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According to seventeenth-century common
law, all Englishwomen were "understood either
married or to be married,” and as such the tempo-
rary dependent of a father or the permanent de-
pendent of a husband. Termed feme coverts in
law, their legal existence was literally "covered"
over by the male head of their household. Only
when widowed did the early modern English-
woman become legally visible, "A woman at her
own commandment."[1]

With widowhood early modern women be-
come uniquely visible to historians as well; in this
collection of essays edited by Sandra Cavallo and
Lyndan Warner, historians of medieval and early
modern Europe probe the gendered cracks in so-
cial constructions and social arrangements caused
by the loss of a spouse. Located at a point of rup-
ture in the European family and socially defined
by their lack of a normative life-partner, the wid-
owed provide historians with a myriad of oppor-
tunities to explore questions of gender roles, fami-
ly finances, household structures, community wel-
fare systems, and experiences of the life-cycle.
These issues are amply treated in Cavallo and

Warner's volume, who use their introductory es-
say to set the problem of widowhood within a
framework of gender difference, gender common-
ality and long term cultural change. Cognizant of
the uniquely gendered position of the widowed
woman and adamantly attentive to the reality of
widowed men, both the editors and assembled au-
thors challenge the historiographical common-
place that widowhood was an essentially femi-
nine experience. Addressing both widowhood and
"widowerhood," the contributors seek to compar-
atively engage the gendered dimensions of
spousal loss.

As several contributors note, due to their un-
usual visibility in pre-industrial society, widows
have long drawn the attention of women's histori-
ans.[2] Many of the chapters seek to both build
upon and complicate these existing narratives of
widowhood and women's lives in medieval and
early modern Europe. These essays cover a vari-
ety of sources and circumstances, from analyzing
the prescriptive rhetoric of English advice-books
to surveying Italian institutional records to search
out documented cases of widows negotiating their



control over their property, their children or their
lives. But a common theme through them is the
potential problem posed to family, church and
state by an adult woman no longer governed nor
maintained by a husband. This problem was both
conceptual and practical, and the authors engage
both literary constructions and institutional ac-
tions to explore how social authorities, families
and the widows themselves negotiated systems in
which all women were "understood either mar-
ried or to be married."[3]

Collectively the authors sketch a picture
where families and social institutions attempted
alternating strategies to cope with the problem of
widowed women, sometimes seeking to recontain
them within marriage or monasticism, sometimes
cooperating to construct a viable identity and
space for the independent widow. When viewed
as a drain of parish or family resources, or as a
danger to the patrilineal transmission of property,
name or religion, male relatives and government
officials could be quick to push widows back un-
der available forms of male stewardship. Isabelle
Chabot's chapter "Lineage strategies and the con-
trol of widows in Renaissance Florence" and Giu-
lia Calvi's chapter on Tuscan widows and child
guardianship both explore this dynamic by exam-
ining the patrilinear pressures placed on widows
in early modern Italy. In Chabot's work on the
conflicting claims and interests of the Florentine
widow's birth family and her in-laws, the pro-
found efforts by both families to control the wid-
ow are revealed as efforts to retain patrilineal
control of the property and children attached to
the widow. Calvi's research on widows, their chil-
dren, and the Tuscan Magistrato dei Pupilli (court
of wards) documents similar patrimonial conflicts
and an emerging collaboration between widows
and state authority to defend women's guardian-
ship over their children. While Chabot and Calvi
find Italian widows triangulating state and family
in struggles over lineage, Dagmar Freist narrates
the religious confrontations between German
state authorities and the widows of mixed mar-
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riages. In the confessionally partitioned states of
the late seventeenth-century Holy Roman Empire,
Freist finds officials intervening to separate the
children of Catholic fathers from their now-wid-
owed Protestant mothers.

These essays show that perceived threats to
lineage, property or other patrilineal prerogatives
could provoke attempts by families and officials to
reintegrate widows into institutions of patriarchal
control. These attempts were often facilitated by
the inability of authorities to imagine a natural
social role for autonomous adult women; as Patri-
cia Skinner notes in her chapter "The widow's op-
tions in medieval southern Italy," both secular
and ecclesiastical officials believed that the wid-
ow had only two possible futures: monastic with-
drawal or remarriage (58-60). But Skinner and
other authors also uncover joint efforts to enable
women to occupy a chaste and independent role
as a widow.

Barbara Todd's chapter "The virtuous widow
in Protestant England" analyzes a male-authored
advice-book for widows that extolled the spiritual
opportunities for freedom and masculine self-con-
trol inherent in widowhood. Tim Stretton's piece
on widows 'waging law' in early modern England
shows them actively and independently litigating,
as their widowed status released them from legal
coverture. Despite the discouragement from pub-
lic activity found in conduct-books and cultural
stereotypes, many of Stretton's widows used both
the law courts and conventions of feminine vul-
nerability in order to pursue their interests. More
unexpectedly, Stretton finds that the courts them-
selves frequently accommodated the special prob-
lems confronting widows as plaintiffs. Skinner
herself notes that despite the societal expectation
that widows would inevitably take either the veil
or a second husband, many widows in medieval
Selerno adopted a "fashion" of piety that allowed
them to stay both unmarried and at home (61).

Documenting the social and cultural tensions
created by "unheaded" women, these authors un-



derscore the centrality of marriage as an organiz-
ing principle of late medieval and early modern
society. As such, its significance encompassed
both genders; as Olwen Hufton has remarked
elsewhere, men too were almost universally ex-
pected to marry in early modern Europe.[4] As
husbands, medieval and early modern men expe-
rienced spousal loss and its effects. Emphasizing
this, the editors and several contributors highlight
the question of how men's experience of "widow-
erhood" was gendered. Cavallo and Warner ob-
serve that the terminology of widowerhood is lin-
guistically atypical; the masculine noun unexpect-
edly derives from the feminine, rather than the
reverse (4). Probing the historical record, some
contributors find that widowerhood as an identity
and an experience often derived its character
from the more prevalent feminine model. Alter-
nately, they also find it often absent or effaced in
circumstances where widowed women were gen-
erally present.

Chapters by Margaret Pelling and Pamela
Sharpe discuss the relative "invisibility" of the
English widower. Chronicling the tendency of sev-
enteenth-century widowers to disappear rapidly
into remarriage, Pelling argues that both English-
men and English cultural norms rejected the state
of male widowhood. Pelling suggests that men
overwhelmingly preferred and needed domestic
partners, and that English society was organized
to ease and encourage their remarriage. Sharpe's
treatment of nineteenth-century poor relief and
widowed men and women finds a similar absence
of widowers and a similar resistance to living
without a household helpmeet. In particular
Sharpe finds poorer widowers employing daugh-
ters as "miniature" wives when remarriage was
not immediately possible. Widowerhood acquired
invisibility as remarriage and other preferential
forms of social support relieved the widower
from the solitude and poverty which often cultur-
ally characterized the widow.
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However, like the widow, the widower could
be seen as destabilizing to the marital and repro-
ductive order. Becoming "visible" in such mo-
ments, they could also find themselves defined by
the dominantly feminine meanings of widow-
hood. In her chapter "Widows, widowers and the
problem of second marriages in sixteenth-century
France," Lyndan Warner discusses how legal re-
strictions originally enacted to control widowed
women were eventually imposed on widowed
men. Studying a precedent-setting case, Warner
explores how the rhetoric of weakness and emo-
tional susceptibility, conventionally applied to
widowed women, was extended to widowed men.
Despite the fact that this rhetoric undermined the
authority of the remarried widower as a husband,
householder, and representative of the larger pa-
triarchal order, it was nonetheless deployed by
lawyers, families and the courts when the widow-
er's marital ambitions undermined the heirs and
established property rights of his previous family.

Highlighting contrasts in male and female ex-
perience of spousal loss, these chapters provide
insights into the ways that masculinity and male
dependency were negotiated at the individual and
cultural level in medieval and early modern soci-
ety. Placed in dialogue with the other essays, they
illuminate some of the ways in which European
constructions of male and female experience
were fluid and mutually defining. Taken together,
all the chapters provide an alternative angle on
the historical dynamics of family relationships
and the range of influence which marriage exer-
cised upon the identities and lifestyles of me-
dieval and early modern men and women.

Although the volume is intended to span the
medieval and early modern periods, the majority
of contributed chapters deal with early modern
Europe. Two essays address medieval widowhood
and two extend into the nineteenth century. This
makes the collection most pertinent to an early
modernist audience. However, the essays dealing
with earlier and later time-frames are both strate-



gically included and placed. Julia Crick's chapter
on widows and widowers in pre-conquest Eng-
land and Sharpe's chapter on poverty and English
widowhood from the Elizabethan to the Victorian
era begin and end the collection, rooting the early
modern material in a longer temporal framework.
The inclusion of these essays allows for a compar-
ative discussion, and illuminates the interaction
between long term changes in European patterns
of conjugal partnership and constructions and ex-
periences of widowhood. Crick in particular illus-
trates how the relative scarcity in formalized and
monogamous marital arrangements in early me-
dieval England obscured the identity of widows
and widowers in pre-Norman terminology and
texts, a dramatic difference with the more distinc-
tively identified widows of late medieval and ear-
ly modern marriages. On the other end of the
timeline, Amy Louise Erickson's examination of
the property rights of widows in the long eigh-
teenth century charts a decline in the executorial
and financial agency of widows accompanying
the rise of the ideal of the romantic marriage.

Aimed at students, the volume contains a sub-
stantial annotated bibliography. The range of top-
ics, from litigation to religion to child custody give
it an effective breadth for assignment in historiog-
raphy courses in gender and the early modern
family. The book has the additional pedagogical
virtue of transcending the typically fragmented
quality of multiple author essay collections. With
several of the papers originating in a 1996 confer-
ence on the history of widowhood, the chapters
possess a high degree of cross-reference and con-
vey a strong sense of a shared scholarly conversa-
tion.[5] This gives the collection an unusual cohe-
siveness and thematic unity. As a collection of cur-
rent work actively engaged with the issues and
approaches of comparative gender history, this
volume should provoke discussion while provid-
ing a revealing window into the historiographical
problem of how men and women were gendered
in early modern society.
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