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Even at the most modest levels of early modern French society, elements of common and royal law shaped inheritance practice.  For example, in certain regions of France primogeniture governed the logic of distributing wealth after a father’s death and eldest sons assumed ownership of family property leaving their siblings with very little to claim from the natal family.  Elsewhere all children, male and female, shared in their family’s wealth at the death of their parents.  Such arrangements prevailed in Paris where the coutume de Paris mandated equal inheritance.  


While the kingdom’s various law codes attempted to govern the movement of property between generations, various elements of practice sought to undermine these dictates.  Families used mechanisms like loans, annuities, and life-use clauses in various notarial contracts to channel wealth to favored heirs even when such actions betrayed the intent of legal customs.  One of the most common ways families skirted the intentions of the law was to specify widows’ rights to use family property after their husbands’ deaths, even when such clauses prevented rightful heirs from claiming their property.  This paper will explore ways in which families used notarial contracts to manipulate the transfer of property in ways that did not conform to law.  In particular, I will examine how widows benefited from clauses in their marriage contracts to deprive their children of property for years.  This paper will draw primarily on legal commentaries and contracts from the notarial archives (Minutier Central) in the Parisian Archives Nationales. 
