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Colbert Cairns, Emily and Nieves Romero-Díaz (eds). Early Modern 

Maternities in the Iberian Atlantic. New York: Routledge, 2025. 293 pp.  

 

The contributions to this edited volume, taken as a whole, synthesize the 

newest research on motherhood in Spain, Portugal, and their colonies from the late 

medieval period to the Enlightenment. Early Modern Maternities’s approach to its 

subject matter is unique in that its authors move beyond an ideal, Virgin Mary-

inspired motherhood, to a more realistic, intersectional study of women from 

numerous backgrounds who cared for children in various capacities. This nuanced 

perspective prompts readers to question their own preconceptions of maternity: 

Was the Catalan noblewoman Estefania de Resquesens, who birthed a child, that 

child’s maternal figure, or was it the Flemish wet nurse she hired to feed and nuture 

the child through a period of high infant mortality (221)? The interdisciplinary 

expertise of the fourteen collaborators (especially in art and literary studies) across 

eleven essays results in a grand showcase of well-known and obscure primary 

sources that transform early modern Iberian child-rearing women into fascinating 

historical subjects.  

 The essays are divided into three parts with an introduction by the editors 

and an afterword by Emilie L. Bergmann. Part One of the volume, “Defining 

Maternity”, offers the strongest example of how socioeconomic, religious, and 

caste status determined what mothers and/or child-rearing women were and were 

not expected to do and how they were perceived. In Valencia, for example, Debra 

Blumenthal argues that widowed or single mothers sought payment for 

breastfeeding their own biological children since the act was considered “wifely” 

more than “maternal” (38). The archival material referenced throughout this 

opening section is largely biographical in nature across various mediums. Grace E. 

Coolidge links together the wills of common women who raised offspring from 

their extramarital relations with noble men, while Mercedes Llorente 

chronologically analyzes royal portraits of Mariana of Habsburg.  

 Part Two, “Becoming Pregnant and Giving Birth”, emphasizes the 

emotional nature of pregnancy and childbirth and how those were emotions 

changed by gynecological opinions originating from elite male physicians. Their 

advice, be it to end infertility by urinating on lettuce (129), or for preventing 

miscarriages by consuming crushed coral (189), held significant weight for women 

trying to have children and inspired informal knowledge-sharing networks across 

the Iberian Atlantic. Because of the volume’s insistence on motherhood as a 

variable experience, the tragic nature of unsuccessful pregnancies are all the more 

apparent. Vanda Anastácio forcfully demonstrates that despite a near lifetime of 

trying, Portugal’s Mariana Victoria de Bourbon produced no male children. Her 

inability to produce a viable male heir cost her much of the political capital of her 

noble position (178). The contributors to this section of the volume employ widely-
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known medical texts such as the Trotula and, more importantly, sources like 

correspondence and household shopping lists to demonstrate how those texts were 

interpreted by mothers. This section should be particularly interesting for scholars 

of the history of medicine.  

 The three essays in the final section build interpretive bridges between the 

history of motherhood and the history of children and families. “Daily Living 

Motherhood” investigates what happens to mothers and maternal figures after 

childbirth. The objects of maternal attention become part of the story here: Hall-

van den Elsen’s study of four highly-productive female Spanish artists illustrate 

how maternity changed the lives of professional women. The microhistories 

provided by Hernández-Torres and Peñarrocha reveal how children (foundlings and 

young daughters) and maternal caregivers (biological mothers and women working 

in maternity care) fared when children were given to the care of the early modern 

and colonial state on both sides of the Atlantic. Overall, these three essays point to 

the challenges women faced while attempting to uphold an ideal of maternity in the 

face of everyday realities.  

The eleven histories presented in Early Modern Maternities ask the same 

underlying questions: Who was a mother in the early modern Iberian world? Was 

maternal care an emotional response to a child or labor institutionalized by the state 

to become a profession? Was motherhood rewarding for the woman, and if so, how? 

The answers found in the early modern period, especially before the idolization of 

the nuclear family, varied depending on the same factors many other historical 

circumstances did: race, communal cultural expectations, and socioeconomic 

means. With two exceptions, the volume focuses on women in Europe, leaving 

more to be said about the motherhood experience of the diverse array of mothers in 

the empire more broadly. Work on early modern fatherhood in this fashion would 

make an interesting companion to this volume since patriarchal fatherhood, both 

idealized and realized, was dynamically related to the expectations and experiences 

of motherhood. Ultimately, Maternities is an important historiographical 

contribution because it deconstructs its very subject, allowing readers and future 

scholars of the Spanish empire and beyond to envision motherhood in fresh and 

meaningful ways. 
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