby the impact of their 

See the case of Catalina de Villalobos, entering under the sponsorship of Elvira Nino and that of Ynes 
de Henera, under that of Maria Nifio de Rivera, both in 1565, ADPT, Libro H-317. 

See the case of a poor widov^', the wife of Miguel de Mallorca, gaining entrance in 1558. In 1598, it 
appears that this fee stood at 6 reales: "Enprincipio de julio de 1598 anos la seiiora Maria de Covamibias 
tomo la candela de el regidor Alonso de Mesa difunto que aya gloria su marido la qual prometio guardar la 
regla y favorecer los pobres dio por ellos de limosna 6 reales... "ADPT, Libro H-317. 

For bequests administered by the Cofradia de la Santa Caridad, where benefactresses left funds in 
addition to sums to the cofradia, see the following legajos in ADPT. Leonor Delgadillo, legajo 27/8, 
donates to the house of the Beatas de la Vida Pobre and institutes a chaplaincy there, the Hospital de la 
Misericordia, and the building funds of five additional convents in three cities; Marina Lopez, legajo 31/2, 
provides for memorial masses at her tomb in Santiago de Arraval; Catalina Villalobos, legajo 31/4 funds 
the worksop of San Soles, donates to poor relief, and provides for her memorial masses; Teresa Alvarez, 
legajo 31/10, founds a chaplaincy in San Tome; Maria Sanchez, particularly poor, having only old bed 
linens, worn clothing, and used kitchen implements, provides for memorial masses, legajo 31/12; Catalina 
Bracamonte, legajo 31/16 (1-9), designates the terms of her funeral in San Roman, along with memorial 
masses for family members in the monastery of Santa Catalina and in the chapel of Nuestra Senora de 
Antigua in the Cathedral (her bequests, in the end, outstripped the actual value of her goods at the time of 
her death); Maria Jarada, legajo 31/19 (1-2), leaves a bequest to Santa Justa; Ines Hernandez, legajo 31/20, 
requests funeral rites in San Juan de los Reyes; Magdalena Capoche, legajo 32/22, leaves funds for her 
funeral masses. For the dotation of chaplaincies in churches and convents throughout Toledo, see the 
myriad examples that can be foimd in the ADT, Capellanias. 
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donations might have a wider effect.At the same time, by naming the confraternity as 

the executor of their wills, widows hoped to increase the likelihood that their 

testamentary desires would see fruition. These widows, whether of grand or humble 

means, viewed sponsorship of religious institutions and organizations, along with specific 

provisions for funerary rites and memorial masses, as the means by which they might 

commemorate their families and serve their community. In so doing, widows also 

successfully preserved their individual memories in the sacred spaces that shaped the 

Toledan landscape. 

The question arises whether widows' bequests and attendant conditions merely 

provide evidence of women who had so internalized a patriarchal order that their actions 

served only to replicate a repressive system. In other words, widows such as Blanca, 

rather than representing a challenge to patriarchy and its attendant discourse of female 

weakness and passivity, may have only served to reinforce it. Surely her actions could be 

interpreted in this manner. But if an a priori assumption of a monolithically patriarchal 

society is set aside, new questions and new evaluations emerge. The very fact that 

Castilian churchmen themselves, those most likely to posit formulations of female 

weakness and passivity, held the widow up as a model of virtue's guardian undermines 

an assignation of sexual Ucentiousness to widows. The discussion thus turns to gender 

roles and away from debates over agency and subaltemity. Castilian society accepted 

widows as powerful and even necessary members of society in a very normal manner 

and, with this acceptance, their essential duties toward family and community members 

King, Renaissance Women, Chapter 8, "Acting Together," provides examples of members of tertiary 
orders and confraternities working together on commissions for their respective societies. 
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for whom they stood as patrons. Widows did not suddenly gain this sort of status the 

moment their husbands died. The very fact that they achieved such standing can only 

attest to the fact that women as a group and as individuals did not constitute a repressed 

and passive populace. Instead, wives and mothers, or "widows in training," carried out 

much of the same duties and pursued many of the same ends prior to their widowhood. 

Widowhood then enhanced women's power by affording them the legal and financial 

autonomy to act alone. This liberty accorded widows, in turn, suggests the absence in 

Castilian society of unqualified objections to the reality of female independence. 

Widowhood provided Catalina, Blanca, and a considerable number of Toledan 

widows the freedom, financial power and individual initiative to build tangible memories 

in Toledo according to personal, familial and spiritual designs. When choosing the 

medium of architecture, they sponsored the construction of physical spaces within which 

to perform rituals commemorating their earthly and eternal place in their kin groups and 

community. As a corollary or a more modest alternative, their choices of charitable 

expenditure within these sites conferred a sacralized form of guardianship, whether over 

youth, the poor, or the otherwise disadvantaged, in tune with the social and moral 

expectations of the pious layperson. Thus as a function of constructing chapel walls 

befitting monumental entombment for the eternal soul and designating bequests for 

funerary rites and memorial masses which would fill the chambers with chants forever 

King, Renaissance Women, 197, notes the value of a public commission, or a commission that would 
benefit the wider community: . .the spiritual value for the woman might be expected to be enhanced, the 
greater the number of other souls her commission assisted." This is particularly relevant for contributions to 
educational and dowry funds, and sponsorship of hospital-based charity witnessed in the cases drawn firom 
Toledo. 
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linking the patrons' past and future, the widows' hands reached out to the members of 

their commimity in order to propagate an undying presence among the living. Whether 

forging the gridirons of blood or spiritual kinship, widows understood family and 

community as both creator of self and self-created, manipulating this awareness to project 

and protect their personal and social image through the act of patronage. 
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IV. POOR WIDOWS AND CHARITABLE RELIEF 

Even though the widow-headed household might constitute a source of autonomy, 

it could just as easily and more frequently cause a great deal of hardship. Class had a very 

real impact on a widow's life, where autonomy depended upon the couple's financial state 

at the time of the husband's death. Far from enjoying the independence of miming their 

own households, many widows struggled to support themselves, along with dependent 

children, in the absence of any steady source of income from properties or investments. 

These widows engaged the rhetoric of the 'shamefaced poor' as they hoped to receive a 

subsidy fi"om a church, municipal council, confraternity, or an individual devoted to the 

sustenance of the impoverished.^^'' Alternately, they might join the ranks of the 'penitent 

beggars' and sporadically take up residence in hospitals and hospices dedicated to the 

care of the indigent. Whether appearing among the lists of recipients receiving municipal 

charity, in hospital ingress registers, or as individuals named in wills, widows figured 

regularly and insistently among the poor and otherwise disadvantaged recipients of 

charity.While a quantitative survey detailing the number of widows who received care 

in one form or another cannot be presented at this time, evidence exists of numerous 

See, for example, the petitions to the city council made by three widows in 1604: Maria de Moya, a 
widow living with a group of other women, asks for rent relief, as she is so poor she does not even have a 
bed to sleep on, Archivo Municipal de Toledo (henceforth AMI), Beneficencia, Socorros, caja 11. The 
widow Ana de Moya (possibly related to the former?) poses herself in the same bedless condition when 
asking for alms, AMI, Pobres, 1604. Francisca Quadrada Burda seeks a donation of bedding to serve as a 
dowry for the marriage of her daughter, Maria Quadrada, to Juan Lopez, AMT, Pobres, 1604. 

Martz notes the preponderance of women on the list of a 1538 wheat distribution, along with the fact 
that a 1573 alms distribution went primarily to women, whether undistinguished by notation of civil status, 
beatas, widows, doncellas, or those with children with no mention of a husband. Poverty and Welfare, 204. 
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widows subsisting among the roughly 20% of Toledo's population counted as among the 

poor at mid-century.'^^ Not only the physical conditions under which they survived, but 

also their society's appraisal of the poor and indigency conditioned the manner in which 

widows might figure themselves as worthy beneficiaries of charity. 

In speaking of the poor, Martin Carrillo notes that poverty, following the apostolic 

model, serves as a point of embarkation on the road to serve God. However, everyday 

experience shows how society denigrates, ignores and even abhors the poor, seeing them 

as a sad and miserable lot.'^^ hi the words of Miguel Giginta de Elna: "Everyone praises 

the rich, but scorns the poor," and "The rich are spoken of with blandishments, the poor 

• 188 • » • • • 
with roughness." Francisco Ortiz Lucio also remarks on the topic of poverty, noting 

that the poor, rather than serving to impoverish others with their neediness, instead enrich 

the good members of their society. He contemporizes his claims by relating that more 

poor exist in the midst of Christians than among the Turks (alluding to Muslims) as a 

mark of God's favor.'^^ These moralists point to two major themes in an enduring 

Martz discusses the difficulty in ascertain reliable figures for poverty levels, distinguishing between the 
structural poor and conjectural poor. She estimates a 20 percent rate for Toledo in 1558, probably higher 
than average due to a subsistence crisis in 1556-67. She notes that the range of Castilian figures, from 8.89 
percent in Medina del Campo (1561) to 50 percent in Trujillo (1557) fits in the range of figures for other 
early modem European cities, where the conjectural rate stood at 20-30 percent and the structural at 4-8 
percent, Poverty and Welfare, 118-119. 

Carrillo, Memorial de confessores, Capitulo VII; "De los pobres," f. 223r-224r. Carrillo states: "La 
pobreza es una quietud y sosiegos de los mayores de esta vida, un camino facil y llano para la otra: un 
desembarco para servir a Dies: una desocupacion para amarle y quererle: es el ordinario camino per donde 
Christo nuestro Redemptor y su madre, sus Apostoles y los mas Sanctos hizieron su viaje, dando nos 
exemplo. Pero el mundo que juzga y ensena lo contrario tiene en poco desprecia, aborrece, y no haze caso 
de los pobres, y juzga por bienaventurado y dichoso el rico, y por miserable y triste al pobre," f 223r. 

Miguel Giginta de Elna Tractado de remdio de pobres (Coimbra, 1579): "A los ricos todos les alaban, y 
a los pobres todos les ultrajan," and "A los ricos hablan con cumplimientos, y los pobres con sequedad," f 
72r. 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, f 20r: "El pobre a nadie empobrece, antes los pobres que andan por 
vuestras casas, os dan los bienes, y pidiendo limosna enriquecen a los demas, y enpobrecen a los que son 
crueles.. .For esto embio Dios tantos pobres a Christianos, y no a los Turcos..." 
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theoretical position regarding the role of the poor in Christian society. Following biblical 

and monastic precedent, churchmen lauded poverty as akin to following the apostolic 

path, versus the enjoyment of material wealth, which would only serve to distract from 

spiritual devotion. The poor thus served as both a reminder of apostolic poverty and the 

possibilities of its attendant spiritual wealth. At the same time, poor people's need for 

support opened an opportunity for good Christians of means to exercise the noblest of 

duties, that of charity. Even in terms of the best form of eleemosiary act, while the Mass 

came in first theologically, in the face of want, charity toward the poor, whether given as 

shelter, medicine, clothing or food, superseded it.'^° In fact, Giginta claims the topic of 

poor relief counted as the most oft-repeated sermon topic of his day, indicating that at 

least in this author's mind, the charity took priority as a Christian virtue.'^' 

These attitudes toward the poor found a reflection in the recommendations 

moralists made for the behavior of the rich toward the less materially fortunate. Carrillo 

declares that wealth blocks the path to everlasting glory because it incites the sin of 

avarice. To counteract the poisonous effects of worldly riches, the wealthy should "be 

rich in good works, give readily and exercise charity toward their poor.. .and so that 

wealth might follow and grow with the rich person for his enjoyment, the affluent must 

share their fortune with the poor."^^^ Ortiz Lucio echoes the same sentiments, also drawn 

Ortiz Lucio, Summa de summas, "El mejor sufragio para las almas de Purgatorio es la missa; pero 
quando ay necessidad, mas meritoria es la limosna," f. 66r. 

Giginta, Tractado, in speaking of sermons touching on the topic of charity: . .que bien contado avran 
dado mas sobre esta materia, que sobre ninguna otra..f 74r. 

Carrillo, Memorial de confessores, Capitulo VI: "De los ricos," f 221v-223r. The text reads: "Sean 
ricos en bien obrar, faciles en dar y hazer misericordia con sus pobres... Y para que al rico le sucedan 
prosperamente sus riquezas, y crezca en ellas, y se goze, tiene necessidad que las communique con los 
pobres...," f. 222r. 



116 

from biblical injunctions. He cautions that the lure of riches leads to further ensnarement 

with concerns over the honor of children and quests for vengeance, which cause the heart 

to affix itself to the desire for wealth, rather than for salvation: . .and for this reason, 

[these desires] are bad, like sticky white porridge glued to the pot."'^^ Finally, Giginta 

calls not only the rich to their duty, but also maintains that all must care for the poor 

according to his or her means, station and ability.'^"' Reflecting an ongoing unease over 

the pursuit of wealth in the context of a Christian society supposedly attuned instead to 

spiritual well being, moralists took ample opportunity to address the wealthy on the perils 

accompanying their estate. 

But the rich had remedy for the grave peril their possessions engendered in the 

exercise of charity. The poor presented members of their society the opportunity to 

practice almsgiving to the benefit of the donors' souls. In fact, medieval attitudes 

equating almsgiving with spiritual cleansing found reinforcement in Tridentine emphasis 

on good works. The Catechism of the Council of Trent taught the act of charity 

"redeemed our offenses against man,"'^^ serving as "a medicine suited to heal the wounds 

Ortiz Lucio, Summa de summas, Capitulo XI: "De los ricos, y sus obligaciones," f. 65r-68r. The text 
reads: "Grande es la aficion que los hombres suelen tener a las riquezas, y gran estorvo para yr al cielo, 
como dize S. Matth. 19. y los que quieren ser ricos, dize San Pablo. Thim. 6. caen en muchos lazos, y es 
muy dificil desenrredarse y salvarse, y el amor de hijos y de honra, y de vengan9as, y otros inumerables 
males en que los vemos presos, por dexar pegar su cora9on a las riquezas, que por esso son malas como el 
manjar bianco, que se pega al cafo..f. 65r. 

Giginta, Tractado, "...y esta claro que no ay ninguno que no pueda cumplir su obligacion con los pobres 
al respecto de su hazienda, cargo, e industria: y ansi lo deven hazer sea quien quiera, pues para Dies no ay 
excepcion de personas aunque el mundo haga tanta diferencia como veemos entre los ricos y los pobres," f. 
71v. 

For a treatment of poverty in the medieval period, see Michel Mollat, The Poor in the Middle Ages: An 
Essay in Social History, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (New Haven, 1986). 

Text from the Catechism of the Council of Trent, Part IV, chapter 8, question 9. Quoted by Eire, From 
Madrid to Purgatory, 233, note 5. 
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of the soul."'^^ Subsequent tracts appearing in Spain certainly substantiated these 

positions by stressing the spiritual benefits accruing the beneficent and the damnation 

awaiting the parsimonious. Statements like "as much as you give in alms and compassion 

to the poor, you shall receive in absolution and pardon for your sins,"'^^ and "at the time 

of judgment, Christ will grant greater favors to the poor, rewarding those who give them 

alms with heaven, and those who treat them cruelly with hell" pepper moralistic tracts. 

These sorts of equations drew a stark picture of the choices before the faithful, indicating 

that neglect of the poor meant neglect of one's soul. Thus moralists took formal doctrinal 

statements and from them crafted powerful statements about charity, highlighting the 

options of eternal reward or damnation according to the actions one might take with 

regard to the poor. 

In order to mitigate the potential moral peril in which the wealthy might find 

themselves, Ortiz Lucio follows his warnings with a series of recommendations for 

directing riches in a salvatory fashion. He suggests that God has given such wealth to 

some persons not for them to hide it away, but rather to use these resources to succor the 

poor, who as God's children are also their own.^°^ The rich thus serve as conduits for 

God-given wealth, and in return, gifts to the poor honor God and calm his wrath.^®^ In 

contrast, the rich person who does not redistribute this wealth among the less fortunate is 

Text from the Catechism of the Council of Trent, Part III, chapter 15, question 23. Quoted by Eire, From 
Madrid to Purgatory, 233, note 6. 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, ".. .y Dios sacara del peccado, al que saca al pobre de necessidad.. .For 
tanto dad limosna y compassion al pobres, y alcan9aras absolucion y perdon de tus peccados," f 204v. 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, "Pero Christo dara en el juyzio mayors favores a los pobres, dando el 
cielo a quien les da lymosna: y el infiemo a quien usa de crueldad con ellos," f. 203r. 

Ortiz Lucio, Summa de summas, "Y sepan los ricos que no les da Dios tantos tesoros para tenerlos, y 
esconderlos, sino para que con ellos sean socorridos los pobres que son sus hijos," f. 65r-65v. 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, "Ansi por los ricos embia Dios bienes a los pobres.. .regalara los pobres, 
porque ansi me regalays a mi," f. 18v. 
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like "the gardener who sends water to his plot, but it does not arrive because the conduit 

through which it passes drinks it up."^*^^ However, Ortiz Lucio does not demand that the 

rich go so far as to impoverish themselves in the act of charity. To this end, he draws up a 

scale of obligations, citing the conditions and extent of charitable duty. One's 

responsibilities lie with supporting needy relatives over other members of the community, 

parents over children, good persons over bad ones, and finally, the truly indigent over the 

feigned poor.^®^ This list of conditions becomes paramount for understanding the manner 

in which individuals and institutions distributed charity and the justifications for these 

decisions. 

While necessity conditioned the need for charity, this requirement in itself opened 

the door to a wide range of interpretation, and with it, contestation over who comprised 

the truly needy. A list of contrasts drawn up by Giginta to illustrate the difference 

between the rich and the poor provides a starting point from this moralists' viewpoint. 

Key features emerging from his characterization portray the poor as mistreated 

{maltrados), neglected, shunned, depressed (abatidos), suffering (dolientes), underfed 

(flacos), poorly clothed, homeless, unable to care for their children and fully without 

recourse to support from the law, their kin, or any fiiends. The most wretched of this 

group slunk about in doorways, slept in rat-infested cellars, traipsed in the mud along the 

Ortiz Lucio, Lugares comunes, "Embia el hortelano agua a su herta y no llega alia, porque el acequia se 
la beve por do[nde] passa: y assi da Dios que de al pobre, y el gastalo en su regalo, y assi bien se pone por 
causa de su condenacion, que comi explendidamente, y dezis que no tenys que dar al pobre," f. 21v. 

Ortiz Lucio's list parallels in many respects guidelines set to regulate charitable requests as found in the 
Siete Partidas, Partida I, 23.7-10: Assist Christians before non-Christians, seek release of Christian captives 
in Muslim hands, relieve debtors from prison, distribute alms among many, but never to excess, help 
relatives before strangers, succor the old before the young and the ill before the healthy, and attend to 
persons of high estate who have fallen on hard times before assisting the habitually poor. 
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side of the road and tagged along after passers-by begging for alms—a visible and ever-

present reminder of human misery.Yet among this clearly needy and desperate 

population, imposters might lurk. In order to take advantage of expressions of 

compassion and distributions of alms, unscrupulous persons might feign suffering. But as 

Giginta counters, the existence of a few con artists should not serve as an excuse to 

dismiss the poor outright.^*^^ This problem of the 'undeserving' poor finds expression in 

the treatises of Cristobal Perez de Herrera, most notably in his Amparo de pobres. Seeing 

the poor as vectors of moral corruption, contagion and general indolence, he favored the 

inspection of beggars to weed out imposters and set them to work, while the truly needy 

might receive license to seek alms and a roof to sleep under.His schemes reflect the 

ongoing debate in Castile over how to evaluate poor persons' claims of defenselessness, 

marking a point of discourse opposing self-definition against societal-definition. 

These late-century concerns over determining the worthiness of charity recipients 

reflected the debate that had begun decades earlier following the promulgation of the 

Giginta, Tractado, Cap. XVII: "De algunas differencias que ay entre los pobres y los ricos," f. 71v-73v. 
Giginta, Tractado, f. 62r. 
Cristobal Perez de Herrera, Amparo de pobres, ed. Michel Cavillac (Madrid, 1975 [1598]). Part of Perez 

de Herrera's proscription included being an old Christian—enjoying limpieza de sangre, or freedom from 
the stain of non-Christian members in one's lineage. The increasing concern with racial/religious purity and 
the attempt to define the truly poor constituted mutually reinforcing trends, in that they both collided with 
sexuality. Where the former attempted to define bloodlines, the latter involved attention to proper sexual 
comportment. Both met at the nexus of marriage, the institution required to produce 'legitimate' offspring, 
tainted neither by non-Christian blood nor improper sexual relations. This could then lead to a tendency to 
essentialize women based upon their reproductive capacity—the fiinction of producing legitimate children-
reducing gender to a biological category. But widows could confound this scenario; they would no longer 
fit into the equation as reproductive players if elderly, nor should have fit if upholding the sexual 
continence recommended them. Whether physically free of reproductive function by age or choice, widows 
potentially could escape gendering based upon biological categorization. Freedom from such biologically 
construed constraints, whether by means of an active decision not to remarry or engage in sexual activity or 
due to physical inability to bear children, meant widows could actually play a wider range of roles than 
those deemed appropriate by the likes of moralists. 
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Castilian Poor Law of 1540. The social dimension of penury and the classification of the 

poor came under particular royal scrutiny with this statute, which forbade public begging 

in an attempt to grapple with the issue of'true' versus 'feigned' mendicityBy 1545, 

Castilian cities including Zamora, Salamanca, Valladolid and Toledo had moved to enact 

the 1540 pragmatic with mixed results. Zamora's public almonry system in particular 

drew attention, as it became the topic of debate between its fervent supporter, fray Juan 

de Robles (writing under the name Juan de Medina), the abbot of the monastery of San 

Vicente in Salamanca and its harshest critic, Dominican theologian Domingo de Soto. 

While Robles commended the Zamoran experiment for its attempt to distinguish between 

the deserving and undeserving poor, Soto challenged the notion of merit-based charity, as 

it went against Christian concepts of mercy. Furthermore, he argued, requiring 

contributions to a public almonry destroyed the meritoriousness of giving alms freely. 

Instead of expelling vagabonds, denying aid to non-resident poor and punishing beggars, 

Soto called for the establishment of beggars' hospitals in order to systematically address 

the issue of poverty. 

In his treatise, a response to Soto's complaints, Robles notes that royal 

intervention and subsequent municipal pro-activism regarding the issue of begging 

derived from the need to separate the truly poor from the professional beggars, who 

failing to attend mass or confession, trick the benevolent into supporting their laziness 

Precedents for bans on public begging appear as early as 1387 during the reign of Juan I, in addition to 
three later measures issued by the Cortes under Charles V in 1523, 1525 and 1534. 

For a discussion of the Soto-Robles debate, see Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 20-30. 
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and vagabondage.^®^ While Robles did not challenge the existence of poverty itself, he 

figured begging as a societal blight to be eradicated, rather than a reminder to the more 

fortunate of their Christian duty.^'° This evaluation leads him to assess the spirit of the 

law as an attempt to distinguish between those capable of work, but too lazy to bear the 

responsibility to attend to their own necessity, and those utterly without the means to 

support themselves. Rather than shunt beggars off into a centralized hospice system as 

Soto would have, Robles praises monetary subsidies to the poor, both natives of the town 

and non-natives, so that they might maintain their own meager households, rather than 

take to the streets begging from door to door.^" In order to judge worthiness for receipt 

of alms, Robles puts forth a set of stipulations. First, the recipient must both be in 

extreme need and a confession-making, communion-taking parishoner, whose 

comportment cannot be stained by notoriety.^^^ A potential client's ability to work must 

also be judged by municipal administrators and local witnesses; those capable of employ 

would only be harmed further by giving them a handout, as Robles points out that such 

misdirected benevolence only incites more indolence in the end.^'^ Once funds had been 

collected with the aid of the local church and redistributed by a bi-annually elected 

receptor, any additional monies should go toward support of the shame-faced poor 

^"'juan Luis Vives, Del socorro de los pobres, ed. Lorenzo Riber (Madrid, 1947) also addressed concerns 
over vagabondage. He recommended a head count be made of the poor in order to separate those able to 
work from the truly needy in order to eradicate begging. Anyone capable of doing any work whatsoever 
should be trained for and set to a job. 

Juan de Robles [alias Juan de Medina], De la orden que en algunospueblos de Espana se ha puesto en 
la limosna: para remedio de los verdaderos pobres (1545), f 5r. 

His weekly quota amounted to 12 maravedis for a man, 10 maravedis for a woman and 6 maravedis for 
a young man, in case he was unable to earn that figure through work. See De la orden, f. 7r. Regarding the 
inclusion of non-natives in the distribution of alms, see De la orden, f 12r-15r. 

Robles, De la orden, f 15r. 
Robles, De la orden, f 20v. This echoes Vives' obsession with putting the poor to work, though Robles 

is much more moderate. 
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(pobres vergonzantes). This group included members of the community on the edge of 

dire want, but too proud to ask for assistance publicly, or shut-ins, who had no hope for a 

cure in either a hospital or at home. Rather than appear before the receptor for their 

ration, these persons should receive assistance in their homes, such that they neither have 

to bear the shame public disclosure of their state might provoke, nor slip into utter 

indigence.^'"^ Thus in keeping with the spirit of the royal pragmatic and drawing on the 

Zamoran experiment, Robles' recommendations lean heavily toward exposing fraudulent 

pleas for alms, as his system seeks to evaluate true necessity against contrived penury. As 

an expression of theory and a reflection on actual policy, Robles' treatise signaled a new 

appraisal of poverty, one that would contribute to new attitudes toward assessment of the 

indigent and civic sponsorship of poor relief 

In Toledo, the impact of the 1540 proclamation took shape when the city council 

formed a Committee for the Relief of the Poor in 1546. Normally experiencing a poverty 

rate of approximately 20%, comparable to other Castilian cities,^^^ this effort was spurred 

by an elevated number of poor generated by regional wheat scarcity. Following the 

directives of the 1540 Castilian poor law, the council passed laws prohibiting public 

begging, sending unruly or 'unworthy' beggars to the municipal jail. Yet rather than 

merely banishing the poor from the streets, the council spearheaded a public poor relief 

effort aimed, as Robles had suggested, at attacking the root of begging—extreme 

Robles, De la orden, f. 22r-22v. Any extra monies could also be dedicated to giving a proper burial to 
those of little means and/or used for the establishment of orphanages, where children might be "recogidos y 
doctrinados" until the time when they might be placed in appropriate positions. 

See Martz and Martin-Cleto, Toledo y los toledanos, 40. Additional studies of other Castilian cities 
rendering similar figures are cited by Hilario Rodriguez de Gracia, Asistencia social en Toledo siglos XVI-
XF///(Toledo, 1980), 68, note 8. 
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necessity. Comprised of secular and cathedral authorities, and further sponsored by 

donations of cash and care from a noteworthy such as Cardinal Siliceo right down to the 

general citizenry, the committee went about devising a parish-based survey of the needy 

in order to calculate an allocation of resources among the city's indigent population. 

Not only did the plan result in two distributions of alms in the form of money or bread, 

but also needy persons were housed in private homes, the Hospital de Tavera and other 

• • 917 • 
city hospitals, the cathedral cloister and the archbishop's palace. In assessing the scope 

and intent of this project, Martz concludes that it constituted a singular moment in 

Toledo's attempts to address the issue of poor relief. The very absence of rhetoric 

associating begging with immorality or the spread of contagion made this experiment in 

mimicipally directed charity imique, as subsequent municipally sponsored efforts half a 

918 
century later would be marked with a near paranoia about the indigent. 

As noted above, part of the 1546 relief effort included housing the indigent among 

the citizenry of Toledo, in a sort of 'foster-care' system. Records of this program exist, 

listing persons who served as hosts for charity recipients by parish, name, and number of 

Toledo's municipal council summoned a subsequent committee on poor relief to address the subsistence 
crisis of 1556-1559, which instituted a six-month bread distribution paid for in great part by a generous 
grant by Cardinal Siliceo. Reforms of the 1560's created a reserve of donated grain and money lent out to 
the poor, the Area de Miserieordia (Mercy Chest). Councilman Pedro de Silva complained in 1581 of 
corruption and misuse of funds, saying proceeds should be going to "the needy people, workers and 
widows." See Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 135-137. 

Municipal distribution of low-cost grain and/or bread during times of crisis dated from at least 1512, the 
year in which a papal bull authorized use of some church revenues, combined with municipal revenues to 
purchase grain for resale at subsidized prices. This system was confirmed during the course of a city 
council meeting in 1562. Note that Catalina de la Fuente's husband, Heman Franco appears among the 
regidores in this document. See transcription of document in the appendix to Julio Porres, "La Alhondiga 
deTokdo"Anales Toledanos 1 (1973): 137-146. 

For a detailed discussion of the relief effort of 1546, see Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 124-130. For an 
overview of early modem social assistance in Spain, see Maria Jimenez Salas, Historia de la asistencia 
social en Espana en la edad moderna (Madrid, 1958). 
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poor persons living in the household. Blanca de la Cerda's husband, Fernando de Silva, 

count of Cifuentes, served not only as the city council representative on the committee, 

910 
but also opened the couple's home to five guests. Among the other hosts appear a few 

women, denoted as 'head of household' or as part of a group of women. The single 

women, though not consistently denoted as widows, quite likely were, while the groups 

of women probably referred to beatas. Women headed eleven of the 245 households 

serving as hosts to 341 persons. Of this small group, six can be confirmed as widow-

headed households, accounting for the care of the same number of guests. Although the 

identity of the residents cannot be determined from this document, it would be safe to 

assume that female-headed households would take responsibility for the care of other 

women.^^° Though the number of female-headed households in proportion to the total 

number of host families is small, the very fact that women, and among them widows, 

could take on this role has significance. Even widows who did not contribute to home-

based relief donated financial resources; among a list of 44 donors, seven widows 

accounted for bequests ranging around 500 maravedis apiece.^^' While women 

systematically constituted the majority among recipients of grain distributions, evidence 

from the 1546 plan indicates that women, including widows, formed a part of a wider 

municipal effort to address the issue of poverty.^^^ Beyond monetary support, their 

Cited by Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 124 and 127. 
Libro de Pobres, 1546-1556. 

The donations in maravedis are as follows: 568, 636, 568, 602, 568, 534, 540. Though names are not 
given, appellation as "la de" followed by a man's name denotes widow status. "La de" is an abbreviation 
for "la viuda de," or "the widow of" 

In a 1538 grain distribution funded by Cardinal Tavera, women accounted for 66 percent of the 238 
recipients. Among this group, 33 percent were widows, 201. Women constituted the majority among 
recipients of a 1573 grain distribution as well. Records exist for the following parishes: San Salvador, 
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inclusion in this project at the intimate level of caring for the poor in their own homes 

points to the active role they took in their communities, and the acceptability of these 

pursuits. 

Confraternities constituted another source of charitable outpouring both served by 

and serving widows. These organizations provided major sources of aid not only to their 

own colleagues but also in some cases to other needy persons in the community. As noted 

previously, Toledo teemed with confratemal organizations, many of which allowed 

female membership, as did the Santa Caridad.^^^ While this confraternity, like others, 

directed its funds and energies toward support for members in their own homes, it also 

exercised parochial outreach by visiting the sick and poor to distribute food, clothing and 

medicines. Since all confraternity members begged door-to-door for alms in order to fund 

such activities and widows counted among their ranks, it would seem that they, too, took 

a visible and active role in generating donations. This aid subsequently returned to the 

community, albeit redirected, as Martz notes that women constituted the majority of 

persons who received parochial relief, among whom could be counted widows of 

deceased confraternity members. She cites a figure for October 1524 of 26 women out of 

30 weekly charity cases, with 15 of them widows.^^'* However, by 1589, she notes that 

this confraternity had circumscribed its efforts, limiting assistance to its own poor 

60.97%; San Cristobal, 63.33%; San Nicolas, 73.05%; San Miguel, 57.14%. In San Isidro, morisco 
recipients totaled 147 out of 518. Among this group were 59 women, 10 of whom were widows. In San 
Juan Bautista, many widows appear among the 64.10% of female recipients. See Martz, Poverty and 
Welfare, 201 and 204-205. 

Perry notes the proliferation of hospitals in Seville, where even those of modest means could act as 
donors via guild membership. She cites the example of the Hospital de San Onofre, supported by the silk-
weavers' guild, Gender and Disorder, 154-155. 

Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 192, ciimg ADPT, Libro de Finados, 1524. 
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members, as funds no longer flowed toward open parish relief.^^^ Likewise, the 

confraternity of the Madre de Dios saw a similar diminution in their charitable work, 

determining to limit disbursements to widows or other 'honorable poor' during the last 

two decades of the sixteenth century. The confluence of factors such as decreasing 

population and economic fortunes, post-Tridentine assumption of jurisdiction over 

confraternities and evolving evaluations of poverty served to alter the manner in which 

Toledans treated the poor. 

The proliferation of hospitals and hospices in the sixteenth-century, along with 

royal decrees limiting begging, point to changing attitudes toward poverty as revealed by 

the type of assistance offered and the sort of indigency tolerated. While the early modem 

period may have seen a growth in 'individualism' among the propertied classes, this 

development saw a parallel de-individualization of less fortunate persons, who coalesced 

into a faceless group, 'the poor.' Assistance no longer flowed from the hand of one alms-

giver to the palm of one beggar. Instead, through the construction of hospitals, wealthy 

patrons might sponsor grand projects to bestow their magnanimity on an entire class of 

people. Less propertied folk unable to afford such self-commemoration nonetheless 

funneled their contributions through confraternities, which in turn sponsored charitable 

institutions rather than parish-based individual relief The move of charity away from the 

household and toward the institution developed at the same time that the social 

Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 195, citing AMT, Auto de Pobres, 20-21 August, 1589. 
Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 206. Evidence of the confraternity's economic struggles appears earlier in 

the century, as both in 1519 and again in 1530, they petition for exemption from the payment on goods they 
sell {alcabalas—value added taxes) in order to raise money to take care of poor persons. In the course of 
the petition, the brothers reference provisioning the poor and sick to prevent them from begging. The 
brothers also cite taking food to poor prisoners, home relief for vergonzantes, payment for foster care for 
orphans, and burial for the poor among their duties. See ADT, Cofradlas, legajo 39, expediente 8. 
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assessment of poverty took on more sinister aspects. The poor, rather than a poor person, 

constituted a group associated with social disturbance, moral turpitude and disease. 

Cavillac suggests that these changing assessments of the poor owe to increasingly 

utilitarian notions of work, which displaced the medieval conception of the dignity of 

poverty. He also notes the rising concern with the moral dimension of idleness in the face 

of recurrent economic and subsistence crises throughout the second half of the sixteenth 

century. With these changing definitions, or perhaps contributing to them, came a raft 

of royal decrees published in the Novisima recopilacion, underscoring official discomfort 

with begging.^^^ This dynamic met a third force, a developing trust in the abilities of 

professional medics to treat physical disease on the one hand, and a post-Tridentine 

insistence on the efficacy of the priesthood to foster spiritual health on the other. Thus the 

growth of institution-based charity did not merely reflect a desire to 'enclose' poverty, 

but rather may have signaled a belief in the power and efficacy of 'professionals,' 

whether lay or ecclesiastic, assembled in one place to effect a cure. This trust, in turn, 

may have conjoined with yet another factor in Toledo—xenophobia. In the 1570's, 

Toledo played host to 'resettled' moriscos following the Alpuj arras uprising, followed by 

See Michel Cavillac, introduction to Perez de Herrera, Amparo, 100 and 130. Cavillac notes a 
concurrence of change in attitudes toward vagabondage at the time of the fourteenth-century plague 
outbreaks. Labor had a higher value due to manpower shortages, thus choosing not to work (or appearing to 
do so) constituted a crime against society. This then marked the rise of the notion that unemployment was 
the root of all vice. Idleness would no longer be tolerated in the face of labor shortages. This sort of 
reasoning is reflected in Perez de Herrera's formulations, as he seeks to put all able-bodied persons to 
work. Of note, he wishes to set orphaned or poor youth to work in the mechanical arts in order to produce 
goods in support of Spain's foreign war efforts. In fact, preoccupations with morality behind his obsession 
with work are matched by concerns over stimulating economic development at a time of fiscal crisis. 

See NR VII, 39, ley 2 and ley 4: beggars must pass an examination, including proof of making 
confession and taking communion, to receive a Hcense to beg in a given locality; NR VII, 39, ley 9: no 
begging is permitted at the doors or within churches or holy cites, unless for the purpose of collecting alms 
to distribute to the shame-faced poor. 



128 

a migration of starving Asturians and Gallegos from the north, all at a time of higher and 

more insistent attempts at royal taxation, subsistence crises and epidemics.^^^ The 

conjunction of a new wave of needy non-citizens with economic and environmental 

hardship could hardly serve to foster a spirit of home-based charity in the face of a late-

century decline in cultural and economic prospects. 

Toledo's hospitals fell under a range of jurisdiction spanning from those 

sponsored by confraternities, others under ecclesiastical management, to private 

institutions and a few royal foundations.^^® Rather than following the 'Robles model,' 

with subsidies to prevent a slide into abject poverty, hospitals were more akin to the 

houses of mercy advocated by Giginta, who placed responsibility for instituting and 

operating such foundations on members of governing bodies, ranging from city 

<^•3 1 

councilmen to kings. In fact, Toledo took up Giginta on his proposals, inviting him to 

For a concise treatment of demographic trends, see Martz and Martin-Cleto, Toledo y los toledanos, 14-
20. Perry also notes xenophobia as a factor contributing to Sevillanos' perception of poverty following the 
1568 Alpujarras uprising, Gender and Disorder, 158. 

See the following: Rodriguez de Gracia, Asistencia social en Toledo, 35-37-, Maria Luisa Zamorano 
Rodriguez, Historia del Hospital de San Juan Bautista de Toledo durante el sigh XVI (Madrid, 1993), 73-
89; Alfonso Lopez and Rafael Sancho de San Roman, "Los antiguos hospitales de la ciudad de Toledo," 
Clinica y Laboratorio 422 (May, 1961): 395-400. Hospitals/hospices under confraternity management 
included; Santa Ana, San Andres, San Cosme y Damian, San Justo, San Pedro y San Miguel, Madre de 
Dios, Santiago de Arrabal, San Leonardo, the Hospital del Rey, and the Hospital de la Misericordia. Those 
under ecclesiastical jurisdiction included: Santa Cruz and la Visitacion (or Nuncio). Falling under royal 
patronage were San Anton, San Lazaro, and Santiago de los Caballeros. The most notable private 
foundation was the Hospital de Tavera, also known as San Juan Bautista, Hospital de Balsamo and San 
Juan de Dios. Other small hospitals, really hospices or hostels, include San Ildefonso and the Hospitalito de 
Peregrinos. All such institutions came under ecclesiastical jurisdiction following the Council of Trent. A 
case study of this process is witnessed during the consolidation of the 'two Refugios'. See Stephanie L. 
Fink, "A Hundred Years of Refiige: The Two Refugios of Toledo in the 16"' and IV"* Centuries," Fulcro, 15 
(1999): 20-23. 

See Giginta, Tractado, Cap. XX: "De la obligacion que los regidores tienen al remedio de los pobres, y 
como devrian huzer [sic] estas casas," Cap. XXI: "De algunas escusas que algunos regidores suelen dar 
para no tomar el trabajo desto," Cap. XXII: "De la obligacion que los del goviemo tienen al remedio de los 
pobres, y de como devrian ordenar que se hiziessen estas casas," Cap. XXIII: "De como aun por via de 
puro estado se devrian hazer estas casas," Cap. XXIIII: "De la obligacion que los Reyes y otros principes 
tienen al remedio de los pobres, y de como devrian mandar hazer estas casas." 
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help supervise the opening of a beggars' hospital in 1581. This institution not only gained 

episcopal backing, as Cardinal Quiroga offered the bulk of the initial finances, but also 

ardent municipal support. Among the proponents of the new foundation stood members 

of the Franco family, with Catalina de la Fuente's nephew, Heman Franco (her husband's 

O'X') 
namesake and inheritor of his mayorazgo) acting as a rector in 1583. Initially situated 

in two private homes, one each for male and female residents, it moved to the old lepers' 

-J 

hospital, San Lazaro, in 1587, before being converted to a plague hospital in 1599. The 

opening of the beggars' hospital coincided with a prohibition of public begging, the 

decision for confinement based upon growing concerns over public health and morality. 

The hospital population ranged fi-om around 300-500 patients, but did not by itself 

provide ample relief In fact, a wide range of institutions loosely referred to as hospitals 

served an even larger body of needy persons. 

The majority of these establishments did not serve as hospitals in the modem 

sense of a place to treat illness, but rather as hospices or hostels, providing shelter and 

food to the homeless. Hospitals, a term used by contemporaries to encompass the wider 

range of charitable institutions, tended to focus on a particular group of patients, whether 

they be syphilitics, lepers, plague victims, sufferers of contagious disease, the terminally 

ill, the mentally ill, orphaned infants, or merely the homeless. Toledo was home to over 

27 such institutions in 1576, for a total of 956 beds.^^"^ One hospice in particular, the 

See Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 141. Luis Hurtado, Memorias, also notes this Heman Franco (the son 
of Pedro Franco, Heman Franco's brother) founded a hospital in San Nicolas in 1575-76. This fits in with 
the timeframe within which he would receive the profits of his uncles' bequest, as Heman Franco died in 
1570. 

For a history of the beggars' hospital see Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 141-152. 
Martz categorizes 7 of the 27 as hospitals, with the rest being hospices, Poverty and Welfare, 160. 
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Hospitalito de San Ildefonso, catered to the physical and spiritual well-being of poor 

women, whether they be pilgrims or ex-prostitutes. The Colegio del Refugio, primarily 

an asylum for young orphaned girls, also admitted widows. While these institutions 

focused particularly on women, many other hospitals also attended to the needs of an 

indigent female population. 

Records are scant or difficult to access for many of the smaller hospices. 

However, a major study of San Juan Bautista, founded by Cardinal Tavera in 1540 and 

henceforth under the patronage of the dukes of Lerma-Medinaceli, provides telling data 

on the number of women and among them widows who sought relief within its walls.^^^ 

Unfortunately, the Cardinal died in 1545 with work on the building hardly underway. But 

patronage of the institution continued under his nephew. Arias (or Ares) Pardo de Tavera, 

lord of Malagon, the eldest son of the cardinal's eldest brother, Diego Pardo de Deza. 

When Ares Pardo died in 1561, patronage of the hospital came into the hands of his 

widow, Luisa de la Cerda, Blanca de la Cerda's paternal aunt.^^^ Along with being a 

notable figure in Toledo as hostess of a literary circle in her home where she served as a 

patron to Teresa de Avila, in her long career as hospital patron, Luisa had considerable 

control over the governance of the institution.^^' Not only did the office of patron require 

See Zamorano Rodriguez, Historia. 
Luisa de la Cerda was the daughter of Juan de la Cerda, the second duke of Medinaceli and his second 

wife, Maria de Silva. One of her daughters, Maria Pardo de la Cerda, married Fernando de Silva, the sixth 
count of Cifuentes, but died young without heirs. 

Sister of the fourth duke of Medinaceh, Blanca de la Cerda's father, Luisa de la Cerda lived in one of 
the most prominent noble palaces in Toledo, notable not only for its visible location atop one of the highest 
points in the city, but also for its striking architectural exuberance. Here she maintained a small court, 
attended by noble and royal women alike, including Blanca's mother, Juana Manuel de Portugal y Norona, 
and another aimt. Ana de Latiloye. Visitors to her home included Saint Teresa de Avila, who penned the 
majority of her Libro de la Vida within its walls, famed theologians, and spirited beatas. For the literary 
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the appointment of the two top executives, the administrator and the treasurer, but also 

the patron exercised veto rights over the tenure of any other official. During her tenure as 

patron, from 1561 until her death in 1596, Luisa selected the hospital's most famous and 

able administrator, Pedro Salazar de Mendoza, who served from 1587-1615. With its 

chapel altar graced with an El Greco retablo, this hospital cared for 34,104 patients, 

according to figures found in the reception books spanning from 1557-1600 (missing 

1596-1599).^^^ 

The cardinal's hospital, known alternately as San Juan Bautista, the Hospital de 

Tavera or de Afuera, served as a general hospital, treating a wide range of fevers and 

injuries deemed non-contagious (as opposed to plague, for example) in an attempt to 

provide more space than currently available at the time in the smaller Hospital de la 

Misericordia, which the childless widow, Guiomar de Meneses de Silva, had founded by 

testamentary bequest in 1445.^'^'^ Although the majority of these persons were male, the 

hospital maintained a separate infirmary for female patients, with the separation of sexes 

strictly observed. Data recorded for inmates included sex, marital status, names of 

patronage activities of Luisa de la Cerda, see Maria Pilar Manero Sorolla, "On the Margins of the 
Mendoza: Luisa de la Cerda and Maria de San Jose Salazar," in Nader, Women and Power. 

See Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 169-170. 
Zamorano Rodriguez notes the lawsuit brought by El Greco's son, Jorge Manuel Theotocopuli, against 

the hospital for failing to comply with the terms of the contract drawn up in 1608 to pay for the retablo. The 
lawsuit was subsequently pursued by Jorge Manuel's widow, Isabel de Vallegas, in the name of his 
daughter as heir, Jeronima Theotocopuli, in 1631; see Historia, 240. The wealthy patrons of this institution 
hired only the best architects and artists of the day to beautify it, including Covarrubias, Juan Bautista 
Monegro, Heman Gonzalez, Nicolas Vergara (el Viejo and el Mozo), El Greco and his son, Jorge Manuel, 
Berruguete, Luis Tristan, and Juanelo Turriano. The hospital also houses works by Bartolome de 
Riobemuy, Gonzalo Morin, Titian, Tintoretto, Ribera, Lucas Jordan and Canaletto, Historia, 494. 

See Julio Porres Martin-Cleto and Maria Jesus Cruz, El testamento de dona Giomar de Meneses y el 
Hospital de la Misericordia (Toledo, 1992). The Hospital de San Juan de Dios founded in 1567 by Leonor 
de Mendoza y Guzman, countess of La Corufia gives evidence of another institution with a wealthy widow 
patron. It was devoted to the cure of veneral diseases, which had previously been treated in the Hospital de 
Santiago. For details, see Sixto Ramon Parro, Toledo en la mano (Toledo, 1974 [1857]). 
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children and other kin, the kind and amount of clothing worn, and whether the patient 

entered with any money in his or her pockets. After confession and taking communion as 

the first steps in a return to health, patients underwent initial observation for a 

preliminary diagnosis, then nurses placed them in clean hospital garb, while laundresses 

whisked away their ragged clothing for washing and mending, if such salvaging were 

possible. The clothing of those who died in the hospital went to the family, if the staff 

could locate them. Otherwise, the administrators sold it in an auction at the end of the 

year. For example, records show men leaving garments to their widows, a small bequest, 

but a valuable commodity among the poor, as evinced by the care with which the staff 

treated it. This sort of very modest legacy, however, would do little to put food on the 

table, or take the place of wages now lost, no matter how small they might have been. At 

best, the widow might be able to earn a pittance by selling the clothing. With her only 

buyer the rag man, the shredded raiment would serve to produce the linen paper that 

would form the leaves in the books of the 'libros de pobres' within which her own name 

might soon be written, if she were so lucky as to receive any form of charity at all.^'^^ 

Evidence of a significant population of widows emerges from Zamorano 

Rodriguez's data. Unfortunately, in reporting her findings, reproduced in Table I, the 

author does not distinguish between widow and widower, merely between married, 

widowed or single. Martz's data taken from a sample of 795 patients during the years 

1595-1608, presented in Table II, give more precise numbers for widowed residents, both 

male and female. Information on aggregate numbers of male and female entrants is 

See cases cited by Zamorano Rodriguez, Historia, 365: Libro de la Recepcion de Enfermos, 16 October 
1557 and 15 October 1583. Martz also notes the value of clothing to the poor, Poverty and Welfare, 201. 
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shown in Table III, while Table IV presents percentages drawn from a sample of 1,200 

patients taken at ten-year intervals. The original documents were not available for direct 

consultation for the purposes of the current study, thus exact figures for the widow 

population among the female patients cannot be ascertained on a yearly basis at this time. 

Table I: Known Marital Status of Entrants into the Hospital of San Juan Bautista 

YEAR WIDOWED MARRIED SINGLE UNKNOWN ALL ENTRANTS 

1578 143 327 876 10 1356 
1588 48 111 417 9 651 
1600 80 148 509 11 737 

*Marital status unknown for 10 entrants. The total of entrants with known marital status = 1346 in a year 
with 1356 entrants. 

Table II: Marital Status by Sex of Entrants into the Hospital San Juan Bautista drawn 
from sub-sample of 795 entrants. 1595-1608^^^ 

SEX MARRIED WIDOWED TOTAL 

Male 122 22 144 
Female 70 46 116 
Total 192 68 260 
n—260 

Table III: Aggregate Totals of Entrants into the Hospital San Juan Bautista^'^"' 

YEAR MEN WOMEN BOYS GIRLS ALL ENTR. 

1578 793 296 231 36 1356 
1588 409 157 73 12 651 
1600 516 165 46 21 748 

Source: Zamorano Rodriguez, Historia, tables 25, 27 and 29. 
Source: Martz, Poverty and Charity, table 19. 
Source: Zamorano Rodriguez, Historia, tables 25, 27 and 29. 
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Table IV: Aggregate Percentages of Entrants in the Hospital of San Juan Bautista^'^^ 

YEAR MEN WOMEN SINGLE VIARRIED WIDOWED 
1559 74.5% 20.3% 57.8% 42.2% 0 
1569 65.9% 23.8% 58.1% 41.9% 0 
1579 50.7% 23.8% 58.1% 35.4% 11.8% 
1589 64.6% 23.2% 73.2% 20.3% 6.5% 
1599 65.4% 29.6% 66.9% 22.8% 10.3% 
1609 65.8% 21.8% 60.6% 26.5% 12.9% 

Divided into quarters by sex, here the needy might hope to find an unsoiled bed 

they could call their own; patients normally did not share sleeping accommodations at 

this hospital as opposed to practices at other institutions. They would also benefit from 

clean, simple clothing, spiritual ministration, and perhaps most importantly, a healthful 

diet. The rigor with which the hospital's constitution set out guidelines for the care of the 

patients, whether upheld or not, attest to the administrators' desire to provide a tidy, 

physically and spiritually wholesome environment for society's most wretched members. 

Although the presence of locked doors and barred windows to prevent attempts at flight 

or suicide might suggest that patients were nothing more than prisoners, locked away to 

prevent the spread of contagion, detailed records of expenditure on linen, food, medicines 

and salaries indicate that the hospital went beyond merely good intentions. If nothing 

more than a clean bed and a solid meal, these provisions supplied far more than what an 

ailing, destitute, starving widow could otherwise obtain.^"^^ 

Source: Martz, Poverty and Welfare, table 17. The information presented here omits Martz's category 
"children." Martz does not provide n-values for each interval, an unfortxmate oversight. 

Zamorano Rodriguez notes that the 2,500 calorie-per-day diet offered patients can be considered 
'excellent' nutrition, especially when compared to the meager rations of bread and scraps upon which the 
poor normally subsisted, Historia, 500. 
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As the present study does not pretend to be quantitative, the exact figures shown for the 

Hospital of San Juan Bautista do not hold paramount importance. This data does, 

nevertheless, illustrate that widows could definitely be counted among the inmates at this 

institution and give an indication of male/female and married/single/widowed ratios. 

In addition, these quantitative figures illuminate broader trends, including the consistent 

majority of men over women as patients, along with the preponderance of single 

individuals. Such findings when compared to other evidence indicating a large widowed 

population in Toledo, especially among the poor, suggests that widows predominantly 

found relief from sources other than hospitals. 

It appears that institutionally managed relief, though not necessarily 

institutionalization, whether organized by the church, municipality or confraternity, 

tended to supplant more individualized forms of assistance over the course of the 

sixteenth century.Nevertheless, individual donors continued to serve as key patrons of 

both public and personalized charity.^'*^ Testamentary bequests formed an important 

mode of redistributing wealth in order to assist the needy. Recalling that charity served to 

cleanse the soul, the practice of extending benevolence to the poor upon one's physical 

demise constituted a particularly efficacious way to help oneself by helping others at the 

Perry notes that females predominate among the entrants listed at the Hospital de las Cinco Llagas in 
Seville, most of whom were unmarried or widowed. She notes a higher percentage of men were listed as 
married than women, proposing that wives were better able to care for husbands at home, or that sick wives 
were abandoned. Gender and Disorder, 157. One might also suggest that there was a higher proportion of 
widows, or virtual widows—highly relevant for Seville- among the female population than widowers 
among the male population. 

Perry qualifies support of the poor "seemed to follow a pattern of indiscriminate individual giving in the 
early sixteenth century, but it had become far more organized and discriminating by the end of that 
century," Gender and Disorder, 161. 

Perry notes that most of the funds for charitable relief came from individual bequests, not merely for the 
sake of the poor, but also for the benefit of the donor's soul. Gender and Disorder, 176. 
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very moment eternal life began. As Eire notes, Trent's reaffirmation of charity's 

redemptive value reinforced testamentary bequest practices, which had already existed as 

integral parts of Castilian wills. To begin with, the legal requirement of small 

mandatory gifts (mandas forzosas) to municipal charities ensured at the very least token 

bequests to aid the poor. After requisite donations, next in line according to law and 

tradition stood needy relatives, for whom testamentary bequests would not only serve as 

redistributions of property, but also as salvific acts of charity.^^' Indeed, Giginta remarks 

on this redistributive operation as a prerogative enjoyed by the wealthy, stating: "The rich 

have an excess of friends and relatives, while the parents of the poor disown them and 

acquaintances hide away."^^^ Bequests beyond this circle tended to be restricted to those 

with greater resources, although limitations to generosity existed: lest the testator dole out 

excessive funds beyond the family, laws restricted the percentage of an estate a donor 

with immediate heirs might make, limiting elective bequests to 20 percent, or the quinto. 

Despite the fact that this portion regularly went to a favored child, Eire notes evidence 

that instances of elective charity among testators in Madrid beyond the mandas forzosas 

increased during the latter half of the sixteenth century. He attributes this phenomenon to 

a genuine change in attitudes toward charity, which reflected the post-Tridentine theology 

of almsgivmg. While a similar conclusion for Toledo cannot be made without an 

Eire, From Madrid to Purgatory, 234. 
Eire points out the thin line between merely spreading wealth around in a family and attending to the 

needs of the poor, From Madrid to Purgatory, 237. This is upheld by testamentary evidence for the de la 
Fuente/Franco clans, as well as for the de la Cerda/Silva clans: natal family member received the bulk of 
individual bequests in the wills examined for these families. 

Giginta, Tractado, "A los ricos sobran parientes y amigos, y a los pobres se les niegan los padres y 
esconden los conoscidos," f. 72r. 

Eire, From Madrid to Purgatory, 239-240. 
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extensive inventory of wills, the sample of wills considered for this study nevertheless 

substantiates Eire's observations regarding wider patterns in testamentary practice.^^'' 

Poor relief via testamentary provisions found many forms of expression, ranging 

from support granted to hospitals, municipal charities and debtors' prisons, to distribution 

with the aid of parish priests, confraternities, heirs and executors of wills. The first dole 

might come with the funeral itself to poor persons enlisted to serve in the funeral 

cortege.^^^ An associated practice saw testators mandating distribution of food, clothing 

and money immediately following their demise to poor persons residing in their home 

parish or town where the benefactors held considerable properties, a route chosen by 

Catalina de la Fuente, her mother, Teresa Ortiz de Montalban, and her husband, Heman 

Franco. Catalina provided for the poor residing in her Toledan parish of San Nicolas and 

in the town of Burguillos, where she owned a large estate, with funds distributed at the 

joint discretion of parish priests and her executors.^^^ Her widowed mother left 

considerably less, but also signaled the poor of San Nicolas and Burguillos as recipients. 

Catalina's husband asked for wheat distribution among the parish poor during the two 

Eire provides statistics on the destination of charitable bequests, divided between donations to 
ecclesiastical (especially monasteries and convents) and beneficent institutions (hospitals in particular). He 
notes two new categories of bequests appearing in the post-Trent 1560's and 1570's—alms to release 
imprisoned debtors and provisions for dowries for orphan girls, From Madrid to Purgatory, 240-241. This 
trend does bear out for wills examined for the present study, though one need not classify this as solely 
post-Trent phenomena. A survey of wills in Toledo's notarial archives would be a massive and inordinately 
time-consuming project for the purposes of this study. Notarial records in Madrid are carefully cataloged, 
whereas Toledo's are organized by escribano/year only: there is no indication whatsoever of any given 
notebook's contents. 

Examples in addition to the request of Blanca de la Cerda cited previously include the following: 
Heman Franco asks for 12 poor at a rate of one real each, along with 20 ninos de la doctrina, ADPT, 
Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. Angela de Fabra, countess de Faro (Blanca de la 
Cerda's maternal grandmother) requests 12 poor, AM, legajo 7, expediente 23. 

She requested the distribution of 10,000 maravedis in Burguillos, 150 ducados in San Nicolas, AHN 
Clero, Libro 15172. This parallels the bequests made by her mother, Teresa Ortiz de Montalban, who left 
200 reales to the poor of San Nicolas and 200 reales to the poor of Burguillos, AHPT, legajo 1581 (January-
June, 1581). 
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months following his demise, calling on the assistance of the parish priest and his 

executors to carry out this plan. He, like Catalina, also provided monetary relief in 

Burguillos, at the discretion of his widowed mother-in-law and the local priest. As an 

executor of her husband's will, Catalina would play a role in these schemes, as he 

required that any act taken in fulfillment of his will include his wife's participation.^^^ 

Widows such as Catalina and her mother did not merely contribute funds, but also 

personally saw to the fulfillment of testamentary bequests as Heman Franco's executors. 

Heman relied upon his wife and mother-in-law to manage key distributions of a grant to 

100 poor persons, chosen at their discretion. Perhaps even more significantly, her charged 

Catalina with the task of making weekly repartitions to confraternity members to whom 

he had customarily given aid during his lifetime. Instead of relying on male kin or 

confraternity brothers to take on this job, he recognized the capability of his wife to do 

so, indicating once again the integral role of widows active in their communities. While 

no bequests specifically named widows as a particular subset of the larger group of the 

needy, based upon data reflecting the large number of female poor, it can be assumed that 

He requested 22,500 maravedis and 30 fanegas of wheat distributed among parish poor—half in the 
month after his death, the other half during the following month, with the assistance of the parish priest and 
his executors. Note that he does not contribute to municipal charities, even though he served as a career city 
councilman. This is in contrast with the wheat distribution that the counts of Cifuentes put in the hands of 
the municipal councils in the territories under their jurisdiction. Heman Franco also asked for the 
distribution of 300 reales among the "pobres necesitadas" of Burguillos, at the discretion of his mother-in-
law, Teresa Ortiz de Montalban and the parish priest. The executors of his will included Catalina de la 
Fuente, Teresa Ortiz de Montalban, Leonor de Cepeda (his widowed mother), his brother and two city 
councilmen, also relatives, ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. For Maria de 
Silva, see AM, legajo 7, expediente 16. 

See ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. Catalina de la Fuente and Teresa Ortiz 
de Montalban should distribute 300 reales among "pobres y miserable" at the rate of 3 reales apiece. 
Catalina de la Fuente should distribute an unspecified sum among members of the confraternity of the 
Santa Caridad to whom her husband had customarily given aid, or others in similar straits, on a weekly 
basis. 
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widows stood to receive a portion of this aid. The bequests of Hemm, Catalina and 

Teresa give evidence of a system where widows constituted the source, conduit and 

destination of charity, suggesting the operation of female networks of support. 

Along with the role played by individual executors acting either independently or 

in conjunction with church officials, municipal councils, too, found themselves called 

upon in testamentary provisions for the poor. Blanca de la Cerda initiated a deposit of 

wheat with the town council of Cifuentes in order to lend it to poor farmers in the condal 

seat for August sowing. This supply would be made available on a yearly basis, rotating 

among the villages within the council's jurisdiction. She made similar provisions for the 

jurisdictions of councils in Escamilla and Barcience.^^® Recall also her bequests to the 

shamefaced poor of Cifuentes and Barcience mandated as part of the contract drawn up 

with the convent of San Pedro Martir, as noted previously. Her husband, Fernando de 

Silva, took similar measures by creating reserve wheat deposits managed by municipal 

councils for loans to the poor in the towns and villages within his estate. In addition to 

this wheat bank, he provided wheat and bread for distribution among the poor according 

to the desires of his executors.^®'' These bequests where municipal councils served as 

intermediaries point to the testators' status as landed nobility. While municipal councils 

ran daily business without significant intervention on the part of noble lords, it was in the 

best interests of lords, both socially and economically, to contribute to the prosperity of 

AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3. She puts 100 fanegas of wheat on deposit with the 
council of Cifuentes, along with 20 fanegas in Escamilla and Barcience. 

See reference in the body of AHN Clero, Libro 15172. He grants 9,520 maravedis for 20 fanegas of 
wheat for poor distribution, along with 1,190 maravedis for 2.5 fanegas of wheat used to make bread to 
distribute among the needy. He pays out 428,400 maravedis for 900 fanegas of wheat to create the reserve 
deposit of seed. 
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areas under their jurisdiction. Landed nobles had a responsibility to the inhabitants of 

their territories as beneficent patrons, yet at the same time depended upon the prosperity 

of this population to generate tax income. Thus Blanca and her husband shrewdly 

attended to their own material interests, while at the same time protecting the subsistence 

farmer, a large percentage of the population, from starvation. If widows formed a large 

constituency among the urban poor, their presence in outlying districts, too, was 

ubiquitous. In fact, the plight of the rural widow could be much more grave than that of 

her urban counterpart, as smaller towns lacked distributive networks of charity and 

offered the poor limited opportunities to receive support.^®' Grain banks would thus 

constitute a key element in relieving famine among a population dependent primarily 

upon farming. 

Provisioning food and money with which to purchase it no doubt held primacy as 

a charitable deed. In addition to this necessity, as suggested by the careful attention given 

to garb in hospital records, along with appraisals of garments found in estate partition 

documents, clothing was dear to rich and poor alike. While the propertied classes might 

display their rank by donning luxurious silks, brocades and velvets worked with silver 

and gold, the poor clung to their tattered shirts, skirts, tunics and shawls as highly valued 

possessions. Thus as part of the great triumvirate of food, clothing and shelter as the 

cornerstones of charitable relief, garments for the needy elicited attention in the wills of 

those providing for the poor. Maria de Silva, duchess of Medinaceli, Blanca de la Cerda's 

paternal grandmother, clothed six poor Toledans with a tunic or overdress on the day of 

See Vassberg, "The Status of Widows." 
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her death.^®^ Clothing the poor also occupied the list of bequests for Blanca's mother, 

Juana Manuel de Portugal y Noroiia, who chose to clothe 24 poor with two shirts, a tunic, 

cape, shoes and hood for men, or an overdress, shawl, shirt and shoes for women,^^^ 

while her father provided clothing for 17 indeterminate poor in the terms of his will.^^'^ 

Although no records indicate the exact recipients of these grants, the specification of 

male or female clothing in two of these examples indicates that women, thus widows, 

could certainly be the recipients of such bequests. 

Direct distributions to institutions responsible for the dispensation of relief 

marked another means by which testators might contribute to charitable efforts. Catalina 

de la Fuente made one-time grants to two hospitals in Toledo, along with funds to release 

debtors from the royal prison and food for continuing inmates. She also provided for the 

sick in two parishes, providing money for their clothing, bedding, food and care taking. 

The allocation of these items in her home parish took place on the feast day of her 

namesake, Santa Catalina, commemorating both patron and patron saint in the same 

')f.C 

act. Her husband showed similar generosity, as he endowed two hospitals with annual 

bequests for their upkeep.He looked after debtors in the royal prison in much the same 

See AM, legajo 7, expediente 16. 
See AM, legajo 7, expediente 32. Distribution went to towns under ducal oversight, including 12 in 

Medinaceli, 6 in Cogolludo, 4 in Deza and 2 in Encisa, preferably to children of current or former servants. 
See AM, legajo 7, expediente 46. 
AHN, Clero, libro 15172. She left 30 ducados each to the Hospital de San Nicolas and the Hospital del 

Rey. She granted 15 ducados to feed inmates at the Carcel Real and 15 ducados to release debtors. She left 
150 ducados for the sick of San Juste, at the discretion of the Hermanos del Niiio Perdido, or failing them, 
the Hermanos de San Juste. She initially left 12,000 maravedis to the ill of San Nicolas, changing the sum 
to 6,000 maravedis in a later codicil. 

Heman Franco left 7,500 maravedis annually to both the Hospital del Rey and the Hospital de la 
Misericordia. He left 200 reales to the hospital of San Nicolas in order to feed the poor for eight days. On 
the last day, each recipient would receive 3 reales and be asked to pray for his soul. See ADPT, Hospital de 
la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. 
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way, instituting a yearly endowment for their redemption, along with a one-time grant on 

the day of his demise. Upon his death, his executors should go to the Carcel Real in order 

to hand out 4 ducados to each debtor to secure their release within the space of three 

days. If they required more money, each inmate would receive an additional 3 reales so 

that they might eat on the day of their liberation.^^^ The attention Catalina and Heman 

gave to the release of debtors fits into wider patterns of late sixteenth-century charity, yet 

the impetus lying behind this particular trend itself has not seen discussion in the current 

literature and thus constitutes a topic worthy of further investigation.^^® 

While an outpouring of charity to mark one's demise made for a good end, 

testators also provided more lasting relief in the form of commemorative distributions. 

The Fuente clan took this course of action, as the parents of Catalina de la Fuente enlisted 

the aid of their confraternity to distribute money and bread in their family burial chapel in 

San Tome. During Caspar de la Fuente's lifetime, he joined with confraternity members 

to make the repartition on the vespers of San Juan Bautista, while he charged his heirs 

with keeping up this tradition.^^^ In this commemorative ritual, the Fuente clan could 

ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 43, expediente 15. 
Martz notes two causes received a growth in support at this time: prisons and dowries. Poverty and 

Welfare, 198. Eire gives figures for charitable bequests Madrid wills, sampling approximately 50 wills per 
decade from the 1520's to the 1590's. His findings show these same two new late-century bequests: 
releasing debtors from prison and dowries for orphan girls, From Madrid to Purgatory, table 6.1. It is 
possible that the increased attention to releasing debtors may have been associated with changing 
preoccupations over status. A debtor obviously had some goods and/or properties, but had subsequently 
fallen on hard times. As in the case of the treatment of the pobres vergonzantes, the debtor would accrue a 
higher status than some other poor person in light of the fact that he/she had once enjoyed a better 
economic position. Concern with caring for the shamefaced, or 'worthy' poor, as distinct from the 
'unworthy' vagabond, might have had parallels in the treatment of debt-prisoners, a dynamic worthy of 
further investigation. 

The terms instated by her parents in are repeated in Catalina's will. The bequests calls for 3,000 
maravedis in tributes managed by the confraternity of the Santa Caridad for poor relief and memorial 
masses in San Tome. Of this total, 1,700 are for poor relief, granting 17 maravedis to each recipient, plus 
two libras of bread. 
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annually renew their status as caretakers of Toledo's poor, while at the same time gaming 

the spiritual benefits of the recipients' intercessory prayers. Catalina's husband sponsored 

a commemorative ceremony by making a one-time grant to feed the poor at a hospital in 

his parish for an eight-day period. At the end of this time, each recipient would receive 

three reales and be bid to pray for the soul of their patron. These reciprocal relationships 

served to reinforce social hierarchies of donor-recipient/wealthy-poor, while at the same 

time contesting it by its reliance on the power exercised by humble persons' entreaties on 

behalf of their providers. 

Blanca de la Cerda's mother, the duchess of Medinaceli, also sought 

commemoration via poor relief, as she required a year-end nine-day cycle of 

commemorative masses. During this period of time, all the monks and nuns of 

Medinaceli's monastic instititutions had to distribute food among the poor, while taking 

special efforts to pray to God for her soul. At the end of this vigil, the members of 

Medinaceli's municipal council, along with any clerics or monks associated with 

upholding the bequest had to sit together at a table with 24 poor persons and take a meal 

^ 7  A  

together, after which she bid them say an Ave Maria and a Pater Noster for her soul. 

This ritual act of charity linking secular and ecclesiastical authorities, interwoven with 

the intercessory power of the poor, marked her lasting spiritual and temporal authority 

both in the ducal town and beyond the grave. This ceremony, like that in the Fuente 

chapel, served to reinforce social hierarchies, but at the same time subvert them, as the 

most powerful members of society sat shoulder to shoulder with the most humble. Again, 

See AM, legajo 7, expediente 32. 
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a reciprocal relationship required the mighty to wield authority in worldly affairs of 

church and state, while the meek could assert their spiritually elevated position thanks to 

their direct link with the apostolic tradition. The patron's memory stood at this juncture, 

both extending a controlling hand over all parties, but at the same time dependent upon 

them for the perpetuation of its reach. Thus the inclusion of the poor in dramatic 

commemorative ceremonies recognized both their dependency on charity, but at the same 

time depended upon their participation for the very substance of their social and spiritual 

validity. 

Finally, just as the wealthy members of society such as the Fuentes could call on 

their brethren in the Santa Caridad to uphold testamentary mandates, the not-so-wealthy 

could also call on confraternities to administer their wills. This confraternity administered 

a large number of wills, ranging from those of very humble means to the wealthiest 

members of society. Although not all testators left generously to the confraternity, instead 

earmarking their funds for personal pious bequests such as chaplaincies and mass cycles, 

many remembered the poor and Santa Caridad's mission to serve them.^^' Catalina de la 

Fuente designated one such donation among her hst of bequests.^^^ A jurist's widow 

granted the confraternity funds to be distributed among the poor on her funeral day, along 

with a matching sum used to purchase investments to generate armual revenues.^^^ Teresa 

Alvarez, the widow of a notary, directed a third of her estate to poor relatives and another 

Parallel examples are found among bequests managed by the confraternity of the Madre de Dios. See, 
for example, ADT, Cofradias, legajo 39, expedientes 2-5. 

See AHN Clew, libro 15172. 
See the will of Leonor Delgadillo, ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 27, expediente 8. She bequeathed 1,000 

maravedis for distribution among the poor at the time of her funeral and an additional 1,000 maravedis for 
the purchase of tributes, which would generate an annual income. 
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third to poor Toledans, at the discretion of the confraternity.^''^ A widow of lesser means, 

renting her home from yet another widow, asked the confraternity to pay her outstanding 

rent, then named it her universal heir.^'^ And even the very humble, a poor woman twice-

widowed, remembered the confraternity's work, as she left the organization half her 

'yifi 
worldly goods—used clothing, cookware, bedding, a crucifix, and a pittance in cash. 

Thus in return for a well-executed funeral and burial, persons of lesser means directed 

portions of their estates to the confraternity and in this way helped to support persons in a 

similar, or even worse condition. 

These examples are among the many managed by the confraternity, which Martz 

notes received an increasing number of charitable bequests during the last two decades of 

the sixteenth century. She suggests that this rise may have been due to the confraternity's 

inability to maintain its charitable obligations based on its traditional funding via the 

collection of alms. By acting as executor of wills in which testators named them as 

beneficiaries, the confraternity received assured income. Most testators directed their 

bequests to specific ends, however, meaning such funds could not be employed in open 

parish relief^'' This postulation has significance; if the increase in bequests managed by 

the confraternity was spurred by testators' recognition of the inadequacy of church or 

municipal relief in the face of persistent problems with poverty, increases in other forms 

of charitable donations may have a similar root. In fact, while Eire contends that the 

burgeoning of charitable activity in the late sixteenth-century reflected Tridentine 

See the will of Teresa Alvarez, ADPT, Santa Caridad, legaj o 31, expediente 10. 
See the will of Ines Hernandez, ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 20. 
See the will of Magdalena Capoche, widowed for the second time in 1571, ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 

32, expediente 22. The other half of her meager estate was to be spent on masses. 
Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 198. 
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morality, such a trend may also have basis in the series of subsistence crises in the latter 

half of the century, which demanded increased sources of poor relief in the face of 

diminishing resources.^^^ While the pattern of increased charitable donations meshes well 

with Tridentine theology, the promulgations of Trent itself did not in themselves cause 

this development. 

In addition to providing material evidence of poor relief, wills illuminate donor's 

conceptions of poverty and those who merit charity. In particular, the category of the 

pobre vergonzante, the shame-faced poor, stands out as bearing deeper examination. This 

grouping points to wider societal and cultural preoccupations, helping to shed light on 

conceptions of status and class, and the way in which these categories intersect not only 

with each other, but also with gender. The truly deserving exhibited a range of 

characteristics deemed proper Christian comportment.^^^ Contemporary definitions of the 

shame-faced poor also characterized them as especially meriting charity due to their 

status, that is, these people had in some way suffered a turn in their economic fortunes. 

This indicates that wealth constituted a factor, but not the factor in determining class. In 

other words, a lack of financial resources did not necessarily undermine one's social 

class—look no further than the stereotypical poor hidalgo of Lazarillo de Tormes. Thus 

poverty did not intrinsically equate with divisions in class based upon economic worth. 

For discussion of Castile's subsistence crises, see Vassberg, Land and Society, Ch. 7, Bennassar, 
Valladolid au siecle d'or, 49-50, and Bennassar, Recherches sur les grandes epidemies dans le nord de 
I'Espagne d la fin du XVIe siecle (Paris, 1969), 51-52. See also, Ricardo Izquierdo Benito, "Las plagas de 
langosta en Toledo y en la region Manchega durante el siglo XVI," Anales Toledanos 20 (1984): 45-143, 
along with Perez Moreda, Las crisis de mortalidad. 

Perez de Herrera proposes home-based care for vergonzantes, attended to by confraternities parish by 
parish. However, receipt of relief was contingent on living a virtuous and "Christian" lifestyle: . .si son 
verdaderos pobres vergonzantes los que estan alistados, y si viven virtuosa y cristianamente. Para que se les 
de la limosna dicha..Amparo, 69. 
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This observation then leads to a further consideration of the analytic category 'class' and 

its many components when discussing early modem society, hi fact, 'class'may better be 

termed 'status,' reflecting a wider range of variables than economic means alone. Along 

with wealth, variables such as family, occupation, tax-payer denotation, and freedom 

from the taint of Muslim or Jewish ancestry (whether biologically extant or culturally 

constmcted) all contributed to the formulation of social status, hi the case of widows, this 

could suggest that, although they formed a numerous group among the economically 

poor, they may have retained other components of their personae deemed socially 

valuable and thus may not have suffered a blow to social status equal to the decline in 

material fortune. For example, a woman who worked as a bonnet maker alongside her 

husband did not suddenly cease making bonnets upon being widowed. The economic 

production of the household would suffer a serious blow, but her own role and function 

within the household could only expand, while her worth as an artisan would not 

evaporate upon her husband's demise. 

At the juncture of status and gender, if women and among them widows, 

constituted the majority ofpobres vergonzantes, this factor has much to say about the 

basis upon which status was accorded. It may indicate that society viewed widowhood, a 

condition experienced by many female members of this group, as an unfortunate and 

unavoidable shift in status for many women, linked primarily to their declining economic 

fortunes. This observation is substantiated, for instance, by the fact that confratemities 

such as the Madre de Dios when faced with declining revenues for open parish relief. 



chose to limit charity to "widows or honorable poor."^^'' This categorization applied to 

persons who could not go to hospitals for assistance due to the humiliation this would 

entail. In other words, widows counted themselves among the shjimefaced poor, unable to 

981 
go to hospitals for aid because they stood as "established, honorable city residents." 

Citing another example, two widowed donas appear among the recipients of the 1538 

grain distribution. These women received a larger dole of grain due to their previous 

social standing—they retained their higher status despite an economic fall, leading Martz 

'yo'y 
to remark "poverty cut across all social classes." With reference to female-headed 

households, again, serious stigmatization did not accrue to such women, as might be 

expected judging from their loss of income. Instead, their position justified them as 'truly 

deserving' assistance. While this may merely reflect the paternalism of a patriarchal 

society, it could also indicate a certain degree of respect afforded now-stricken, yet still 

important social players. In light of the fact that more men than women found refuge in 

institutions, assisting widows in their homes rather than a sign of a desire to enclose 

them, may instead highlight the value placed on their role in maintaining family and 

community. 

Martz cites confraternity statutes, Poverty and Welfare, 206. 
Martz explains who was and was not a hospital resident candidate. Poverty and Welfare, 207. 
Martz, Poverty and Welfare, 202. 
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V. SOCIOECONOMIC ROLES 

In her role as protector, proprietor and patron, the Castilian widow served a socio

economic function, linking prominence in the family to power in the community. 

Castilian women could have a place in their societies that gave them formal power 

beyond their clear importance within their families as guardians or their eminence as 

patrons by forging crucial economic links within their communities. In a society where 

access to power derived from standing within the municipality in a Castilian state that 

exercised limited supra-regional control, a widow of means could readily make her mark 

both as an individual and as a member of a leading clan in a manner that mutually 

reinforced her family's status, her position within the kin group and her own place in 

society. Even among the non-elite, women often held much of their wealth in income 

derived from land or other forms of real estate. Upon widowhood, they took on sole 

responsibility for managing such estates. Widows were consequently physically engaged 

in the maintenance of their holdings, with a tangible link to the areas where they lived. 

Property holding aside, widows became integral participants in local and regional 

economies by practicing a skilled trade, selling bread or other provisions, or even 

performing thankless jobs of domestic service, down to the lowly washerwoman. Thus in 

addition to their roles as protectors and patrons, widows also acted as proprietors who 

exercised the prerogatives of their legal and correlative economic standing to gain status 
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or eke out survival for themselves and their families, while simultaneously contributing 

to the vitality of their communities. 

Recalling earlier discussion of the dowry, the crucial role of women to the 

constitution of the family economic unit cannot be overlooked. While marriage and the 

formation of a household comprised formal entry into full municipal personhood for men, 

the dissolution of the marital bond at his death did not, as a corollary, exclude his widow 

from municipal life; widowhood, if anj^hing, intensified a woman's interaction in civic 

affairs. As a free agent possessed of full legal personhood, a widow could now directly 

engage in economic transactions of every description without the oversight of her 

husband, or any other figure, for that matter. While she had more than likely been 

involved in business, financial, and property dealings prior to her husband's demise, the 

archival trail of a married woman's activities tends to be obfuscated by the continuous 

presence of her husband's presence in any legal device. But the transactions of a widow 

speak directly to her own initiative and ability because the legal restrictions of the 

married state no longer constrained her fiscal autonomy. Thus the property transactions 

and business dealings of widows pepper the archival record with such fi-equency that 

short of a statistical survey of occupations and quantification of financial interactions, 

contextualization of the Toledan widow's experience in both the European and Castilian 

framework provides an introduction into a topic of considerable breadth, fueled by almost 

limitless sources. 

Setting the tone for a generation of studies, B.A. Holdemess described 

"tightening bonds of paternal domination over family life," as characteristic of the 
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changing status of women in continental Europe. While Holdemess such strictures did 

not affect English women to the same extent, much the same must be said for the 

Castilian case.^^^ Indeed, drawing comparisons between the relative liberties afforded the 

English and Castilian widow breaks down tendencies to dichotomize the English and 

"Continental" experiences, if Spain were rightly included as a constituent member of "the 

Continent." However unlike the Castilian situation, Holdemess attaches the self-

reliance of women to the influence of the Independent sects, which in stressing the 

equality of men and women before God and in material affairs marked a highpoint in 

English women's status.^^^ Tying the apogee of female independence to a specific 

manifestation of Protestant doctrine suggest that other religious cultures did not provide a 

comparable "boost" to women's status, thus feeding the enclosure paradigm by implying 

that Catholicism, for instance, did quite the opposite.^^® While it may be true that the 

rhetoric of the church bespoke of enclosure within the bonds of marriage or convent, 

prescriptive norms, as suggested previously in Chapter one, did not seem to limit 

women's participation in the economic lives of their communities. In fact, much like 

Holdemess' English widows, who provided property via remarriage, supplied credit to 

neighbors and family, held mortgages and annuities, acted as guardians, and managed 

familial business interests, Castilian widows also found acceptance as capable players on 

B.A. Holdemess, "Widows in pre-industrial society: an essay upon their economic function," in Land, 
Kinship and Life-Cycle, ed. Richard M. Smith (Cambridge: 1984), 425. 

Holdemess' positing of England as somehow unique is also problematic in the face of the findings of 
James B. Collins, "The Economic Role of Women in Seventeenth-Century France," French Historical 
Studies 16 (Fall 1989): 436-470. Discussing the economic life of urban women, Collins notes the 
importance of noble women in estate management, the presence of widows in a variety of trades, the 
widow rentier, and the participation of widows in property transactions. 

Holdemess, "Widows in pre-industrial society," 425. 
See for example the work of Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household: Women and Morals in Reformation 

Augsburg {Oxford, 1989). 



152 

the fiscal stage.From her essential role in the formation and perpetuation of the 

household economic unit to the bridges her activities created to larger networks of 

municipal life, the Castilian widow constituted a formidable and foundational element in 

the economic structure of society. 

As in other realms, the wealthy widow stands out for the range and extent of her 

actions. In this light, the financial responsibilities of Blanca de la Cerda, the countess of 

Cifuentes, exemplify the formal power accruing fi-om the management of a sizeable 

landed estate. A quick tour of the estate partition she demanded in 1593 provides a list of 

properties ranging from luxurious houses in Madrid across from the monastery of Santo 

Domingo el Real in the parish of San Martin valued at 4,364,230 maravedis, to a 

smattering of gardens, streams, wheat fields, vineyards, seed fields and olive groves 

found in throughout Guadalajara, which had a combined value of nearly 3,000,000 

maravedisThus real estate alone constituted approximately one quarter of Blanca's 

share of the joint estate. To this landed wealth, she added funds derived from land, as 

income from additional properties totaled close to 1,160,000 maravedis over a five-year 

period, for an average annual income of approximately 232,000 maravedis.^^® On top of 

this figure, Blanca received 434,000 maravedis in rent for a lease of one year and one 

month from the archbishop of Valencia, who had taken up residence in her Madrid 

Holdemess, "Widows in pre-industrial society," 428 and 434-440. 
These towns included Escamilla, Villa Escusa, Barciencie, Alvala, La Fuente, Almadraz, Vililla, and 

Cifuentes. 
The tally of valuation for the properties constituting Blanca's share in the estate is drawn fxom AHN 

Clero, Libro 15421. The ratio of landed wealth as a share of her estate is derived from a comparison to the 
net worth of the entire portion, which totaled 30,832,025 maravedis. 

These properties were located in Trillo, Cifuentes, Escamilla, and Barciencie. 



153 

houses.^^' From this formidable tally of properties and related incomes, landed wealth 

emerges as a central component of Blanca's financial power in the years immediately 

following the death of her husband. 

To the properties accruing to Blanca as a return of her dowry and her share in the 

joint estate, other significant holdings fell under her authority during the minority of her 

son, Juan Baltasar. In her capacity as guardian, Blanca oversaw the collection from the 

mayorazgo of Cifuentes of income from mills and fields, along with collecting tributes 

owed by the councils of towns under the counts' jurisdiction.^^^ The entailed estate also 

included payments made by individual tenants and additional revenue deriving from 

other rights held by the counts of Cifuentes in Escamilla and Barciencie, in towns under 

the jurisdiction of Toledo, and over the encomienda of Portezuelo In addition, Juan 

Baltasar had inherited senorio (lordship) over the Villa de Barrio San Pedro, purchased 

by his father and valued at 800,000 maravedis.^^"^ Finally, principal houses in Cifuentes 

See AHNClero, Libro 15421. 
These towns included Trillo, Guetos, Gargoles de Arriba, Gargoles de Abajo, Enche, Solanillos, 

Olmeda, Cogollor, Torrequadrada, Val de Rebollar and Renales. The list of properties in the termino of 
Cifuentes from which income was derived can be found in AHN Clew, Libro 15422. Values are initially 
given by stating acreage in yugadas and quantity of grain produced in fanegas of wheat, rye or barley, with 
a total in 1590 from the locales listed above, for example, of 3,531 fanegas and 3 Vi celemines of wheat, 
157 fanegas and 13 celemines of rye, and 2,240 fanegas and 10 celemines of barley. 

Towns in the jurisdiction of Toledo where the coimts held rights included Vililla, Ciruelas and Soto del 
Lobe. Additional rights to income held by the coimts of Cifuentes as disbursed by town/village councils 
included payment for rights to transport goods, payments by councils of alcabalas, martiniegas, pechos, and 
legal fines, along with privileges for holding festivals, notarial services, fish and oil markets, and electing 
town/village officials. Towns/villages paying shares of alcabalas included Val de Rebollar, Olmeda, 
Solanillos, Enche, Gargoles de Arriba, Gargoles de Abajo, Ruguilla, Huetos and Sotoca. Those paying the 
pecho included Alaninos, Torrequadrada, Renales, El Sotillo, Moranchel and Yela. Income was also 
derived from holdings in Almadraz, La Fuente, Casa Salvas, Santa Maria, Azoberin, Burgelin, Otuene, 
Ciruelas and Vililla . Although population figures are generally not provided in this document, a citizen 
population figure for Yela is given as 101, based on the 606 eggs owed in tribute at a rate of 6 eggs per 
citizen. A total figure for chicken tribute for the entire district of Cifuentes was 766; the ratio of chickens 
per citizen, however, is not stated. See AHN Clew, Libro 15422. 
2'^'' AHN Clem, Libro 15421. 
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and Toledo, not to mention less grand residences either occupied sporadically or rented 

out in other towns within the Silva orbit meant additional staffing, provisioning or leasing 

arrangements. Overseeing the estate for five years, from 1590-1595 before transferring 

guardianship to a trusted family associate, Blanca was legally charged to maintain 

accurate records, noting not only the incomes derived from these holdings, but also 

expenses associated with their upkeep. 

While estate management might not directly equate with political power in the 

towns and villages falling within the reach of the counts of Ciflientes, as municipal 

councils and local officials prevailed in this arena, it did carry with it executive 

responsibilities. She had to see to salaries of public officials, such as the mayor of 

Cifuentes and the sheriff of the fortress of Barciencie, wages for the estate managers for 

each district, and payments to messengers and notaries. Unresolved lawsuits initiated 

before the death of her husband, such as ongoing battles with the mesta over access to 

sheep-walks in Escamilla and the vicinity of Toledo, along with business at court 

required the hiring of lawyers and solicitors dispatched to Valladolid, Toledo and Madrid. 

She apportioned the annual allotment for food and clothing drawn from familial lands to 

Silva siblings, both legitimate and illegitimate. To these dispensations, Blanca added a 

slew of beneficent grants to the churches, convents and monasteries strewn throughout 

the territories imder the family's jurisdiction. Even if the countess did not personally 

attend to the collection and sale of grain from these lands, or balancing the accounts in 

See Nader, Liberty in Absolutist Spain for a full treatment of the local autonomy exercised by municipal 
councils thanks to the payments they made to nobles such as the counts of Cifuentes for rights of self-
goverrmient. Evidence of such a payment scheme emerges from the above-mentioned document, relating 
the income derived from landed holdings. 
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her own hand, she clearly delegated authority to capable officials and servants to do so in 

her stead. Indeed, as a testament to her managerial skill, under Blanca's guidance the 

estate consistently turned a profit.^^^ 

In 1602, following the death of the young count, Blanca again resumed her 

management of these estates under the guise of guardian over the last living Silva heir, 

her daughter Ana. Acting as guardian, Blanca had already overseen administration of the 

girl's inheritance jfrom the paternal estate for over a decade and had more recently 

mandated the partitioning of her mother-in-law's estate, both to take up her own portion 

of the inheritance and to ensure Ana's share. Now, she would revisit her task of 

managing the mayorazgo, in which with royal approval she had Ana instated as sole heir, 

ensuring that lands and rights in the districts of Cifuentes, Escamilla, Toledo and 

Barciencie generated their customary incomes. By this date, however, it would appear 

that times had become difficult for the towns and villages in the region of Guadalajara, as 

payments made to the poor take precedent on expense side of the balance sheet. 

Furthermore, initial loans of wheat to the council of Ruguilla were partially commuted 

into outright gifts, while payments due from the councils of Gargoles de Arriba and 

Olmeda were suspended for nine months.^^^ In a similar vein, the mayor of Vililla 

received a payment to counter distributions he authorized to redress hardship brought by 

The estate turned the following profits: 1,040,661 maravedis in 1590; 248,782 maravedis in 1591; 
925,117 maravedis in 1592; 2,599,886 maravedis in 1593; 4,772,759 maravedis in 1594; and 1,498,548 
maravedis in 1595, as recorded in AHN Clew, Libro 15422. As guardian, Blanca was entitled to a 1/10 
share in the estate as her payment for services rendered. In October 1602, Juan Baltazar's estate still owed 
her 1,011,214 maravedis, as found in a copy of a document included in AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, 
expediente 1 (6). 

See AHN Clero, Libro 15196. Ruguilla had originally been lent 200 fanegas of wheat on 18 October 
1603, with half repayment scheduled for September 1604 and half the following September. Of this 200 
fanegas, 50 were commuted into an outright gift to the council for the benefit of "the most needy citizens." 
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a plague of locusts.^^^ These entries suggest that wider trends in Castile at the turn of the 

millennium of crop failures, natural disasters and outbreaks of disease may have struck 

regions under the jurisdiction of the counts of Cifuentes as well.^^^ Whether owing to 

lowered income and increased charitable bequests in the face of poor harvests, the costs 

associated with Ana's dire 1602 illness, or the preparations for her nuptials, by the time 

the books were reckoned following Ana's marriage in the fall of 1603, the estate owed 

Blanca a hefty sum.^'''' 

Shortly after the wedding of Ana and Juan de Padilla in September 1603, Blanca, 

then resident at the court in Valladolid, and the newlyweds set off for the Kingdom of 

Sicily in service to the crown. The elder countess left the care of her residences and 

household goods in the care of her servants in Spain, as recorded in her white account 

book of quarto size with 181 numbered pages, covered in black leather and brass, with 

Izquierdo Benito finds evidence in municipal records for plagues of locusts in Castilla-La Mancha, 
specifically near Toledo, during the sixteenth century. He finds an increased number of outbreaks during 
the second half of the century, tied to climatological conditions producing a series of dry years. He notes 
particularly bad periods fi-om 1542-1551, 1560-61, 1568-1574, 1580-93, with a decline in reports for the 
rest of the century. He does make clear that such records are at best sporadic due to local reporting 
procedures and subsequent preservation of documentation. See "Las plagas de langosta." See also 
references for subsistence crises, as cited in Chapter 4, note 278. 

In an attempt to compare harvest outputs, totals of wheat, rye and barley were sought for the entire 
holdings in all four divisions of the Silva estates: Cifuentes, Escamilla, Barcience and Toledo. However, 
1590 tallies only provide actual grain figures for Cifuentes (3,531 fanegas and 3 Vi celemines of wheat, 157 
fanegas and 13 celemines of rye, and 2,240 fanegas and 10 celemines of barley), while 1603 records only 
provide grain totals for all four divisions (6,262 fanegas and 5 celemines of wheat, 176 fanegas, 9 
celemines and 3 quartillos of rye, and 2,835 fanegas, 11 celemines and 1 quartillo of barley). It is thus 
rather difficult to assess harvest variations from this data alone. 

Ana's estate owed Blanca 1,679,506 maravedis. Outstanding debts such as the loans to Ruguilla, 
Gargoles de Arriba and Olmeda, along with other payments owed to the estate were recorded at the end of 
the account book. This figure, however, did not meet the shortfall. 

Ana's wedding date is noted mAHN Clero, Libro 15196 as 8 September 1603. The date of the party's 
departure for the Kingdom of Sicily is given in AHN Clero, Libro 15413: . .que fiie de estos Reynos de 
Espafia para los Reynos de Qi9ilia en conpania de la condesa de (^ifuentes su hixa por el mes de octubre del 
aiio pasado de seys9ientos y tres.,Blanca's residence at court is noted in AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 
2074, expediente 1 (6), along with the 815,364 maravedis the queen owed her, which funded the voyage. 
Blanca also maintained houses in Valladolid in Santa Clara, while drawing pay from the court for services 
rendered to the queen. 
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gold-leafed edges and black and white ribbons. Information found among the directives 

in her will demanding servants to record, at the time of her death, the goods in their 

possession for the purpose of properly inventorying the estate, along with her 

admonishment that all debts owed and owing in this ledger "written in her own hand, or 

signed by her" must be respected gives evidence that she not only hired agents to act on 

her behalf, but also personally attended to her own accounts. Such scrupulousness in 

the management of the vast range of properties and goods under her mastery also 

emerges from the terms of her will, redacted in Messina in September 1604 and opened 

in Toledo March 1605, following the countess' death in Naples on 15 February of the 

same year. The precariousness of securing an heir must have prompted her to take the 

unusual path of naming the monastery of San Pedro Martir her universal inheritor in the 

eventuality that Ana and Juan should have no surviving children. By making this 

provision, Blanca could ensure the maintenance of the estate and with it the memory of 

her family and herself by electing a corporate heir capable of upholding the family legacy 

beyond its mortal presence. 

Indeed the anticipated crisis did come about, as Ana died childless on 29 March 

1606, a mere 13 months after the demise of her mother. Ana's will, drafted in Palermo, 

This passage is found in her will, AHNNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2027, expediente 3: "Yten declaro que 
tengo en mi poder un libro bianco de quartilla numerado de ciento y ochenta y una ojas cubierto de laton y 
cuero negro con un perfil linea dorada con cintas blancas y negras y escrito en el principio de la Segunda 
oja libro de memoria que yo doiia Blanca de la Cerda condessa de Cifiientes sra mando y es mi voluntad 
que que al dicho libro se de entero credito en quanto toca a las deudas que yo deviere.. .en el dicho libro 
estubiere escrtito de mi mano o firmada..." In a parallel example, Geronima de Aragon, a former lady-in-
waiting to the sister and niece of King Fernando, both queens of Naples, indicated in her will that bequests 
made to servants should be based upon their long-standing service. This would be revealed by examining 
her personal account books, indicating that Geronima managed her own household. See ADPT, Santa 
Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 22. 

SeeAHNClero, Libro 15413. 
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reiterated and confirmed her mother's desire to pass the mayorazgo to the Black Friars. 

The bequest, however, did not go uncontested. The lack of a direct heir brought distant 

relatives out of the woodwork, vying not only for the title, but also for the property 

associated with it. The initial challenge came from Ruy Gomez de Silva, who contested 

the terms of the bequest as he sought to claim the title and mayorazgo of Cifiaentes.^'^^ 

Nevertheless, Blanca's plan prevailed, indicating that the legal system operated in a 

manner that did not undermine the testamentary desires of women. Furthermore, the fact 

that Ruy Gomez ultimately won control only over the portion of the estate entailed in 

1545 by the fourth count of Cifuentes, the grandfather of Blanca's husband, demonstrates 

that partible inheritance and entailment did not act to the detriment of women: Blanca 

was just as successful in protecting her personal lands and guiding their disposition as 

any man in her family.^®^ And the fact that San Pedro Martir fervently fought to defend 

The monks of San Pedro Martir were quick to include a copy of Ana's will in their case file. See AHN 
Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, expediente 1(4) for the terms of Ana's will. Her death certificate was filed at 
her parish church of Nostra Signora di Pedigrutta in Palermo, while her body was temporarily interred at 
the Jesuit house of San Filippo. A copy of this document is found m AHN Nobleza, legajo 2057, expediente 
2. The monks used this information to defend their rights to the mayorazgo, first to claim income owed 
them by the crown generated by a ship (500 ducados per year), and later to contest the challenge of Ruy 
Gomez de Silva, the prince of Melito and duke of Pastrana (son of Rodrigo de Silva y Mendoza and Ana de 
Portugal y Borja), who claimed rights to the mayorazgo by way of a collateral line of the Silva family tree. 

Ruy Gomez claimed the title via his mother's ancestry: Ana was the daughter of the princess of Eboli, 
Ana de Mendoza y de la Cerda, who was herself the daughter of Catalina de Silva, a child of the fourth 
count of Cifuentes, Fernando de Silva and his wife Catalina de Andrade. The monks successfully defended 
their share of the pie in a 1606-1607 lawsuit with Ruy Gomez, as found va AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 
2074, expediente 1 (5). 

AHN Nobleza, Osuna, legajo 2057, expedientes 1-19 record the battle between Ruy Gomez de Silva y 
Mendoza, prince of Melito and duke of Pastrana and a host of other claimants to the title and mayorazgo of 
Cifuentes. Although Ruy Gomez claimed the title of the count of Cifuentes immediately following Ana's 
demise, the case would not find conclusion until other claimants got in the mix for a final solution in 1620, 
requiring further confirmation in 1630. Ruy Gomez and his heirs received the properties comprising the 
mayorazgo founded by the fourth count of Cifuentes, but may not have received any of the additional estate 
placed in mayorazgo by Blanca's bequest to Ana, as the settlement makes no mention of Blanca's legal 
device. 
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its right to her bequest gives further proof of the importance the estate she had amassed to 

the perpetuation of the institution's wealth and power. 

As a noblewoman holding extensive lands and properties in her own right and as 

guardian over her children, Blanca de la Cerda stands out as widow of unquestionable 

economic importance. The question remains as to the impact a woman of property could 

have in a society where political and church offices remained the exclusive domain of 

men and how her influence might compare to that wielded by men of her class. At the 

level of local administration, the roles of noblemen and noblewomen hardly differed, 

considering that local administration in the many towns and villages of Castile operated 

under its own initiative; whether a man or woman held senorio over a town hardly 

mattered. In the case of the condado of Cifuentes, the collection of rents and tributes went 

on uninterrupted by the death of the count, guardianship over the male heir, or the death 

of the male heir. In the realm of religious affairs, while women could not enter into the 

hierarchy of the church, wealthy widows such as Blanca de la Cerda could effectively 

shape the activities, or even the very existence, of ecclesiastical institutions by 

meticulously crafting testamentary bequests funded by their landed wealth. Such grants 

could define the construction of ritual spaces and direct liturgical activities, as discussed 

previously in chapter three. In this manner, a wealthy woman's landed wealth could find 

crystallization by transforming urban spaces as the size and shape of churches and 

monasteries responded to testamentary demands, while the patterns of ministry extending 

from such sites would often answer just as much to the mass cycles, prayers, ceremonies 

and almsgiving mandated by the deceased as to the dictates of the Council of Trent. It is 
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important to stress that these instances are not examples of the operation of informal 

power, but rather are forms of influence every much as effective, efficient and direct as 

that emanating from mandates of an adelantado mayor or archbishop in their resonance 

throughout society as a whole. In light of such examples, formal power, often defined 

according to its predominantly male wielders, might better be understood in terms of its 

effects. Thus the effect of land holding, an option equally available to men and women, is 

one of formal power. Furthermore, by looking at the effects of landed wealth, it becomes 

evident that in early modem Castile, power had a widow's face. 

Beyond the extraordinary operation of influence derived from landed wealth as 

wielded by the highest echelons of society, widows of lesser means could and did own 

land and properties, participating in the purchase, sale and renting of their holdings, or 

otherwise collecting revenue from them. Following up on town councilman's widow 

Catalina de la Fuente, this widow owned a group of properties where she resided in the 

Toledan parish of San Nicolas.^°^ Outside the city in the village of Burguillos, which fell 

under the jurisdiction of Toledo, she had main houses, complete with storage bins and 

earthenware urns, along with a few smaller houses. In terms of property, the majority of 

her holdings centered on Burguillos, where fourteen separate parcels included vineyards, 

0  A O  

olive groves and fields. These lands and houses, along with income from an annuity 

she held on sales taxes from Toledo, constituted the substance of the mayorazgo she 

instituted in the name of her illegitimate half-brother, Juan de la Fuente. Back in Toledo, 

Properties are listed as part of her will, found in AHN Clew, Libro 15172. 
The acreage totaled 64 arrancadas, with individual properties ranging from 2 to 7 arrancadas each. 

AHNCler0,UhT0 15172. 
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she added to her residence additional houses in San Nicolas, these adjacent to the church 

of Santa Justa. A pair of houses in Toledo's main plaza, the Zocodover, two pairs of 

houses in the parish of San Pedro, along with others in front of the monastery of Nuestra 

Senora del Carmen in the parish of la Magdalena rounded out her urban estate.^''^ The 

income from the Toledan houses, with added funds derived from mortgages and 

annuities, provided a total annual income of 450,000 maravedis, which Catalina directed 

toward sponsoring the series of chaplaincies and dowries discussed in Chapter three. 

Catalina's estate clearly could not compare to a noblewoman like Blanca de la 

Cerda. Nevertheless, the mechanisms she employed in order to marshal landed wealth, 

the institution of a mayorazgo and the sponsorship of chaplaincies and charities, do bear 

comparison. Catalina, like Blanca, accrued formal power by defining the Fuente family 

as she named an heir of her choice who was not, in terms of standard inheritance practice, 

the closest legitimate relative. By fimding liturgical rites and associated charitable 

bequests in the monastery of San Antonio de Padua which she herself founded, Catalina 

not only physically changed the urban landscape, but also shaped religious ritual and the 

lives of women receiving the dowries administered in her name. Class played an 

undeniable role in Catalina's access to landed property, but the fact that she was a woman 

did not. While gender does not constitute a meaningful variable in this case, marital status 

is critical, since widowhood granted Catalina the independence to freely implement her 

will. Neither churchman nor councilman, Catalina de la Fuente nevertheless exercised 

formal power via a widow's capacity to employ landed wealth. 

Precise location of the properties, given in terms proximity to neighboring houses as noted by their 
owners, rehgious institutions and main streets can be found inAHN Clero, Libro 15172. 



162 

Even though a woman like Catalina de la Fuente did not enjoy the enormous 

wealth of the landed nobility, she still held membership in a social and economic urban 

elite. Moreover, she was certainly not alone in terms of owing property and disposing of 

it according to her own desires. Just as the previous discussion of patronage in chapter 

three indicated that widows of even the slightest means participated in the business of 

charitable and salvic bequests, women of the artisan classes gained their ability to do so 

because they owned property. Widows regularly instituted tribute payments attached to 

ownership of their properties, which subsequent owners would need to pay the recipient 

institution as part of the terms of inheritance or purchase. Confraternity and hospital 

records abound in this sort of transaction, whereby a widow would denote an annual sum 

accruing to the brotherhood derived from a house or piece of land. Artisan-class widows 

owned a wide range of properties, including houses, workshops, wine shops, stores, 

warehouses, groves and vineyards, whose value they harnessed to pay for testamentary 

O 1 A 
demands. Thus a bequest became tied not to its originator, but rather to her property. 

Later owners, themselves not the initiators of such donations, nevertheless continued to 

divert a portion of the properties' worth to the recipient institution, giving a widow's 

initial donation long-lasting impact. 

Some examples of tribute bequests based on property made to the confraternity of the Santa Caridad 
include Marina Lopez, widow of a shoemaker, who left houses in the plazuela del Seco in ADPT, Santa 
Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 2; Catalina de Villalobos, left the workshop of San Soles in ADPT, Santa 
Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 4; Ana Rodriguez, a weaver's widow, bequeathed houses in las Peiiuelas in 
the parish of San Lorenzo in ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 27, expediente 9. Tribute bequests based on 
property made for the Hospital de la Misericordia include Maria Alfonso, leaving a paper-making 
workshop, irxADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 8, expediente 5; Francisca Fernandez, a miller's 
widow, left houses in Santa Leocadia in ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 3, expediente 29; 
Constanza de Ponte, a widow from Madrid, left combination house/shop and a wine shop in the calle de la 
Lenceria in ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 7, expedientes 1-3; Zora, a potter's widow, donated 
income generated from ovens in the plaza de los Alfares in ADPT, Hospital de la Misericordia, legajo 10, 
expediente 15. Note that all of these examples show artisan-class widows as property owners. 
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The careful records kept by the confraternity noting transfers of property-

ownership and new owners' acknowledgements of the payments due often reveal long 

histories of ownership of the properties in question. Among these accounts, just as 

widows regularly instituted tribute arrangements, widows also appear as subsequent 

residents with tributary obhgations.^" In some instances, tribute mandates could be a 

mechanism through which the estate of a wealthy widow would, over time, become the 

propriety of many owners, such as the case of Leonor Delgadillo. Her properties, which 

included her residence in San Lorenzo, a coimtry house with its vineyard, storage bins 

and earthen jars for storing oil and wine, and a host of shops scattered throughout the 

city, supported the chaplaincy she institute in the Casas de Beatas de la Vida Pobre.^'^ 

These properties, originally earmarked for tribute in 1513, would later be owned by 

widows such as Ynes Gutierrez, who in 1566 took up residence in houses located in the 

parish of San Andres, and the aforementioned Ana de Ayala y Monroy, the countess of 

Cifuentes, Blanca de la Cerda's mother-in-law, who gained ownership of a shop in the 

Canto de la Esparteria in 1579.^'^ In this manner, involvement in real estate could be 

made more readily feasible to women of lesser means, as cycles of property 

agglomeration and devolution brought into its path not only the amassers of wealth and 

In a particularly striking example of this phenomenon, houses in the parish of San Nicolas originally 
donated by a couple in 1477, were in the possession of widows for over one hundred years, passing in a 
direct line to Aldonza Alvarez de Herrera in 1481, Marina Alvarez de Herrera in 1500 and Catalina de San 
Pedro in 1581, all of whom were widows. See ADPT, Hospital del Refugio, Libro H-46, f. 22v. Other 
"Refugio" widow tributaries appearing in ADPT, Hospital del Refugio, Libro H-46 include: Beatriz 
Hurtado in San Vicente, f 3v; Juana Alvarez Ramirez in Santa Leocadia, f 14r; Beatriz Hurtado in San 
Vicente, f 14r; Leonor de la Fuente in San Nicolas, f 24v; Catalina de San Vicente in San Roman, f 26v; 
Juana Baptista in San Ciprian, f 30v. 

ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 27, expediente 8. 
For Ynes Gutierrez, see ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 25, expediente 15 (2). For Ana de Ayala, see 

ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 23, expediente 2 (5). 
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their heirs, but could also incorporate more humble urban denizens. In the case of Leonor 

Delgadillo's holdings, not only did the likes of a wealthy countess purchase a shop, no 

doubt in order to rent it out, but also a silk-weaver's widow, a member of the artisan 

class, might also enjoy real estate ownership, demonstrating that possession of the urban 

space did not remain the prerogative of the elite. 

This conclusion finds further reinforcement when looking to notarial records, 

where non-elite widows appear as buyers, sellers, renters and landlords of houses. Acting 

under their own authority and transacting in the presence of notaries without 

representatives or agents, widows such as Maria de Guadalupe, Elvira de Torres, and 

even a laborer's widow, Francisca Diaz, sold houses and properties to other citizens; Ana 

Mendez bought a house in the Plaza Mayor, which she later bequeathed to a relative.^ 

As a wealthy landlord, city councilman's widow, Catalina de la Fuente, might rent out 

multiple properties, such as a property near her home in San Nicolas, a small palacio (a 

villa or townhouse, rather than a palace) to a relative, and houses in the parish of San 

•51c 

Pedro. Without being real estate moguls. Ana de Santamaria, Maria de Colonia and 

Juana de Arroyo each rented out single properties.^Even the young count of Cifuentes, 

Juan Baltasar de Silva, found it desirable to take advantage of the view from Catalina de 

Granados' house, as he rented four balconies from her in order to more pleasantly 

experience a festival of bulls in Toledo.^'^ Finally, widows of humbler means, such as 

For Maria de Guadalupe and Elvira de Torres, see AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1452, May 1539 and 
January 1542. For Francisca Diaz, see AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1474, July 1550. For Ana Mendez, see 
AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1508b, April 1560. 

See AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1578, 18 January and 19 May 1580, and legajo 1604, 3 March 1590. 
See AHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1545, f. 43 and f. 229; legajo 1604, f. 312. 
See AHN Clero, Libre 15415. He paid 200 reales for four balconies on 7 November 1597. 
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Anastasia de Guzman, Teresa Rodriguez and Maria Davila, rented their homes in order to 

maintain independent households.^'^ This handful of examples merely scratches the 

surface of thousands of transactions appearing in notarial notebooks, where a single-

year's entries from one notary alone fill hundreds of foUos. From this representative 

sample, however, it is evident that non-elite widows gamely participated in the Toledan 

housing market as a norm, rather than an exception, further indicating their integral 

involvement in urban life. 

Just as examining the possession, management and disposition of landed property 

gives insight into the socio-economic relationships and interdependencies a widow could 

create in her community, the shape and contents of a widow's house can shed further 

light on the manner in which widows contributed to and participated in the economic 

vitality of municipal life. As Ricardo Izquierdo Benito remarks, "private space is that 

which, evidently, occupies more surface area, compared to the rest of the space which we 

generally call public space."^^^ Since widows stood as a not insignificant number of 

proprietors and residents of such spaces, a consideration of this element of the urban 

arena can illuminate both the socio-economic status of inhabitants and their activities. 

Looking from the outside in, Toledan urban architecture reflected a desire to avoid the 

indiscretions associated with undesired glances into the domestic space. For example, 

according to municipal statutes, main doors could not open directly in front of those of a 

neighbor, as this would constitute "gran descubricion," alluding to a great and 

SeeAHPT, Protocolos, legajo 1545, f. 977, f. 518 and f. 875. 
Ricardo Izquierdo Benito, "La vivienda en Toledo a fines de la Edad Media; configuracion del espacio 

privado," in Historia social, pensamiento historiogrdfico y Edad Media: homenaje al Prof. Abilio Barbero 
de Aguilera, ed. Maria Isabel Garcia (Madrid, 1997), 311. 
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undesirable unveiling of a neighbor's intimacy.In a similar vein, windows, too, could 

not be placed where they might provide a direct view into the interior of a neighbor's 

home, making domestic architecture incorporating interior patios a desirable way to allow 

for the entrance of light, but limit access to the street.^^' The interior space consisted of 

an internal patio paved in brick, river rocks, or tile, with a well, often surrounded by 

porticos, which might lead to corrals for animals in the back, artisanal workshops, or 

storage areas. Rooms communicating with the patio included latrines—linked to 

continuously backed-up sewers, a kitchen with a fireplace for cooking and ancillary 

storage areas, bedrooms and in larger homes, often referred to as "palacios," a dining area 

and salons. In houses of two levels, bedrooms and other private chambers were often 

located above the patio level, accessed by staircases, while in homes with raised patios, a 

basement might be used for storage, or as a wine cellar.^^^ Construction techniques 

overwhelmingly preferred brick, with the incorporation of wood beams, whitewashed on 

the inside, with the occasional flourish of stucco or tile-work.^^^ Though varying in size, 

lighting and condition, based on the wealth of owners, this basic pattern found replication 

across the city and throughout Castile.^^'^ 

Izquierdo Benito, "Las viviendas," 314. The author cites a colorful lawsuit, where a widow, Ines 
Sanchez, is ordered to block up a second door to her home, which looked onto that of a neighbor, Ynes de 
Torres. Despite the fact that she pleaded her case as a poor widow who needed the extra door to allow light 
to enter her miserable home, the town council nonetheless ordered the door blocked up, 316. 

Izquierdo Benito, "Las viviendas," 316-317. Such regulation of domestic architecture indicates that 
maintaining the intimacy of domestic spaces constituted a widespread social norm. Whether this lends 
support to theories of enclosure is debatable, as the rationale for maintaining such building codes makes no 
explicit reference to guarding women from the wayward glances of neighbors or pedestrians. 

Izquierdo Benito, "Las viviendas," 321-324. 
Izquierdo Benito, "Las viviendas," 325-326. 
Izquierdo Benito compares Toledan domestic architecture to that found in Sevilla and Cordoba, 

intimating that the conception of domestic space in all three cities reflects Islamic architectural traditions, 
"Las viviendas," 326. 
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Beyond this basic model of domestic architecture, consideration of household 

contents gives shape to class distinctions with their respective patterns of consumption 

and production. By examining the material goods in individual households representative 

of differing socio-economic strata, suggestions emerge about the economic contributions 

of the widows living within. The luxury goods typical of noble residences required the 

labor of a host of artisans, craftspeople and merchants, which made such households loci 

of economic stimulus. Since pre-industrial production depended upon high labor inputs, 

the impact of a "significant consumer" (or consuming family) would reach into multiple 

workshops both in towns of residence and beyond. Thus as consumers, the exceedingly 

wealthy, such as the countess of Cifuentes, could extend a purchasing power of notable 

import within an economy typified by craft production. The goods themselves, in turn, 

signal the wide range of productive endeavors pursued by laborers, both men and women 

in order to make these items: a mere embellished brocade sleeve summons, at the least, 

the spinner, the weaver, the dyer, the sizer, the cutter, the merchant, the tailor and the 

embroiderer. While the direct economic impact of the "significant consumer" cannot be 

intimately detailed, a consideration of the range of goods and services tied to the exercise 

of her purchasing power nonetheless provides insight not only into the meaning and 

expression of wealth in Castilian society, but also the manner in which this wealth 

stimulated and supported productive economic endeavors. 

Inventories of household goods generated by the estate of the counts of Cifuentes 

provide a striking example of the magnitude of wealth in material goods that nobles 



168 

might enjoy.^^^ Partitioning records do not distinguish individual purchases or purchasers, 

instead revealing the cumulative acquisition of the couple. However, as a partner in this 

collection of possessions and eventual guardian of them, Blanca de la Cerda stands as an 

archetypal "significant consumer." A glance at her belongings, though the distribution 

of them in various homes is unknown, reveals lavishness unattainable by the less 

propertied. In kitchens, cupboards and armoires clattered with more pedestrian iron and 

copper cookware. Nearby, dining areas held tables and buffets flanked by carved and 

upholstered benches and chairs, awaiting the lode of silver plates, chargers, chalices, 

cups, covered dishes, forks, knives, spoons, goblets, serving pieces, pitchers, salt-cellars, 

lamps, candelabra, vases, platters and urns, all to be laid out for daily meals and on 

occasions of gracious entertainment. Living rooms and salons played host to guests 

ensconced on benches and banquettes padded in tufted velvet and supported by banks of 

"^11 decorative silken cushions, with silver spittoons for the sake of decorum. 

All subsequent lists of possessions and descriptions of household interiors are drawn explicidy from the 
inventory of goods found ia AHN Clero, Libro 15421. While my placement of goods in various rooms and 
regions of the home is an exercise in historical reconstruction based on spatial descriptions found in 
contemporary literary sources and visits to exhibitions and museums in Spain, including El Greco's house 
in Toledo, the goods themselves are drawn directly from this inventory. 

Clear substantiation of the claim that wealthy widows exercised considerable purchasing power emerges 
from an examination of the archives of the convent of Santo Domingo el Antiguo in Toledo, whose 
archives hold the papers of Maria de Silva, the patroness of the institution. Among her records are found 
countless receipts for purchases made over the decades during which she was associated with the convent, 
including ttansactions with merchants and bankers. In the specific case of Blanca de la Cerda, notations 
documenting quantities spent on wedding gifts in conjunction with the marriages of Juan Baltasar de Silva 
and the dowry goods for Ana de Silva can be found in AHN Clero, Libro 15415 and AHN Clero, Libro 
15196 respectively. These sources also provide indication of expenditures authorized by Blanca in her 
oversight of her children's estates. Finally, wills give an indication of outstanding bills for purchases made 
prior to the testator's demise. 

The spittoon is of particular interest with relation to Norbert Elias' discussion of maimers in The 
Civilizing Process: The History of Manners (New York, 1978). Elias notes early modem changes in a 
desire to impose control over bodily ftinctions, including spitting, as revealed by the presence of such items 
as spittoons in upper-class households. Likewise, in his focus on the table marmers, the use of implements 
such as the fork signaled an abandoimient of such practices as blowing the nose on the tablecloth, picking 
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Whether strewn about salon rooms or relegated to formal libraries, books added to 

the aura of elegance and cultivation ever-present in the noble household. Among the 

nearly 250 titles found in the library of the counts of Cifuentes could be counted not only 

sort of devotional works expected in a post-Tridentine collection, but also ecclesiastical 

and political histories, biographies of famous men including Carlos V and Juan II, 

treatises on topics ranging from geography, military theory and horses to art, childbirth 

and etiquette, atlases, Greek and Latin authors and grammars, popular romances such as 

Amadis de Gaula, Palmerin de Oliva and Florisel de Niquea, contemporary novels 

including Roja's Celestina and multiple copies of Ariosto's Orlando Furioso, not to 

mention Italian greats including Castiglione and Petrarch. Underfoot lay carpets and 

movable wooden floors; on the walls, tapestries and paintings displayed religious 

imagery, such as St. Cecelia, the patron saint of music, but also included portraits of the 

deceased count, Cleopatra and a series depicting the four seasons. The household's 

public spaces, then, exuded an unmistakable and undeniable level of wealth and learning 

in a sumptuous display of the power of acquisition. 

Private realms, too, secreted wealth and power in their chambers, where 

teeth with a knife and returning uneaten food from the plate back to the common dish. Such displays of 
refinement as revealed by household goods (rather than merely in the books of conduct Elias relies upon), 
such as cutlery and spittoons, would indicate that the "civilizing process" and a concurrent internalization 
of codes of civility were well under way in the noble Castihan home. 

Both Amadis and Florisel were penned by Feliciano Silva, who created an immensely popular fantasy 
series based on older stories of chivalry. Francisco Vazquez wrote Palmerin in imitation of and as a sequel 
to the Amadis stories, which themselves were followed by sequels. A good source for edited texts of Iberian 
chivalric literature is Jose Manuel Lucia Megias, ed., Antologia de libros de caballerias castellanos (Alcala 
de Henares, 2000). 

The image of Cleopatra points to the cosmopolitan tastes of the counts of Cifuentes, as the fabled 
Egyptian queen found new currency with Itahan Renaissance painters both north and south of the Alps. 
Summoned as an image of "avariciousness and cruelty," as discussed by Jean Guillaume in "Cleopatra 
Nova Pandora," Gazette des Beaux-Artes (October 1972): 185-194. Her presence provides an interesting 
juxtaposition with the more pious images that dominate the inventories. 
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sleeping quarters held four-poster beds swathed in curtains and draped with canopies of 

tasseled brocades, damasks and velvets in a rainbow of colors. Tucked away in silent 

spaces, oratories teemed with holy images of the Virgin, St. John the Baptist, Mary 

Magdalene, the Crucifixion, the Assumption, the Incarnation and St. Lucy, creating a 

prayerful retreat that glimmered with jeweled agnus dei, crucifixes and silver 

accoutrements.^^® And perhaps a treasured book of hours encased in gilded silver bearing 

on its interior covers portraits of the Dukes of Savoy would enjoy prominence amidst 

other volumes of devotional literature. Placed near windows to take advantage of entering 

light, writing desks of both Venetian and German provenance embellished with 

marquetry stored caches of personal documents, while carved trunks and chests of every 

description overflowed with Dutch linen, silk and velvet pillows, brocade cushions and 

bolts of cloth. The surfaces of decorative tables and consoles sported silver bells to ring 

for servants, marble combs, crystal mirrors perched in ebony fi^ames, incense holders, 

little flasks, candle sticks, lamps, and even a tiny silver box for a tooth-preserving 

preparation. And along drapery-hung walls stood heavy armoires, guarding a vast 

inventory of exquisite attire fashioned fi^om velvet, gold and silver-worked cloth, satin, 

taffeta, silk and linen, often embroidered with gold, silver and silk. Lined chests and 

cabinets stowed a dazzling array of jewelry such as gold belts studded with diamonds, 

pearls and rubies, heavy gold chains, gem-incrusted crucifixes and other religious images, 

enameled gold buttons, cameos, headbands and headdress clasps embellished with gold 

The appearance of this not-so-popular saint may be explained that she is the patron saint of the blind; as 
mentioned previously, Juan Baltasar de Silva, "el ciego," at the very least was severely visually impaired, if 
not entirely blind. 
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and pearls, coral plaques and rosaries, gold encased amber, to name but a smattering of 

the items inventoried—Luis de Leon's injunctions against excessive attention to personal 

• • 1 • 
appearance as propounded in the pages of La perfecta casada not withstandmg. Smce 

clothing constituted a widely accepted marker of wealth and status, the attention given to 

personal appearance as revealed in the quantity and quality of attire and the presence of 

grooming items such as tooth powder, mirrors, perfume flasks and combs again clearly 

reflected the conjunction between purchase and power. 

The noble household and its demand for the objects of conspicuous consumption 

not only contributed an economic stimulus, but also conferred an indelible mark of status 

on its members. This conjunction of display and prestige, then, provided the link between 

wealth and power in the community a noble widow might exercise. Populate the dwelling 

detailed above, for instance, with the literary circle presided over by Blanca de la Cerda's 

aunt, Luisa de la Cerda, in her Toledo palace, noted earlier in Chapter 4. Within these 

walls circulated the great theological minds and influential political figures of sixteenth-

"5-5-5 
century society. Here patrons and clients alike participated m the construction and 

perpetuation of a cultural elite, defined not only by learning, but also by the ability to 

sponsor and display it. While Blanca may not have hosted guests like St. Teresa of Avila, 

See lengthy diatribes against the trappings of vanity in Luis de Leon, La perfecta casada, in particular 
Book XL 

For a general discussion of the relationship between appearance and social order in early modem 
European society and additional bibliography, see Sara F. Matthews Grieco, "The Body, Appearance, and 
Sexuality," in A History of Women in the West: Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes, ed. Natalie 
Zemon Davis and Arlette Farge (Cambridge, 1993), 46-84. See also, Diane Owen Hughes, "Regulating 
Women's Fashion," in A History of Women in the West: Silences of the Middle Ages, ed. Christiane 
Klapisch-Zuber (Cambridge, 1992), 136-158. Also note, the topic of dress and its regulation, a related 
issue, as it points to the importance of attire as a social marker, is often mentioned in discussions of 
prostitution and sumptuary laws, as well as in studies concerning dowries. 

See Manero Sorolla, "On the Margins of Leaming," as discussed in Chapter 4, note 237. 
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as did her aunt, she nonetheless maintained households in Cifuentes, Toledo and Madrid, 

not to mention her estate in Palermo, where she replicated her lifestyle abroad.^^"^ As a 

gathering place for the influential, the noble residence became a locus not only of 

economic power, but also of a correlative social power, while the widow at its head 

exercised a command that functioned both within and beyond its walls. A wealthy 

widow's social identity was thus intimately linked to her economic capacity, which found 

revelation in her facility to demonstrate affluence via consumption. 

The aesthetic sense of the "significant consumer" exercised in the furnishing of 

her home, while predominate among the highest echelons of Castilian society, also 

extended to the ranks of the bourgeoisie. With her household serving as a model of 

sophistication, the noble widow became an arbiter of style for the urban elite, as her 

economic power to acquire translated into the cultural power to shape taste. According to 

this dynamic, the goods of a socially elite widow such as Catalina de la Fuente echoed 

noble possessions, though not in the same profusion or opulence. Parallel to the items 

found in the inventories of Blanca's possessions, an array of furnishings also filled 

An inventory of the contents of her holdings in the Kingdom of Naples appears in AHN Clew, Libro 
15208. This inventory is replete with the same types of fnmishings, jewelry, fine fabrics, silver, porcelain, 
clothing, oratory items and books as found in the joint-household inventory collated at the time of the estate 
partition. Of note is her library, which was dominated by devotional works. Fray Luis de Granada seemed 
to be a favorite with five titles, including his famous Memoria de la vida cristiana and the Guia de 
peccadores, while saints' lives, both in Castilian and Italian also appear. Most of the books were sold in the 
auction following her demise. However, a few less valuable works were given to servants, including the 
Indulgencias de la cinta de San Agustin, which went to a maid. This bequest would suggest that servants in 
noble households, both men and women, were literate, pointing to the possibility of replicating noble 
culture among the lower classes via service in wealthy households. This contention is supported in part by 
studies of courtesanship in Renaissance Italy, where lower-class young women raised by mothers serving 
as domestics in wealthy households were able to acquire the speech, manners and literacy of their 
employers, thus enabling them to mimic upper-class women in a parallel world of illicit sexuality. See 
Guido Ruggiero, Binding Passion: Tales of Magic, Marriage, and Power at the End of the Renaissance 
(New York, 1993), especially chapter 1, "Love Bound: Andriana Savorgnan, Common Whore, Courtesan, 
and Noble Wife," 24-56. 
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Catalina's Toledo abode; wood beds, benches, stools, buffets, tables, chairs, cabinets, 

desks and chests, with corresponding bedding, linens, mattresses and cushions. However, 

while a similarity in type of object persists between Blanca and Catalina's belongings, the 

quantity of such items and their quality is notably different. For example, in the case of 

fabrics, where nobles enjoyed the luxury of brightly colored velvet, silk, taffeta, damask 

and satin bedecking items throughout the household, urban elites tended to restrict the use 

of sumptuous textiles to items associated with private oratories, or at the most, taffeta bed 

curtains. Catalina's dishware also exhibited a more humble pedigree, with ceramics from 

nearby Talavera serving up the day's fare, rather than the silver plates on Blanca's table. 

Even underfoot a distinction arose between the carpets buffering the floors of the noble 

home and the esparto mats in lesser dwellings. The very fact that old tableware and 

furnishings seemed worthy of record during the inventorying of Catalina's estate, while 

being noticeably absent in Blanca's case stood as a further marker of the gap in wealth 

between these widows. Nevertheless, it appears that the urban elite took part in many of 

the same social conventions as the nobility. This observation is substantiated by the 

presence of cutlery, elegant silver serving pieces, bowls for hand-washing and the 

ubiquitous spittoon (so rich in symbolic meaning for Elias) all foxmd in residence. Such 

evidence suggests that a wealthy widow could dictate cultural norms of household decor 

and decorum, making her presence in the urban space felt within the walls of every 

household able to approximate the model she put forth. 

In stark contrast to the relative comfort and commodity of a wealthy or bourgeois 

household, the dwelling of a humble widow held spartan appointments such as a straw 
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mat, a few old cooking utensils and some worn linens and clothing.^^^ This scene would 

be replicated in rented lodgings throughout the city where widowed washerwomen such 

as Ynes Rodriguez, under Inquisitorial arrest for the practice of love magic, and Ana de 

Penafel, the blasphemer who denounced her baptismal chrism swearing an oath of 

revenge by the riverside, might eke out an impoverished existence.^^^ Economic necessity 

likewise drove the widow Catalina Rodriguez to perform rites of divination aimed at 

locating the whereabouts of absent spouses. Neighborhood women approached Catalina 

with "alms," so that she might divine for them whether their husbands were dead or alive, 

providmg her a meager source of survival in the room she rented at an inn. Finally, 

prostitution might be the recourse of a widow pressed by economic necessity. 

Subsisting just above the level of the begging poor, these widows and many others like 

them formed the lowest stratum of the working classes. Their labor goes all but unnoticed 

in the archival record, save for when they crossed paths with the Inquisition. Yet despite 

the fact that marginal occupations associated with women working physically outside 

town, as with washerwomen, religiously outside the bounds of orthodoxy, as with spell 

weavers, or ethically outside the dictates of morality, such as prostitutes, might expect to 

This image is derived from an inventory of goods left by Maria Sanchez to the confraternity of the Santa 
Caridad as found in ADPT, Santa Caridad, legajo 31, expediente 12, 

For the case of Ynes Rodriguez, see AHN Inquisicion, legajo 94, expediente 12. For the case of Ana de 
Penafel, see AHN Inquisicion, legajo 43, expediente 32. In this altercation, a morisca washerwoman threw 
wet clothing over Ana's drying cloths, prompting her to swear ".. .que renegava de la crisma que recibio 
sino se la avra de pagar..." 

See AHN Inquisicion, legajo 94, expediente 9. It is possible that the iimkeeper, identified only as "dona 
Mayor" was a widow, or at the very least was the primary proprietor of the posada where Catalina rented a 
room. 

Philip IFs proclamation regulating public houses of prostitution is included in a 1603 redaction. See 
Ayuntamiento de Toledo, Ordenanzas para el buen regimen y gobierno de la muy noble, muy leal e 
imperial Ciudad de Toledo (Toledo, 1858), Titulo 93: de las mugeres de la mancebia. While widows are 
not explicitly mentioned in this document, neither are they prohibited from exercising the trade. 
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attract a closer degree of Inquisitorial scrutiny, widows did not constitute a large number 

of cases. In fact for the entire sixteenth century, the Inquisition tried only two Toledan 

widows for enchantment, with an additional 11 cases treating non-doctrinal crimes. 

These scant numbers suggest that the common trope for northern European societies that 

poor widows were targets of mistreatment due to their marginal status could be 

misleading in the Castilian context, especially in light of the previous discussion of 

charitable efforts directed toward succor of impoverished women.^"^® Instead, the very 

fact that the poor working widow did not attract undue suspicion confirms that these 

women, though living at the margins of society, were not entirely marginalized. 

Unlike their sisters engaged in the most servile tasks, however, widows of the 

artisan class found ready acceptance in Toledan guild production in any number of 

regulated trades. Evidence for widow participation in guilds appears in a set of municipal 

ordinances published by the Toledan town council in 1602-03, which reflected guild 

ordinances as they had evolved over the preceding century.^^' Although municipal 

Doctrinal crimes are defined here as judaizing or attending to Muslim rites, crimes associated with 
converts to Christianity. For Toledo in the sixteenth century, one case of a morisca widow appears and four 
cases accuse widows of being judaizers. The total number of Inquisition cases brought forth against 
widows for the sixteenth century is 18. 

This assumption is supported by the findings of Maria Palacios Alcalde, "Formas marginales de trabajo 
feminine en la Andalucia modema," in VI Jomadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria sobre la mujer: El 
trabajo de las mujeres: siglos XVI-XX, ed. Maria Jesiis Matilla and Margarita Ortega (Madrid, 1996), 71-
88. Palacios Alcalde considers work performed by marginal women, defined as slaves, captives and those 
tried by the Inquisition, along with marginal occupations, including the use of enchantment and pseudo-
religious rituals. She finds that trials pursued against purported practitioners of magic were used to discredit 
the power of enchantment and its practitioners. Cases of "hechicheria" in the Cordoba Holy Office find 
morisca women in the majority (93.6% of cases involved women; no total number of cases is provided). 
The majority of women accused were between the ages of 25-35. Of this group, 21.3% were single, 42.4% 
manied and 36.3% widowed. These figures, though hard numbers are not provided, tend to debunk the 
myth of the old woman witch, as she appears in northem Europe. 

See Ordenanzas para el buen regimen. This collection of laws put before Philip II on 23 February 1562 
received royal approbation on 22 December 1590, but did not go to press until 5 May 1600, with the 
complete volume entering publication on 24 December 1602. For some undisclosed reason, the impression 
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decrees being overwhelmingly prescriptive and descriptive by nature reflect the values 

and attitudes of civil and guild authorities, rather than the Ufe experience of workers, they 

nevertheless provide insight into the range of possibilities officially open to artisan class 

widows in the workplace.^"^^ The established presence of widows in skilled trades, those 

requiring an advanced level of training and sanctioned by an examination process, 

provides fodder for the debate over the changing status of women in the work place over 

the course of the early modem period. The standard argument based on studies examining 

the northern European context suggests that competition from journeymen for access to 

craft mastership (a status required for marriage and full integration into municipal 

society) spelled the progressive exclusion of women fi"om guild participation, relegating 

them to lower status and/or ancillary role in production, correlative lower wages and a 

resultant devaluation of women's work.^'*^ To trace this same trajectory in the case of 

was ordered to halt in September of the following year before the project was complete. Many of the codes 
adopted in the new compilation made after 1400 were, in fact, borrowed from other municipal law codes, 
including those of Avila, Seville and Segovia. The 1603 compilation serves as a sort of snapshot of Toledan 
guild ordinances and is surely more static than a detailed examination of social conditions would bear out~ 
a study unto itself 

For an informative discussion of the range of documentation applicable to the study of women and work 
as related to guild production, see Marta Vicente, "La documentacion gremial: el trabajo de las mujeres en 
la modemidad," in Birriel Salcedo, Nuevas preguntas, nuevas miradas, 25-43. 

See for example: Natalie Zemon Davis, "Women in the Crafts in Sixteenth-Century Lyon," in Women 
and Work in Preindustrial Europe, ed. Barbara Hanawalt (Bloomington, 1986), 167-197. For a discussion 
of the link between the rise of a market economy that displaced the family workshop and with it womens' 
valued contribution to household economic unit, see Martha Howell, Women, Production, and Patriarchy 
in Late Medieval Cities (Chicago, 1986). A briefer statement of this argument can be found in Martha 
Howell, "Women, the Family Economy, and the Structures of Market Production in Cities of Northern 
Europe during the Late Middle Ages," in Hanawalt, Women and Work, 198-22. A usefiil synthesis of the 
argument is given by Merry E. Wiesner, "Spinning out Capital: Women's Work in Preindustrial Europe, 
1350-1750," in Becoming Visible: Women in European History, 3'^'' ed., ed. Renate Bridenthal, Susan 
Mosher Stuard, and Merry E. Wiesner (Boston and New York, 1998), 202-231, and in Merry E. Wiesner, 
"Spinsters and Seamstresses: Women in Cloth and Clothing Production," in Rewriting the Renaissance: 
The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, ed. Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen 
Quilligan, and Nancy J. Vickers (Chicago, 1986), 191-205. Another synthesis is provided by Olwen 
Hufton, "Women, Work, and Family," in Davis and Farge, A History of Women in the West, 15-45, 
especially 41-44 regarding widowhood. 
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Castile, barring women from guild membership, restricting women's access to training 

and materials, lack of female participation in high-status trades and the relegation of 

women to low-skilled or poorly-paid occupations comprise the list of elements that would 

support the current "exclusion" thesis. Toledan statutes do not, however, does not exhibit 

all of these features, nor do they support the wider trends found by studies of other 

regions in Europe. Instead, as in the other realms of municipal life into which she was 

integrated, the Castilian widow found herself neither alienated from the workforce nor 

deprived the status accorded those engaged in productive enterprise. 

Among the municipal ordinances for the city of Toledo numerous clauses allow 

widows to continue operating the workshops of their deceased spouses, with varying 

degrees of freedom and restriction. High status skilled jobs producing goods for which 

Toledo enjoyed a widespread reputation included cap making, sword smithing, and iron 

grill working. In the case of cap making, widows, unless they remarried, could continue 

the trade so long as an examined mastercraftsman oversaw production. The remarriage 

clause, however, seemed too strict in the eyes of Charles V, to whom the regulations were 

first submitted for formal approval. He stated: "...but even if [the widow] should 

remarry, it is not for this reason that she should have her liberty [to continue production] 

removed." The king continued his defense of a woman's right to engage in production 

with a little saying: "... the clothes have to be made by the hand that has to do it."^'^'* This 

second statement is telling, in that it provides a clear indication that women took part in 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 34: de los boneteros. This ordinance dates from 1528. It 
provides the text of the regulations, interspersed with the response of Charles V and commentary upon the 
response. The boneteros (cap makers) show particular pride in their work, claiming "no hay lugar en 
Espaiia , donde se haga la ropa conforme a lo bueno de Toledo." 
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skilled trades alongside their husbands as almost a given, that widows ably stepped up to 

the job once alone, and their capacities did not wither away upon remarriage. 

Nevertheless, in an amendment to the regulations of 1558, the insistence on a widow's 

maintenance of her single status reemerges, during which time she could place the seal of 

the guild inside the caps produced in her shop.^^^ Remarriage also truncated a widow's 

right to the shop in swordsmithing, another high status profession, as well as in other 

trades such as silk cord makers, accessory and belt makers, iron grill workers and 

locksmiths, hat makers, silk weavers, turners, and silk throwers.^'^^As in other parts of 

Europe where widows saw their freedom to remarry clash with their rights to continuing 

deceased spouses' trades, such regulations had the intention to open up positions for 

workers who had attained sufficient training to become master craftsmen but who did not 

yet have the wherewithal to open their own shops, or to encourage widows to remarry 

only within the guild. Such limitations place Toledan statues with regard to the position 

of widows well within wider European norms, as do stipulations that widows run shops 

only in the presence or under the guidance of mastercraftsmen.^'^^ Despite these 

limitations, however, widows did not suffer from the imposition of the "one year rule," 

which cut short their running a shop altogether after the anniversary of their spouses' 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 34: de los boneteros. 
Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 63: de los epaderos (1452). Toledo to this day is known for its 

metalwork, swords and knives in particular. The age of this statue suggests that the swordmakers guild had 
a particularly long presence in Toledo. Other trades statutes are found in Titulo 50: de los cordoneros de 
seda (n.d.; reign of Charles V); Titulo 77: de los guamicioneros y cinteros (1566); Titulo 127: de los rejeros 
y cerrajeros (1582 and 1583); Titulo 132: de los sombreros (1585); Titulo 135: de los texedores de seda 
(1545); Titulo 137: de los tomeros (n.d.); Titulo 138: de los torcedores de sedas (1574). 

Guilds requiring the presence of a mastercraftsman include the silk cord makers, accessory and belt 
makers, and turners. The silk throwers specify shop administration by a son, while the cap makers give 
space for a son, other male relative, or another "good person" who has passed guild examination. 



179 

demise. It can be argued, thus, that although widows might not enjoy the same range of 

rights accorded their husbands, they nevertheless could generally retain authority within 

the shop setting. 

Despite the explicit restrictions found in the aforementioned guilds, other high 

status trades did not place limitations widows regarding the presence of mastercraftmen. 

For example, the gilders merely stipulated that the widow could run her shop, so long as 

she had a "sufficient" number of trained workers. The issue of remarriage remains 

unmentioned, though it may have been implicitly understood, as do any limitations on the 

number of workers she might employ.^''® Interestingly enough, the children of a master 

gilder who might inherit his shop had only two years time during which they could run 

the shop without submitting to guild examinations. Widows of gilders thus had fuller 

rights to the trade than their sons, as they could run the shop indefinitely, provided they 

employed qualified personnel. Swordsmiths, too, had little to say about how a widowed 

shop owner should run her business.^^® While the possibility that unwritten norms did, in 

fact, place strictures on a widow involved in this craft for which Toledo had especial 

See Wiesner, "Spinsters and Seamstresses," for a discussion of the exclusion of even widows from guild 
membership in cloth-related trades in German cities. In Toledo, the grill makers and locksmiths guild 
employed a variation of the one-year rule: a widow could run her shop for a year without the presence of 
examined workers, but after this period she could not continue operation without employees who had 
passed guild examination. A widow who persisted in operating her shop without guild-examinees was 
subject to a 2,000 maravedi fine, with other undefined fines being assigned the head employee. See 
Ordenanzaspara el buen regimen, Titulo 127: de los rejeros y cerrajeros. 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 55: de los doradores. This statute dates from 1568: "Ytem que 
qualquier muger de maestro que fuere biuda, pueda tener su tienda, y se le encargue que tenga en ella 
official suficiente para el dicho oficio." Interestingly enough, the children of a mastercraftsmen who might 
inherit his shop had only two years time during which they could run the shop without submitting to guild 
examinations. Widows thus had fuller rights to the trade than their sons, as they could run the shop 
indefinitely, provided they employed qualified persoimel. 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 63: de los espaderos. This 1452 statute merely notes . .la 
muger durante la viudez pueda tener tienda,.." 



180 

pride, such stipulations did not find codification at the turn of the seventeenth century. 

The hat makers guild took a similarly liberal stance toward widows. Even without official 

guild examination, widows had full rights to practice this trade, provided their work 

-IC-I 

conformed to guild-instituted standards of quality. Perhaps the most explicit 

acknowledgement of a widow's right to continue shop production appears in the silk 

weavers' statutes. Here apprentices must finish the term of their contract under the 

supervision of the master's widow, where she would ensure that they continued to learn 

the trade. Furthermore, her authority found confirmation with the injunction that the 

widow had the power to govern weavers in the shop, who owed her the same obligation 

to work as they had her husband. This forthright declaration in support of the widow's 

managerial power, however, did not extend to an authority for her to take on new 

apprentices.^^^ Thus while she could retain trainees contracted prior to her husband's 

demise, she would, in time, be forced to limit production due to the absence of cheap 

apprentice labor, or incur the costs of hiring only trained workers. Although widows 

faced constraints that could have the net result of circumscribing the output of their 

shops, the sort of systematic marginalization, if not total exclusion, from skilled craft 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 132: de los sombrereros. Article 16 of this 1585 statute 
declare . .por quanto muchas vezes aconteze morirse el maestro de la sombrereria e dexar a su muger 
viuda, e porque es justo que las viudas scan ayudadas, se permite e ordena, que aunque las tales viudas no 
sean examinadas, puedan usar y exercer el dicho oficio, y tener tienda del durante el tiempo de su viudez, 
con que la obra que hizieren sea buena y limpia, e bien acabada, conforme a estas ordenanzas." 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 135: de los texedores de seda. In this 1545 statute, "...si algun 
maestro falleciere e dejare algun aprendiz e aprendizes, sean obligados los tales aprendizes de acavar de 
servir el tiempo a la viuda que eran obligados, teniendo en su casa quien los acabe de mostrar si los oviere 
de menester, la qual dicha viuda durante el tiempo de su viudez pueda tener los dichos telares e govemallos 
como en el tiempo de su marido era obligado, con tanto que no tome aprendiz nuevo para le mostrar..." 
Apprenticeship contracts in this trade depended on the specific type of cloth being produced. For example, 
satin required a 3-year term, while damask, taffeta and velvet required a 5-year term. 
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production suffered by women in other areas of Europe over the course of the sixteenth 

century did not take root in Toledo. 

Women could also exercise non-guild regulated trades, and among them widows 

surely plied their wares. For instance, city ordinances dealing with resale trades, 

including bread selling and provisioning, mention saleswomen in the same breath as 

salesmen. One such statute expressed a concern that resalers participated in price gouging 

by failing to sell bread by weight.^^'^ A more urgent problem saw individuals cunningly 

intercepting carters approaching the city gates in order to monopolize resale of a whole 

range of goods brought in from towns lying under Toledan jurisdiction before they could 

reach market.^^^ The fact town legislators addressed both men and women when seeking 

to curtail such abuses indicates that women played a lively role in the resale business, 

much as has been observed for other Castilian cities, such as Seville and Madrid.^^^ More 

respectable women retailers ran shops selling everything from linen and chambray to 

Worth mention is the embroiderers' guild, which had specific provisions for the apprenticeship of both 
men and women in the trade. This would indicate that women could hold membership in this guild, and 
hence, upon widowhood, though not specifically mentioned, would continue in the trade for which they had 
previously trained. See Ordenanzaspara el buen regimen, Titulo 33: de los brosladores. Capitulo IV: Que 
habla del que da a labrar a aprendiz hasta ser examinado (1496). The presence of female apprentices 
working toward guild examination is clear: ".. .porque a causa de algunos tener en su casa oficiales, ansi 
hombres como mugeres, aprendizes.. .no de a labrar a los tales aprendizes, quier hombres como mugeres, 
hasta que sean examinados, porque cesen los tales inconvenientes y engaiios." 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 19; de los Almotacenes. See also Titulo 113: de los 
panaderos. The language these statutes suggests that women were primarily involved in the resale of bread, 
as the terms panadera and panaderas are employed repeatedly. Titulo 19 only speaks of panaderas, while 
Titulo 113 vacillates between panaderos and panaderas, with a majority of references being the latter. 

Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 126: de los regatones. This statute explicitly speaks to men 
and women: ".. .de aqui adelante ningun regaton tratante, hombre ni muger, no pueda salir a los caminos 
para comprar, ni compre ningunas de las mercadurias que se vieneren a vender a esta ciudad..Failure to 
comply with the ordinance brought a first-offense fine of 600 maravedis, while a second offense meant a 6-
month banishment fi:om the city. 

Discussion of women and food provisioning in Seville appears in Perry, Gender and Disorder, 16. For 
seventeenth-century Madrid, see Jesus Bravo Lozano, "Fuentes para el estudio del trabajo femenino en la 
edad modema," in Jesus Matilla and Ortega, VlJornadas de investigacion, 143-160. 
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headdresses and fans, and amber and aromatics. Involvement m merchant companies 

also lay within the range of possibilities for the widow with an interest in business. 

Meanwhile, printers' widows routinely kept up shop production, emblazoning their 

presence in the imprimatur of every book and pamphlet issuing forth from their 

•2 CQ ^ ,  

presses. Women also found employ in trades associated with textile production, such 

as esparto grass weaving, button making, spinning and carding.^^° Further examination of 

notarial records in Toledo would surely produce myriad examples, much as the list drawn 

up by Bravo Lozano's ten-year investigation of seventeenth-century records in Madrid. 

Lozano's findings are particularly significant not, perhaps, in support of his own thesis, 

but rather to demonstrate that the "entrepreneurial women" he finds at the century's close 

do not presage a new path for the acceptance of women's place in the economy. Instead, 

Blanca de la Cerda regularly made purchases from shops run by two women in particular. Ana 
Forquinon and Jacomina Flamenca. See AHN Clew, Libro 15421 and ANHNobleza, Osuna, legajo 2074, 
expediente 1 (6). 

Catalina Vasquez, a widow of a jurist-member of a collateral branch of the Franco family, took up her 
husband's share in a family-owned merchant company, as revealed in a 3-year contract found in AHPT, 
legajo 1508b, 25 April 1560. Beatriz de San Pedro entered into a 2-year merchant contract in AHPT, legajo 
1578, 10 March 1580. Catalina de la Fuente was party to a family-based merchant operation, as evident in 
AHPT, legajo 1578, 18 January 1580. More careM scrutiny of notarial records would certainly uncover 
more examples. 

For a treatment of widows in the print industry, see Nancy Joe Dyer, "Dowagers and Heiresses in the 
Printing Industry," in Women at Work in Spain: From the Middle Ages to Early Modern Times, ed. Marilyn 
Stone and Carmen Benito-Vessels (New York, 1998), 65-80. Widows also routinely appear settling the 
accounts for shops previously operating under their husbands' names. However, it is unclear from these 
records whether they continued running the shops in question. For example, a tailor's widow settles 
accounts in AHN Clero, Libro 15421. Notarial records teem with receipts for sales of goods and services, 
where a widow of an iron merchant settles accounts in AHPT, legajo 1508b, 13 September 1560, and a 
woodworker's widow settles with the cathedral of Toledo mAHPT, legajo 154, 27 February 1570. 

Evidence of esparto grass weaving, a trade engaged in by both men and women, appears in the case of 
Ana Sanchez, an octagenarian fried by the Inquisition for scandalous speech in 1568. The course of the frial 
reveals that her frade required a significant amount of fravel outside the city, both to purchase esparto grass 
and sell her wares. Her crime lay in defending her failure to attend church regularly by claiming God could 
her under the stairs just as well as in church. See AHNInquisicion, legajo 209, expediente 12. Mention of 
button making by wives of silk cord makers appears with the statutes for silk cord makers in a 1543 clause, 
Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 50: de los cordoneros de seda. Spirmers and carders, 
overwhelmingly female, appear in Ordenanzas para el buen regimen, Titulo 69: de las hilanderas (n.d.). 
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he proves the persistent and historic presence of women as economic protagonists 

stretching from the Middle Ages through the early modem period.^^' The fact that 

Castilian widows did not find themselves excluded from guild production nor restricted 

from acquiring materials and selling products, along with their persistent presence in high 

status trades indicates that the trajectory of devaluation of women's work noted for 

northern Europe does not fit the patterns revealed by the Toledan case. Lozano's 

interpretation of womens' ability to direct businesses, sign contracts to buy materials, sell 

products and otherwise stand equal in the eyes of suppliers and buyers as the mark of a 

profound change may fail to acknowledge a long history of such capacities. Nevertheless, 

the conjunction between studies of the medieval period, the evidence from sixteenth-

century Toledo, and Lozano's findings for the seventeenth century underscores the 

indication that the model of female exclusion fi"om the market economy developed for 

northern Europe may not hold true for Castile.^^^ 

As property holders, investors, consumers and producers, widows appear in all 

realms of economic life in Toledo, from the luxurious lodgings of a wealthy countess 

Bravo Lozano, "Fuentes para el estudio del trabajo femenino," 154-157. Lozano is struck by the 
presence of widows taking control of production and sale of articles in the realm of small-scale enterprise. 
He finds that upon widowhood, women ran family businesses and often did not remarry. He also notes the 
incorporation of women in the workforce, not only as salaried and dependent, but also in the capacity of 
proprietor, with full economic and legal responsibilities. 

While uncovering a significant body of archival material in Toledo comparable to that found in Madrid 
remains a task for future endeavors, productive widows nevertheless constitute a palpable and undeniable 
presence in a wide range of enterprises throughout the sixteenth century. An examination of seventeenth-
century records comparable to Lozano's study would provide a desirable documentary basis for tracing 
changes that may have occurred over the course of Toledo's demographic and economic decline in the 
penumbra of Madrid. Such a study might uncover parallels not so much with Madrid, but rather with 
Perry's findings for Seville, also suffering from economic contraction over the course of the seventeenth 
century. A definitive reevaluation of the appUcation of the northern European model beyond the scope of 
the studies that comprise it awaits more careful examination of women and work in Castile throughout the 
early modem period. 
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acting as an arbiter of culture, to the banks of the Tajo where blaspheming washerwomen 

sweated. Whether rich or poor, widows enjoyed rights to property and its disposition, 

along with production and its profits. The ubiquity of widows as property owners and 

workers indicates that Castilian society found their activities acceptable, or at the very 

least not objectionable. A concerted effort, whether in theory or in practice, to limit 

women's and as a subset widows' financial power does not emerge from an examination 

of cases centered on Toledo. Consideration of these factors leads to the conclusion that 

the integral economic roles of women and widows in Castilian society persisted well into 

the sixteenth century, as reflected in both legal statutes, cultural norms and the lives of 

widows transacting daily life in early modem Castile. 
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CONCLUSION 

Over the course of the sixteenth-century, women who survived the rigors of 

childbirth could expect to be widowed at an early age in their lives and often spent many 

of their adult years as widows. In Castile, this phenomenon was heightened due to factors 

such as immigration to New Spain and an increasing involvement in European warfare, 

both of which drew men away from their homes to produce both real and virtual widows. 

The presence of powerful widows on the home front persisted well beyond the period of 

the Reconquest, as Castile continued to exhibit many characteristics of a frontier society. 

Understanding Spain as a society organized for war during the medieval period, calling 

continuously on the agency of women as integral to the success of securing and 

repopulating territory, carries forward into the early modem period, as frontiers shifted 

from within the peninsula to beyond it. The wide range of activities included in widows' 

experience of daily Ufe made possible due to the cultural values and attitudes of their 

society suggests that patterns indicating a shrinking domain for female agency in other 

regions of Europe during the sixteenth century did not find replication in Castile. 

The apparent uniqueness of Castilian widows when viewed in the European 

context provokes challenges to predominant conceptions about the experience of women 

in the early modem period. The Castilian case serves to call into question dichotomous 

cultural classifications juxtaposing relgion. Catholic versus Protestant, or regions, 

Mediterranean versus Northem European. For instance, the notion of a Mediterranean 
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society, dominated by a supposed "honor culture" defined by an obsessive preoccupation 

with male defense of female sexual purity and an insistence on women's sexual 

continence, propagates false generalizations because it does not recognize differing legal 

and social attitudes toward widows not only among the Italian city states, but also 

between the Italian peninsula and Castile. Indeed, the relative autonomy and high level of 

societal integration representative of the Castilian widow does nothing to confirm 

stereotypes of Mediterranean culture. Just as the Castilian widow's independence 

confounds the honor culture paradigm, it also calls into question any preconceptions of 

Catholicism as particularly repressive with regard to female sexuality. Such 

characterizations must be put aside after a glance at the statutes of the Genevan 

consistory or the municipal legislation of other Reformed cities. When combined with the 

rhetoric issuing forth from the pulpits and presses in Reformed territories, it becomes 

clear that repressive attitudes toward sexuality did not belong to Catholics alone.^^^ These 

observations stimulated by considering the personal autonomy and social integration of 

Castilian widows argue for setting aside characterizations based on regional or 

confessional generalizations, asking instead for analytic categories unconfined by such 

preconceptions. 

Just as the prominence of widows in Castilian society supporting notions of 

Iberian singularity within the European context calls into question analysis based on 

363 
Roper, The Holy Household. See also. Merry Wiesner, Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe. 

New Approaches to Modem European History (Cambridge, 1993) and Susan Karant-Nunn, Luther's 
Pastors: The Reformation in the Ernestine Countryside (Philadelphia, 1979). 
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inaccurate generalizations, it also signals a need to re-examine the apparent tightening 

reigns of patriarchy in other regions by calling for a closer investigation of the 

circumstances that may have generated negative valuations of widows and a desire to 

confine women in general. Even though Castilian moralists proposed restrictive models 

of comportment, women were seemingly offered a wider range of roles than their sisters 

in Reformed territories, where wife and mother became paramount within the confines of 

the patriarchal household, which found replication in patterns of municipal governance. 

Squeezed out of the workplace, thus financially dependent on either a husband or in his 

absence the municipal authorities, it would seem that the dictates of Reform theology and 

ideology left little space for the widow. Perhaps the insistence on wife and mother led to 

the marginalization of "unprotected" single women, who became prime targets of 

persecution in regions consumed by witch-hunting.^^"^ The relative absence of such 

activities in the Iberian Peninsula and general reticence of inquisitors to give credence to 

diabolical witchcraft, let alone singularly pursue solitary women indicates that 

confessional differences could play a role in the marginalization of women. But theology 

alone is insufficient; interrelated economic factors may be even more important. If 

Castilian widows could continue to participate in crafts and trades, they would be less 

likely than their northern sisters to suffer marginalization due to their productive 

The bibliography on witches and witch-hunting is extensive. See, for instance, Jeffrey Burton Russell, A 
History of Witchcraft (London, 1980), Brian Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe (London, 
1993), or Anne Llewellyn Barstow, Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts (San 
Francisco, 1994) for general syntheses. For more particular studies, see Erik Midelfort, Witch Hunting in 
Southwestern Germany, 1562-1684 (Stanford, 1972), William Monter, Witchcraft in France and 
Switzerland 1976), Janet Thomson, Wives, Widows, Witches and Bitches: Women in Seventeenth-
Century Devon (New York, 1993). For an insightful theoretical essay, see Elspeth Whitney, "International 
Trends: The Witch "she/the Historian "he": Gender and the Historiography of the European Witch-hunts," 
Journal of Women's History 1 (Fall, 1995): 77-101. 
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contributions. Revisiting theological issues, Protestantism emphasized individual 

responsibility for salvation based on the theology of grace, but Counter-Reform practice 

demanded both faith and works. By maintaining control of their economic resources due 

to their continued productive capacity in a Catholic society, one which still placed a 

premium on good works, Castilian widows had additional avenues to participate in and 

be essential to the well-being of their communities via charity and patronage. Thus the 

impact of confessional ideology, whether striving to inculcate the values of Protestant or 

Counter-Reformation theology, had singularly different results with regard to widows 

despite the general evaluation that both exhibited confining attitudes toward women. 

The conjunction of worsening economic conditions and the ideal of the 

patriarchal household tended to limit roles for widows in Protestant territories. Yet 

Spain's widely discussed declining fortunes over the course of the seventeenth century, 

combined with the institutionalization of Tridentine reforms did not appear to have the 

same effect on Castilian widows.^^^ In fact, economic hardship may have increased the 

demands made on widows' agency as necessary contributors to household sustenance, 

rather than make them helpless anomalies in an economic world dominated by visions of 

productive men and passive women. Though Spain's sluggish approach to 

For instance, the widely touted thesis of Spain's decline due to its failure to industrialize indicates that 
the inability to "modernize" had negative repercussions for the entire society. For the classic argument, see 
Earl J. Hamilton, "The Decline of Spain," Economic History Review 8 (1935); 168-179. Another classic 
argument, this from the perspective of a Spanish scholar, is Vicente Palacio Atard, Espafia en el siglo XVII: 
derrota, agotamiento, decadencia, 4"* ed. (Madrid, 1987 [1949]). A more recent study that does little to 
counter earlier arguments is Graham Darby, Spain in the Seventeenth Century (New York, 1994). R.A. 
Stradling, Europe and the Decline of Spain: A Study of the Spanish System, 1580-1720 (New York, 1981) 
does a better job of contextualizing the Spanish experience as part of European, even global system. 
Finally, Richard Kagan, "Prescott's Paradigm: American Historical Scholarship and the Decline of Spain," 
American Historical Review 101 (April, 1996): 423-446, provides a good historiographical essay on the 
issue. Unfortunately, none of the studies do much to distinguish between effects on different populations 
within the Iberian Peninsula because they do not incorporate gender as an analytic category. 



189 

industrialization appears to be a structural break down, for widows it may have preserved 

their autonomy, which points toward an explanation for the persistent presence of 

Castilian widows in skilled trades in comparison to their exclusion elsewhere in 

Europe.^^^ Even as the overall effects of economic weakness progressed throughout the 

early modem period into the modem age, this stmctural debility may not have 

significantly touched other institutions, such as the family, pointing to one possibility 

why widows could continue to enjoy the positions of status in Castilian society.^^^ 

The discovery of this apparent continuity between the medieval and early modem 

period in the ability of Castilian widows to participate openly and decisively in the lives 

of their families and communities, despite the heightened moral rhetoric of the post-

Tridentine period, satisfies one side of the historian's perennial search for pattems of 

change. However, the failure to note significant transformations during the course of the 

sixteenth century, the period during which Castile became home to a global empire, 

leaves persistent questions about when, if ever, widows found themselves constrained. 

Declining economic fortunes in the city of Seville during the course of the seventeenth 

century provoked a rhetorical and physical confinement of marginal women, among them 

widows, in this once-wealthy port city.^®® Widows who had taken the veil, too, 

experienced strict cloistering and with it checks on the autonomy they enjoyed prior to 

The cynical might opine that if, indeed, women enjoyed a degree of autonomy and empowerment not 
found elsewhere in Europe, this very fact could explaia Spain's failings—it was dominated by women, thus 
destined to inferiority. This theory, however, overlooks that economic and political policies were 
formulated, promulgated and enforced by men. 

Although Perry's work on Seville would indicate worsening status for women in conjunction with 
economic hardship, her focus is primarily on marginal groups. Future studies considering the status of a 
broader population of widows and women in the seventeenth century might produce somewhat different 
results, see Gender and Disorder. 

See Perry, Gender and Disorder. 
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the enforcement of Trent's mandates.But looking beyond the margins of society and 

outside the walls of the convent reveals an uneven application of patriarchal control. 

Although the marginal found themselves ever more marginalized and the religious ever 

more supervised, the greater population of widows did not experience a dramatic change 

in their social position. The legal, moral and institutional structures built to contain and 

separate certain portions of the population from the rest of society belie a change in 

attitude toward notions of community, but such a disposition may have had the effect of 

further safeguarding the position of widows as mothers, workers, and patrons, who were 

not otherwise marginalized. If anything, increasingly harsh measures toward individuals 

who did not enjoy incorporation in secular society tended to confirm the rightful 

membership of all others. Therefore, the continued presence of widows among the body 

of the incorporated argues against any concerted effort to categorize them as inherently 

marginal. 

The issue of marginalization is also intimately tied to the differing experiences of 

widows based upon their economic status. Demographic studies indicate that widows 

constituted a significant proportion of the poor, where more single women suffered from 

poverty than men.^^° With the reality of many widows enmeshed in poverty and its 

attendant constraints, discussions of the Castilian widow's autonomy and authority seem 

particularly relevant to the elite, since wealth and status surely expanded a woman's 

Recall The Council of Trent required strict enclosure for all women religious. See, for example, Jodi 
Bilinkoff, The Avila of St. Teresa: Religious Reform in a Sixteenth-Century City (Ithaca, 1989). See also 
Lehfeldt, "Sacred and Secular Spaces," and Sara Nalle, God in La Mancha: Religious Reform and the 
People of Cuenca, 1500-1650 (Baltimore, 1992), especially Ch. 5. 

As discussed previously, see Vassberg, "The Status of Widows," Martz and Porres Martin Cleto, Toledo 
y los toledanos, and Martz, Poverty and Welfare. 
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range of actions. Although this study, relying as it does upon a detailed discussion of key 

exemplars with supporting references to lower-class widows, tends to focus on the 

experience of the upper-classes as representative of all members of society, it 

nevertheless demonstrates that regardless of wealth, widows exhibited the same patterns 

of behavior in attitudes toward household management and charity. With widows of all 

rank exhibiting a pragmatic ability to further self and familial interests within the 

municipal context, the aim was the same, even if methods and results varied according to 

class. This presence of similar cultural patterns across class lines suggests a shared 

system of values, which, despite a hardening toward the potential disruptiveness of 

poverty, had not yet condemned poor widows to a 'morally reprehensible' status in such 

a way that marginalized them completely. Even if the state of widowhood summoned 

popular images of poverty and want, this need was not uniformly interpreted in such a 

way as to ostracize widows as a group. The effects of allowing widows, even the poor, to 

remain as social players points to a phenomenon worth examining not only within the 

context of Castilian society, but also in comparison with attitudes toward women and 

poverty in other regions of Europe. 

A propensity to experience poverty did not exclude widows from society at large, 

yet they nevertheless exhibited a certain singularity among women as a group. This 

observation suggests that widowhood may present a special case with reference to the 

experience of different groups of women based upon categorizations of marital status. 

The evidence produced in the course of this study suggests that widowhood constituted a 

distinctive category for women, which afforded a wider range of gender roles than did the 
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married state. Upon closer examination, however, it may be that married women's 

activities were, in a sense, masked by the legal presence of their spouses in much of the 

documentary record. For instance, a donation made by a married woman would bear 

signals of her husband's authority, too; the impetus behind the bequest often lies 

shrouded in formulaic language, thus subsuming the woman's voice under the joint 

company of her husband. Just because the actions of married women lay under the legal 

jurisdiction of her husband does not mean that wives could not act with any degree of 

autonomy. The example of the strangled Montanesa, the linen dealer accustomed to travel 

as part of her business, possessing her own chests full of goods and money, shows a 

married woman independent in her work. Her husband appears only briefly in the story 

"^71 
when his wife fails to come home according to her usual schedule. Beyond this single 

case, a comprehensive examination of the autonomy possible for married women, despite 

their lack of full legal personhood, would make the findings for widows even more 

understandable within the broader context of Castilian attitudes toward and acceptance of 

"XT) 
authority wielded by women. 

More careful study of roles played by married women would also serve to bolster 

the point that a widow did not suddenly transform herself into an independent matriarch 

the morning after her husband's demise. The fact that the widow appears to step into her 

new role without supervision, legal or otherwise, suggests that she did not require any 

special training to take on the duties required by household headship; her legal status was 

Horozco, "Memorial." 
See, for instance, the conclusions of Taylor, "Honor and Violence," and Bravo Lozano, "Fuentes," both 

of whom clearly demonstrate the agency of married women as a norm, despite their lack of full legal 
personhood. Studies in Nader, Gender and Power, likewise give examples of the autonomous actions of 
married noble women 
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the only real change. Women of all classes held wide-ranging responsibilities as 

daughters, wives and mothers, learning and utilizing skills and attitudes that prepared 

them well for lives as widows.^^^ Indeed, the capacity of widows to maintain their own 

households, either by choice or necessity, indicates that their prior lives had armed them 

with the knowledge and ability necessary for survival, suggesting that widowhood merely 

made more manifest the potential for authority all Castilian women might enjoy. 

The interrelationship and possibility of an almost seamless transition from the 

married to the widowed state brings up not only the issue of authority and the legal status 

of who might exercise it, but also considerations of age. Although the popular image of a 

widow summons a wizened old woman, the reality of widowhood in Castile saw many 

young widows, both with and without dependent children. Although adolescence reached 

to the age of 25, the age of emancipation, marriage could also accomplish liberation from 

parental control. Women of the upper classes, for instance, tended to marry some time in 

their mid to late teens, at which time their parents often (though not always) granted them 

legal emancipation. If widowed shortly after marriage, a young woman could find herself 

in a position of legal independence not otherwise enjoyed by never-married youths. The 

experience of marriage thus conferred a degree of authority for even a young widow, who 

was not immediately swept back into the paternal fold. The presence of independent 

young widows suggests that women not only could, but also were expected to take an 

active role in the maintenance of a household, and should therefore continue in such a 

capacity upon widowhood. Furthermore, the activities of widows as guardians over 

This point is also made based upon the experiences of the Mendoza women, as related in the 
introduction to Nader, Gender and Power. 
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dependent children and/or spiritual patrons of orphans indicate acceptance of women as 

custodians of the family and guarantors of its continuity. The fact that even a young 

widow could take on these responsibilities in a society where authority could readily be 

based upon hierarchies of age gives further evidence of an acceptance of women's 

matriarchal position in the family as integral to the maintenance of social order. 

Although this study did not explicitly use age as an analytic category due to the 

impracticality of gathering sufficient demographic data, issues relating to hierarchies of 

age as they intersect with marriage and widowhood bear closer examination in order to 

evaluate the importance of marital experience, with an implied establishment of a 

household and all this entailed, on the exercise of authority. The possibility that even 

young women, as widows, could maintain their independence counters the impression of 

their incapacity derived from prescriptive literature, which called for an almost obsessive 

surveillance of the nubile. Marriage thus conferred authority not only on men, but also on 

women, while widowhood served to confirm it. Further study may indeed reveal that 

marital status only emerges as the most important variable for detecting women's 

participation in a wide range of gender roles as widows; actually playing these parts 

potentially stood open a much wider range of early modem women. The examination of 

transformations between the married and widowed state might therefore reveal a 

persistent capacity for female authority fundamental to any evaluation of the family as an 

institutional cornerstone of early modem society. 

The vast archival resources open for future study hold the promise of many more 

detailed and nuanced treatments of the issues raised here, making the current analysis 
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provocative, but never definitive. Initial observations make manifest widows in early 

modem Castile as women who lived within and without the parameters sketched by law 

and ecclesiastical morality, shaping their own lives, those of their families and their 

communities. Although much of the archival evidence uncovered thus far addresses the 

situation of propertied women, it is important nonetheless to stress that this dynamic had 

significance ranging beyond the upper classes. The intimation of these broader patterns 

suggests that enhanced understanding of widows' importance for the definition, 

construction and perpetuation of family and community brings with it a reevaluation of 

women, family and gender in the early modem period. Even if this work can hope to be 

little more than an introduction to the study of widows and widowhood in sixteenth-

century Castile, its success may lie more in the paths of inquiry it proposes than any 

authoritative conclusions it provides. 



196 

WORKS CITED 

Printed Works and Manuscripts 

Alcalde, Angel and Isidro Sanchez, eds. San Pedro Mdrtir el Real, Toledo. 
CiudadReal: Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, 1997. 

Andrade, Alonso de. Libro de la gma y de la virtudy de la imitacion de Nuestra 
Senora...Terceraparte, para casados y viudos. Madrid: Francisco Maroto, 1642. 

Angeles Duran, Maria, ed. La mujer en la historia de Espana (s. XVI-XX). Actas 
de las primeras jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria. Madrid: Seminario de 
Estudios de la Mujer (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid), 1983. 

Angeles Duran, Maria, ed. Las mujeres medievales y su ambito juridico. Actas 
de las segundas jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria. Madrid: Semenario de 
Publicaciones de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid, 1984. 

Anonymous. "Pesame a una viuda." In Academia que se celebro en Badajoz, en 
casa de Don Manuel de Meneses y Moscoso, f. 24v-25r. Madrid: lulian de Paredes, 
1684. 

Arrom, Silvia. The Women of Mexico City, 1790-1857. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1984. 

Astete, Gaspar. Del govierno de la familia y estado de las viudas y donzellas. 
Quarta parte de las obras del padre Gaspar Astete, de la Compania de Jesus. Dirigida a 
dona Maria de Acuna, Condessa de Buendia. Burgos: Phillipe de lunta, 1597. 

Astete, Gaspar. Del govierno de la famiia, y estado de Matrimonio: Donde se 
trata, de coma se han de aver los casados con sus mugeres, y los padres con sus hijos, y 
los Senores con sus criados. Tercera parte de las obras del Padre Gaspar Astete de la 
Compania de Jesus. Dirigido a Don Martin Manrique de Padilla, Adelantado mayor de 
Castilla, Conde de Sancta Gadea, y Capitan general de las galeras, y armada de Espana. 
Valladolid: Alonso de Vega, 1598. 

Astete, Gaspar. Institucion y gma de la juventud Christiana, primera parte. 
Donde se trata de como han de ensenar los padres a sus hijos a ser obedientes y 
temerosos de Dios: y de las virtudes mas principales que ha de tener el mancebo 
Christiano. Burgos: Phillipe de lunta, 1592. 

Ayuntamiento de Toledo, Ordenanzas para el buen regimen y gobierno y de la 
muy noble, muy leal e imperial Ciudad de Toledo. Toledo: Jose de Cea, 1858. 



197 

Azpilcueta, Martin de. Manual de confessores y penitentes. Salamanca: Andrea 
de Portonarijs, 1556. 

Barbazza, Marie-Catherine. "Las viudas campesinas de Castilla la Nueva en los 
siglos XVI y XVII." In De la Edad Media a la Moderna: mujeres, educacion y familia en 
el dmbito ruraly urbano, ed. Maria Lopez Beltrm, 133-159. Malaga: Universidad de 
Malaga, 1999. 

Barrado, Jose. "El Convento de San Pedro Martir. Notas historicas en el V 
centenario de su imprenta." Toletum 18 (1983-84): 180-206. 

Barstow, Anne Llewellyn. Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch 
Hunts. San Francisco: Harper, 1994. 

Beceiro Pita, Isabel. "Modelos de conducta y programas educativos para la 
aristocracia femenina (siglos XII-XV)." In De la Edad Media a la Moderna: mujeres, 
educacion y familia en el dmbito rural y urbano, ed. Maria Lopez Beltrto, 39-41. 
Malaga: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Malaga, 1999. 

Bennassar, Bartolome. Recherches sur les grandes epidemics dans le nord de 
I Espagne a la fin du XVIe siecle. Paris, S.E.V.P.E.N., 1969. 

Bennassar, Bartolome. The Spanish Character: Attitudes and Mentalities from 
the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century, trans. Benjamin Keen. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1979. 

Bennassar, Bartolome. Valladolid au siecle d 'or: une ville de Castille el sa 
campagne au XVIe siecle. Paris: La Haye, Mouton et Cie, 1967. 

Bilinkoff, Jodi. The Avila of St. Teresa: Religious Reform in a Sixteenth-Century 
City. Ithaca: ComellUniversity Press, 1989. 

Bilinkoff, Jodi. "Elite Widows and Religious Expression in Early Modem Spain: 
the View from Avila." In Widowhood in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Sandra 
Cavallo and Lyndan Warner, 181-192. New York: Longman, 1999. 

Birriel Salcedo, Margarita Maria, ed. Nuevas preguntas, nuevas miradas: 
Fuentes y documentacion para la historia de las mujeres (siglos XIII-XVIII). Granada: 
Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad, 1992. 

Bravo Lozano, Jesus. "Fuentes para el estudio del trabajo femenino en la edad 
moderna." In VI Jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria sobre la mujer: El trabajo 



198 

de las mujeres: sighs XVI-XX, ed. Maria Jesiis Matilla and Margarita Ortega, 143-160. 
Madrid: Seminario de Estudios de la Mujer (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid), 1996. 

Bridenthal, Renate, Susan Mosher Stuard, and Merry E. Wiesner, eds. Becoming 
Visible: Women in European History, Third Edition. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1998. 

Broda, Equip. "La viudez, triste o feliz estado? Las ultimas voluntades de los 
barcelonenses en tomo al 1400." In Las mujeres en las ciudades medievales. Actas de 
las terceras jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria, ed. Cristina Segura Graino, 27-
42. Madrid: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid, 1983. 

Calvi, Giulia. "Reconstructing the Family: Widowhood and Remarriage in 
Tuscany in the Early Modem Period." In Marriage in Italy, 1300-1650, ed. Trevor Dean 
and K.J.P. Lowe, 275-296. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

Camacho Cabello, Jose. La poblacion de Castilla-La Mancha (siglos XVI, XVII, 
XVIII): crisis y renovacion. Toledo: Servicio de Publicaciones, Consejeria de Educacion 
y Cultura, 1997. 

Carrillo, Martin. Elogios de mugeres insignes del Viejo Testamento. Huesca: 
Pedro Bluson, 1627. 

Carrillo, Martin. Explicacion de la hula de los difuntos. Zaragoza: luan Perez de 
Valdivielso, 1601 [1600]. 

Carrillo, Martin. Memorial de confessores. Barcelona: Sebastian de Cormellas, 
1602. 

Catalogo Epilogado de la desendegia y origen del Real linage de los Silbas 
sacado de diuersas historias, y conprobado con testimonios de incorrupta verdad. Ano 
1594. Biblioteca Nacional Mss. 11305, 1594. 

Cavallo, Sandra and Lyndan Warner, eds. Widowhood in Medieval and Early 
Modern Europe. New York: Longman, 1999. 

Cerda, Juan de la. Vida politica de todos los estados de mugeres: en el qual se 
dan muy provechosos y Christianas documentos y avisos, para criarse y conservarse 
devidamente las Mugeres en sus estados. Alcala de Henares: luan Gracian, 1599. 

Chabot, Isabelle. "La loi du lignage: notes sur le systeme successeur florentin 
(XlVe/Xve-XVIIe siecles)." Clio: Femmes, Histoire etSocietes 1 (1998): 51-72. 



199 

Chabot, Isabelle. "Lineage Strategies and the Control of Widows in Renaissance 
Florence." In Widowhood in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Sandra Cavallo 
and Lyndan Warner, 127-144. New York, 1999. 

Chojnacki, Stanley. Women and Men in Renaissance Venice: Twelve Essays on 
Patrician Society. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000. 

Christian, William A. Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1981. 

Ciletti, Elena. "Patriarchal Ideology in the Renaissance Iconography of Judith." 
In Refiguring Woman: Perspectives on Gender and the Italian Renaissance, ed. Marilyn 
Migiel and Juliana Schiesari. Ithaca: ComellUniversity Press, 1991. 

Collins, James B. "The Economic Role of Women in Seventeenth-Century 
France." French Historical Studies 16 (Fall 1989): 436-470. 

Coolidge, Grace. "Families in Crisis: Guardianship and the Nobility in Early 
Modem Spain." Ph.D. diss., University of Indiana, 2001. 

Crabb, Ann Morton. "How Typical was Alessandra Macinghi Strozzi of 
Fifteenth-Century Florentine Widows?" In Upon My Husband's Death: Widows in the 
Literature and Histories of Medieval Europe, ed. Louise Mirrer, 47-68. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1992. 

Cross, F.L., ed. The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. London: 
Oxford University Press, 1957. 

Cruz, Anne J. and Mary Elizabeth Perry, eds. Culture and Control in Counter-
Reformation Spain, ed. Anne J. Cruz and Mary Elizabeth Perry. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1991. 

Cruz, Anne J. "La bella malmaridada: Lessons for the Good Wife." In Culture 
and Control in Counter-Reformation Spain, ed. Anne J. Cruz and Mary Elizabeth Perry, 
145-170. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991. 

D'Amico, Antonio. Chronologia de las vierreyes presidentes y de otraspersonas 
que han governado el Reyno de Sicilia. Palermo, 1640. 

Darby, Graham. Spain in the Seventeenth Century. New York: Longman, 1994. 

Davis, Natalie Zemon and Arlette Farge, eds. A History of Women in the West: 
Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes. Cambridge: Belknap, 1993. 



200 

Davis, Natalie Zemon. "Women in the Crafts in Sixteenth-Century Lyon," in 
Women and Work in Preindustrial Europe, ed. Barbara Hanawalt, 167-197. 
Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1986. 

Denley, P. and C. Elam, eds. Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honor 
ofNicolaiRubenstein. London, 1988. 

Diez del Corral, Rosario, et al. Arquitecturas de Toledo. Del Renacimiento al 
Racionalismo. Toledo: Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 1992. 

Dillard, Heath. Daughters of the Reconquest: Women in Castilian Town Society, 
1100-1300. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984. 

Dyer, Nancy Joe. "Dowagers and Heiresses in the Printing Industry." In Women 
at Work in Spain: From the Middle Ages to Early Modern Times, ed. Marilyn Stone and 
Carmen Benito-Vessels, 65-80. New York: Peter Lang, 1998. 

Eire, Carlos. From Madrid to Purgatory: The Art and Craft of Dying in 
Sixteenth-Century Spain. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 

Elias, Norbert. The Civilizing Process: The History of Manners. New York: 
Urizen Books, 1978. 

Espinosa, Juan de. Didlogo en laude de las mugeres, ed. Angela Gonzalez 
Simon. Madrid: Imp. C. Bermejo, 1946 (Milan, 1580). 

Estow, Clara. "Widow's in the Chronicles of Late Medieval Castile." In Upon 
My Husband's Death, ed. Louise Mirrer, 153-167. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1992. 

Ferguson, Margaret W., Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy J. Vickers, eds. Rewriting 
the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986. 

ffolliot, Sheila. "The Ideal Queenly Patron of the Renaissance: Catherine de' 
Medici Defining Herself or Defined by Others?" In Women and Art in Early Modern 
Europe: Patrons, Collectors, and Connoisseurs, ed. Cynthia Lawrence, 99-110. 
University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997. 

Fink, Stephanie L. "A Hundred Years of Refiige: The Two Refugios of Toledo in 
the 16"^ and 17"^ Centuries." Fulcro, 15 (1999): 20-23. 

Flynn, Maureen. "Charitable Ritual in Late Medieval and Early Modem Spain," 
Sixteenth Century Journal 16 (Fall, 1985): 335-348. 



201 

Fonqueme, Yves-Rene and Alfonso Esteban, eds. La condicion de la mujer en la 
Edad Media. Actas del coloquio celebrado en la Casa de Velazquez, del 5 a 7 de 
noviembre de 1984. Madrid: Editorial de la Universidad Complutense, 1986. 

Gallego Morell, A. "Pleito de dona Elena de Ziiniga, viuda de Garcilaso, con la 
ciudad de Badajoz (1547)." Revista de Estudios Extremenos (1950): 145-190. 

Garcia, Maria Isabel, ed. Historia social, pensamiento historiogrdfico y Edad 
Media: homenaje al Prof. Abilio Barbero de Aguilera. Madrid: Ediciones del Orto, 
1997. 

Garcia Nieto Paris, Maria Carmen, ed. Ordenamiento juridico y realidad social 
de las mujeres. Actas de las quartas jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria. 
Madrid: Seminario de Estudios de la Mujer (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid), 1986. 

Giginta de Elna Miguel. Tractado de remedio de pobres. Coimbra: Antonio 
Mariz (Impresor de la Universidad de Coimbra), 1579. 

Gilmore, David D. "Anthropology of the Mediterranean Area." Annual Review of 
Anthropology 11 (1982): 175-205. 

Gomez Moran, Luis. La mujer en la historia y en la legislacion. Madrid: 
Instituto Editorial Reus, 1944. 

Gonzalez, Gutierre. Libro de doctrina Christiana con una exposicion sobre ella 
que la declara muy altamente: instituyda nuevamente en romance con auctoridad de la 
sede apostolica para instucion de los ninos y mogos: y como se han de aver en las 
costumbres de sus personas: y en que manera se deven aver cerca del estado o camino 
que tomaren de vivir. Seville: s.i., 1532. 

Gonzalez, Tomas. Censo de pohlacidn de las provincias y partidos de la Corona 
de Castilla en el sigloXVI. Madrid: Imp. Real, 1829. 

Goody, Jack, Joan Thirsk, and E.P. Thompson, eds. Family and Inheritance: 
Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200-1800. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976. 

Grana Cid, Maria del Mar, ed. Las sabias mujeres: educacion, saber y autoria 
(siglos III-XVIII). Madrid: Centro al-Mudayna, 1994. 

Guillaume, Jean. "Cleopatra Nova Pandora." Gazette des Beaux-Artes (October 
1972): 185-194. 



202 

Hamilton, Earl J. "The Decline of Spain." Economic History Review 8 (1935): 
168-179. 

Hanawalt, Barbara, ed. Women and Work in Preindustrial Europe. Bloomington: 
University of Indiana Press, 1986. 

Henderson, J. and R. Wall, eds. Poor Women and Children in the European Past. 
London and New York: Routledge, 1994. 

Herrejon Nicolas, Manola. Los conventos de clausura femeninos de Toledo. 
Toledo: Diputacion Provincial de Toledo, 1990. 

Holdemess, B.A. "Widows in pre-industrial society: an essay upon their 
economic function." In Land, Kinship and Life-Cycle, ed. Richard M. Smith. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984. 

Horozco, Sebastian de. "Memorial y rela9ion de un estrano caso agora aconte9ido 
y descubierto de una mala y cruel muger." In Noticias curiosas sobre diferentes 
materials, f. 255r-256v. Biblioteca Nacional de Espana, Mss. 9175. 

Horozco, Sebastian de. Relaciones historicas toledanas, ed. Jack Weiner. Toledo: 
I.P.I.E.T., 1981. 

Howell, Martha C. Women, Production, and Patriarchy in Late Medieval Cities. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986. 

Howell, Martha C. "Women, the Family Economy, and the Structures of Market 
Production in Cities of Northern Europe during the Late Middle Ages." In Women and 
Work in Preindustrial Europe, ed. Barbara Hanawalt, 198-222. Bloomington: 
University of Indiana Press, 1986. 

Hufton, Olwen. "Women, Work, and Family." In A History of Women in the 
West: Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes, ed. Natalie Zemon Davis and Arlette 
Farge, 15-45. Cambridge: Belknap, 1993. 

Hurtado, Luis. "Memorial de algunas cosas notables que tiene la imperial ciudad 
de Toledo." In Relaciones historico-geogrdfico-estadisticas de las pueblos de Espana 
hechas por iniciativa de Felipe IL Vol.IL Reino de Toledo, ed. Carmelo Vinas y Ramon 
Paz. Madrid: Instituto Balmes, de Sociologia (C.S.LC.), 1963. 

Izquierdo Benito, Ricardo. "Las plagas de langosta en Toledo y en la region 
Manchega durante el siglo XVI." Anales Toledanos 20 (1984): 45-143. 



203 

Izquierdo Benito, Ricardo. "La vivienda en Toledo a fines de la Edad Media; 
configuracion del espacio privado." In Historia social, pensamiento historiogrdfico y 
Edad Media: homenaje al Prof. Abilio Barbero de Aguilera, ed. Maria Isabel Garcia, 
311-326. Madrid: Ediciones del Orto, 1997. 

Jimenez Salas, Maria. Historia de la asistencia social en Espana en la edad 
moderna. Madrid: Instituto Balmes, de Sociologia (C.S.I.C.), 1958. 

Kagan, Richard. "Contando vecinos: el censo Toledano de 1569." Studia 
Historica. Historia Moderna 12 (1994); 115-135. 

Kagan, Richard. "Prescott's Paradigm; American Historical Scholarship and the 
Decline of Spain." American Historical Review 101 (April, 1996); 423-446. 

Karant-Nuim, Susan. Luther's Pastors: The Reformation in the Ernestine 
Countryside. Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1979. 

King, Catherine. Renaissance Women Patrons: Wives and Widows in Italy, c. 
1300-1550. Manchester and New York; Manchester University Press, 1998. 

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane, ed. A History of Women in the West: Silences of the 
Middle Ages. Cambridge; Belknap, 1992. 

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane. Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance 
Florence. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985. 

Kuehn, Thomas. Law, Family, and Women: Toward a Legal Anthropology of 
Renaissance Italy. Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1991. 

Laslett, P. and R. Wall, eds. Household and Family in Past Time. Cambridge; 
Cambridge University Press, 1972. 

Lawrence, Cynthia, ed. Women and Art in Early Modern Europe: Patrons, 
Collectors, and Connoisseurs. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1997. 

Layna Serrano, Francisco. Historia de la Villa Condal de Cifuentes. Madrid; 
Compania Bibliografica Espanola, 1955. Reprint, Guadalajara: Aache, 1997. 

Lehfeldt, Elizabeth. "Sacred and Secular Spaces; the Role of Religious Women 
in Golden Age Valladolid." Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1996. 

Leon, Luis de. Laperfecta casada. Zaragoza; Domingo Portonarijs, 1584. 



204 

Leon Luis de. La perfecta casada. Bilingual English and Spanish edition. 
Translated and edited by John A. Jones and Javier San Jose Lera. Lewiston, NY: 
Edward Mellon Press, 1999. 

Levack, Brian. The Witch-Hunt in Early Modem Europe. London and New 
York: Longman, 1987. Reprint, London and New York: Longman, 1995. 

Lopez, Alfonso and Rafael Sancho de San Roman, "Los antiguos hospitales de la 
ciudad de Toledo." CUnica y Laboratorio 422 (May, 1961): 395-400. 

Lopez, Juan. Memorial de diversos exercicios, que frequentados en vida, 
disponen a morir bien: y lo que para esso nos a de ayudar en el articulo della muerte. 
Rome: Luys Zaneti, 1600. 

Lopez Beltran, Maria, ed. De la Edad Media a la Moderna: mujeres, educacion y 
familia en el dmbito ruraly urbano. Malaga: Servicio de Publicaciones de la 
Universidad de Malaga, 1999. 

Lopez Beltran, Maria Teresa. "Estructura de los grupos domesticos en Andalucia 
a finales de la edad media. Aportacion a su estudio." In De la Edad Media a la Moderna: 
mujeres, educacion y familia en el dmbito ruraly urbano, ed. Maria Teresa Lopez 
Beltran, 87-100. Malaga: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Malaga, 1999. 

Loring Garcia, Maria Isabel, ed. Historia social, pensamiento historiogrdfico y 
Edad Media: homenaje alprofessor Abilio Barbero de Aguilera. Madrid: Ediciones del 
Orto, 1997. 

Lucia Megfas, Jose Manueal, ed. Antologia de libros de caballerias castellanos. 
Alcala de Henares: Centro de Estudios Cervantinos, 2000. 

Malagon Barcelo, Javier and Manual Diaz-Marta Pinilla. El Reino de Toledo en 
elpoblamiento y ordenacion del Nuevo Mundo. Toledo: I.P.I.E.T., 1996. 

Manero Sorolla, Carmen. "On the Margins of the Mendoza: Luisa de la Cerda 
and Maria de San Jose Salazar." In Power and Gender in Golden Age Spain: The 
Mendoza Women, ed. Helen Nader. Illinois, 2003. 

Martz, Linda. Poverty and Welfare in Habsburg Spain: The Example of Toledo. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983. 

Martz, Linda and Julio Porres Martin-Cleto. Toledo y los toledanos en 1561. 
Toledo: I.P.LE.T., 1974. 



205 

Matilla, Maria Jesiis and Margarita Ortega, eds. VI Jornadas de investigacion 
interdisciplinaria sobre la mujer: El trabajo de las mujeres: siglos XVI-XX. Madrid: 
Seminario de Estudios de la Mujer (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid), 1996. 

Matthews Grieco, Sara F. "The Body, Appearance, and Sexuality." In A History 
of Women in the West: Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes, ed. Natalie Zemon 
Davis and Arlette Farge, 46-84. Cambridge: Belknap, 1993. 

Mena, Juan de. Copilacion de todas las obras delfamosissimo poeta Juan de 
Mena: conviene saber las ccc con otras xxiiii coplas y su glos: y la coronacion y las 
coplas de los siete peccados mortales con otras cartas y coplas y canciones suyas (1528). 

Mexia, Vicente de. Saludable instruccion del estado de matrimonio (1566). 

Midelfort, Erik. Witch Hunting in Southwestern Germany, 1562-1684. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1972. 

Mirrer, Louise, ed. Upon My Husband's Death: Widows in the Literature and 
Histories of Medieval Europe. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992. 

Molinie-Bertrand, Annie. Au Siecle d'Or I'Espagne e ses Hommes: la population 
du royaume de Castille au XVIe siecle. Paris: Economica, 1985. 

Mollat, Michel. The Poor in the Middle Ages: An Essay in Social History, trans. 
Arthur GoIdhammer. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986. 

Monter, William. Witchcraft in France and Switzerland. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1976. 

Nader, Helen. Liberty in Absolutist Spain. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1990. 

Nader, Helen, ed. Power and Gender in Renaissance Spain: Eight Women of the 
Mendoza Family, 1450-1650. University of Illinois Press, 2003. 

Nalle, Sara. God in La Mancha: Religious Reform and the People of Cuenca, 
1500-1650. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992. 

Orozco, Alonso de. Victoria de la muerte (c. 1570). Reprint, Madrid: Gil Bias, 
1821. 

Ortiz Lucio, Francisco. Lugares comunes. Alcala de Henares: luan Iniguez de 
Lequerica, 1592. 



206 

Ortiz Lucio, Francisco. Summa de summas, de avisos, amonestaciones generales 
para todos los estados, y recopilacion de advertencies y resoluciones de casos de 
consciencia, con los sermons del Miserere, y de penitencia. Alcala de Henares: luan 
Iniguez de Lequerica, 1595. 

Osuna, Francisco de. Norte de los estados en que se da reglade bivir a los 
mancebos: y a los casados: y a los biudos: y a todos los continents: y se tartan muy 
por estenso los remedies del desastrado casamiento: ensenando que tal a de ser la vida 
del cristiano casado. Seville: Bartolome Perez, 1531. 

Overmeyer-Velasquez, Rebecca. "Christian Morality Revealed in New Spain: 
The Inimical Woman in Book Ten of the Florentine Codex." Journal of Women's History 
10 (Summer, 1998): 9-37. 

Owen Hughes, Diane. "Regulating Women's Fashion." In A History of Women 
in the West: Silences of the Middle Ages, ed. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, 136-158. 
Cambridge: Belknap, 1992. 

Pacheco, Joaquin Francisco, et al., eds. Los codigos espanoles concordadas y 
anotados,Vo\. 1-12. Madrid: Impr. de la Publicidad, M. Rivadeneyra, 1847-1851. 

Palacio Atard, Vicente. Espana en el sigh XVII: derrota, agotamiento, 
decadencia, {oxxrth ed. Madrid: Ediciones Rialp, 1987 [1949]. 

Palacios Alcalde, Maria. "Formas marginales de trabajo feminine en la Andalucia 
modema." In VI Jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria sobre la mujer: El trabajo 
de las mujeres: siglos XVI-XX, ed. Maria Jesiis Matilla and Margarita Ortega, 71-88. 
Madrid: Seminario de Estudios de la Mujer (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid), 1996. 

Pastor, Reyna. "Los espacios juridicos de las mujeres y las realidades socials, 
Reino de Castilla, siglos XIII-XVI." Unpublished paper, Centro de Estudios Historicos, 
Madrid, s.d.. 

Pastor, Reyna. "Para una historia social de la mujer hispano-medieval. 
Problematicas y puntos de vista." In La condicion de la mujer en la Edad Media. Actas 
del coloquio celebrado en la Casa de Velazquez, del 5 a 7 de noviembre de 1984, ed. 
Fonqueme and Esteban, 187-215. Madrid: Editorial de la Universidad Complutense, 
1986. 

Perez de Herrera, Cristobal. Amparo depobres, ed. Michel Cavillac. Madrid: 
Espasa-Calpe, 1975 (1598). 

Perez de Tudela, Maria Isabel. "La condicion de la viuda en el medieval 
castellano-leones." In Las mujeres en las ciudades medievales. Actas de las terceras 



207 

jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria, ed. Cristina Segura Graino, 87-102. 
Madrid: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid, 1984. 

Perez de Valdivia, Diego. Aviso degente recogida, ed. Alvaro Huerga. 
Salamanca: Universidad Pontificia, 1977 (Barcelona, 1585). 

Perez de Tudela, Maria Isabel. "La condicion de la viuda en el medievo 
castellano-leones," In Las mujeres en las ciudades medievales. Actas de las terceras 
jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria, ed. Cristina Segura Graino, 87-102. 
Madrid; Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid, 1984. 

Perez Molina, Isabel, ed. Las mujeres en el antiguo regimen: imagines y realidad 
(s. XVI-XVIII). Barcelona: Icaria, 1994. 

Perez Moreda, Vicente. La crisis de mortalidad en la Espana interior (siglos 
XVI-XIX). Madrid: Siglo XXI de Espana, 1980. 

Peristiany, John G., ed. Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean 
Society. London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1966. Reprint, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1974. 

Perry, Mary Elizabeth, Gender and Disorder in Early Modern Seville. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1990. 

Perry, Mary Elizabeth. "Magdalens and Jezebels in Counter-Reformation Spain." 
In Culture and Control in Counter-Reformation Spain, ed. Anne J. Cruz and Mary 
Elizabeth Perry, 124-144. MinneapoHs: University of Minnesota Press, 1991. 

Pitt-Rivers, Julian. "Honour and Social Status." In Honour and Shame: The 
Values of Mediterranean Society, ed. J.G. Peristiany. London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson, 1966. Reprint, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974. 

Porres, Julio. "La Alhondiga de Toledo." Anales Toledanos 1 {\913)\ 137-146. 

Powers, James. A Society Organized for War: The Iberian Municipal Militias in 
the Central Middle Ages, 1000-1284. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988. 

Raulin, Juan. Libro de la muerte temporaly eterna, trans. Francisco Calero. 
Madrid: P. Madrigal, a costa de la biuda de Bias de Roblas, y Francisco de Roblas su 
hijo, 1596. 

Robles, Juan de [alias Juan de Medina]. De la orden que en algunospueblos de 
Espana se ha puesto en la limosna: para remedio de los verdaderos pobres. Salamanca 
(?), 1545. 



208 

Rodriguez de Gracia, Hilario. Asistencia social en Toledo siglos XVI-XVIII. 
Toledo: Caja de Ahorros Provincial, 1980. 

Rodriguez Gil, Magdalena. "Las posibilidades de actuacion juridico-privadas de 
la mujer soltera medieval." In Yves-Rene Fonqueme and Alfonso Esteban, eds. La 
condicion de la mujer en la Edad Media. Actas del coloquio celebrado en la Casa de 
Velazquez, del 5 a 7 de noviembre de 1984,107-120. Madrid: Editorial de la Universidad 
Complutense, 1986. 

Rodriguez Horta, Andres. "La ciudad de Toledo a fines de la Edad Media: 
poblacion y caracteres socioeconomicos segun un alarde military de 1503." In Historia 
social, pensamiento historiogrdfico y Edad Media: homenaje alprofessor Abilio Barbero 
de Aguilera, ed. Maria Isabel Loring Garcia, 449-474. Madrid: Ediciones del Orto, 1997. 

Rodriguez Sanchez, Angel. "El poder familiar: la patria potestad en el Antiguo 
Regimen." Chronica Nova 18 (1990): 365-380. 

Roper, Lyndal. The Holy Household: Women and Morals in Reformation 
Augsburg. Oxford and New York: OxfordUniversity Press, 1989. 

Rosenthal, Elaine. "The Position of Women in Renaissance Florence: Neither 
Autonomy nor Subjection." In Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honor of 
Nicolai Rubenstein, ed. P. Denley and C. Elam. London, 1988. 

Ruggiero, Guido. Binding Passion: Tales of Magic, Marriage, and Power at the 
End of the Renaissance. New York: OxfordUniversity Press, 1993. 

Russell, Jeffrey Burton. A History of Witchcraft, Sorcerers, Heretics, and 
Pagans. London: Thames and Hudson, 1980. 

St. Ambrose. "De Viduis." In A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers of the Church, Series II, vol. X: St. Ambrose: Select Works and Letters, ed. Philip 
Schaf and Henry Wace. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1896. Reprint Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans 1976. 

St. Jerome, "Epistola ad Furiam." In Patrologia Latina XXII, ed. J. Migne, Paris, 
1844. 

Salazar y Castro, Luis de. Historia General de la Casa de Silva. Madrid: 
Melchor Alvarez y Pedro de Llano, 1685. 

Sanchez Ortega, Maria Helena. "Woman as Source of 'Evil' in Counter-
Reformation Spain." In Culture and Control in Counter-Reformation Spain, ed. Anne J. 



209 

Cruz and Mary Elizabeth Perry, 196-215. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1991. 

Sanchez Ortega Torrejon de Ardoz, Maria Elena. La mujery la sexualidad en el 
antiguo regimen: la perspective inquisitorial. Madrid: Akal, 1992. 

Segura Graino, Cristina, ed. Las mujeres en las ciudades medievales. Actas de las 
terceras jornadas de investigacion interdisciplinaria, Madrid; Servicio de Publicaciones 
de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid, 1984. 

Segura Graino, Cristina. "Situacion juridica y realidad social de las casadas y 
viudas en el medieval hispano (Andalucia)." In La condicion de la mujer en la Edad 
Media. Actas del coloquio celebrado en la Casa de Velazquez, del 5 a 7 de noviembre de 
1984, ed. Yves-Rene Fonqueme and Alfonso Esteban, 121-134. Madrid: Editorial de la 
Universidad Complutense, 1986. 

Silva, Juan de. Instruccionespara su hijo. Biblioteca Nacional Mss. 8755, s.d. 

Soto, Juan de. Obligaciones de todos los estados. Alcala de Henares, 1619. 

Stone, Marilyn and Carmen Benito-Vessels, eds. Women at Work in Spain: From 
the Middle Ages to Early Modern Times. New York: Peter Lang, 1998. 

Stradling, R. A. Europe and the Decline of Spain, 1580-1720. New York: Allen 
andUnwin, 1981. 

Suarez, Vicente. "Romance a una dama deseosa de embiudar, para ser duena..." 
In Academia que se celebro en casa de D. Melchor de Fonseca de Almeida en trece de 
Febrero (1661). 

Taylor, Scott. "Honor and Violence in Castile, 1600-1650." Ph.D. diss.. 
University of Virginia, 2001. 

Thirsk, Joan. "The European Debate on Customs of Inheritance, 1500-1700." In 
Family and Inheritance: Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200-1800, ed. Jack Goody, 
Joan Thirsk, and E.P. Thompson, 177-191. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976. 

Thomson, Janet. Wives, Widows, Witches and Bitches: Women in Seventeenth-
Century Devon. New York, 1993. 

Todd, Barbara J. "The Virtuous Widow in Protestant England." In Widowhood in 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner, 24-36. 
New York: Longman, 1999. 



210 

Valone, Carolyn. "Roman Matrons as Patrons: Various Views of the Cloister 
Wall," in The Crannied Wall: Women, Religion, and the Arts in Early Modern Europe, 
ed. Craig A.Monson, 65-85. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992. 

Vassberg, David. Land and Society in Golden Age Castile. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984. 

Vassberg, David. "The Status of Widows in Sixteenth-Century Rural Castile." In 
Poor Women and Children in the European Past, ed. J. Henderson and R. Wall, 180-195. 
London and New York: Routledge, 1994. 

Vassberg, David. The Village and the Outside World in Golden Age Castile. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. 

Vasvari, Louise O. "Why is Dona Endrina a Widow? Traditional Culture and 
Textuality in The Libro de Buen Amor." In Upon My Husband's Death: Widows in the 
Literature and Histories of Medieval Europe, ed. Louise Mirrer, 259-287. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1992. 

Vicente, Marta. "La documentacion gremial: el trabajo de las mujeres en la 
modemidad." InNuevas preguntas, nuevas miradas: Fuentes y documentacion para la 
historia de las mujeres (sighs XIII-XVIII), ed. Margarita Maria Birriel Salcedo, 25-43. 
Granada: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad, 1992. 

Vigil, Marilo. La vida de las mujeres en los siglos XVIy XVII. Madrid: Siglo 
XXI de Espana, 1986. 

Villar Garcia, Maria Begona, ed. Vidas y recursos de mujeres durante el Antiguo 
Regimen. Malaga: Servicio de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Malaga, 1997. 

Vinas, Carmelo and Ramon Paz, eds. Relaciones historico-geogrdfico-
estadisticas de los pueblos de Espana hechas por iniciativa de Felipe II. Reino de Toledo, 
vol. III. Madrid, 1963. 

Vives, Juan Luis. Obras completas. Del socorro de los pobres, ed. Lorenzo 
Riber. Madrid: M. Aguilar, 1947. 

Vives, Juan Luis. Libro llamado instruccion de la mujer Christiana, trans. Juan 
Justiano. Valencia, 1528. Reprint, ed. Elizabeth Theresa Howe. Madrid: Fundacion 
Universitaria Espanola, Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca, 1995. 

Weinstein, Donald. The Captain's Concubine: Love, Honor, and Violence in 
Renaissance Tuscany. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000. 



211 

Whitney, Elspeth. "International Trends: The Witch "she/the Historian "he": 
Gender and the Historiography of the European Witch-hunts." Journal of Women's 
History 7 (Fall, 1995): 77-101. 

Wiesner, Merry E. "Spinning out Capital: Women's Work in Preindustrial 
Europe, 1350-1750." \n Becoming Visible: Women in European History, ed. Renate 
Bridenthal, Susan Mosher Stuard, and Merry E. Wiesner, 202-231. Third Edition, 
Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1998. 

Wiesner, Merry E. "Spinsters and Seamstresses: Women in Cloth and Clothing 
Production." In Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in 
Early Modern Europe, ed. Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy J. 
Vickers, 191-205. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986. 

Wiesner, Merry. Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe. New Approaches 
to Modern European History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993. 

Zamorano Rodriguez, Maria Luisa. Historia del Hospital de San Juan Bautista 
de Toledo durante el siglo XVI. Madrid: Editorial de la Universidad Complutense, 1993. 

Archival Collections 

Archivo de la Casa Ducal Medinaceli (AM) 

Archivo de la Diputacion Provinicial de Toledo (ADPT) 
Cofradia de la Santa Caridad 
Hospital de la Misericordia 
Hospital del Refugio 

Archivo Diocesano de Toledo (ADT) 
Capellanias 
Cofradias 

Archivo Historico Nacional (AHN) 
Seccion Clero 
Seccion Inquisicion 
Seccion Nobleza 

Frias 
Osuna 

Archivo Historico Provincial de Toledo (AHPT) 
Seccion Protocolos 
Beneficencia, Madre de Dios 



212 

Archivo Municipal de Toledo (AMT) 
Beneficencia 
Libro de Pobres. 


