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DESIGUALDADES. 
 

5.1. Guardians of Children, Custodians of Wealth, Complex 
Configurations (16th to 20th Century). 
Coord. Margareth Lanzinger, University of Vienna 
Resumen. Guardians played an important role in past societies – and they still do today: 
they are appointed to look after the wellbeing of orphaned children. In the early modern 
period, they had to ensure the children were cared for while still underage and that their 
inherited wealth was protected and invested profitably. When their wards came of age, 
they had to hand over their inheritance portions and settle their accounts. In many areas, 
guardians were chosen from among the children’s kin or local dignitaries and office 
holders. In the early modern period, they were usually men and were always officially 
appointed. However, particularly in cases where only one parent died and there was a 
division of the marital property, disputes could arise between the widowed parent and the 
guardians over the administration of the property: could the widowed parent use the assets 
until the children came of age on the basis of a right of usufruct? Would he or she use 
them to provide for the children appropriately? Or should the assets be given to the 
guardians, who would administer them until the children reached majority? Or, as it was 
the case in some areas, were institutions responsible for managing the assets? In areas and 
social milieus where a widowed mother could assume guardianship – for example in the 
context of specific migration patterns or in the nobility – what was the relationship with 
the relatives of the deceased husband? Archival holdings contain a wealth of documents 
that attest to the role and financial practices of guardians in the form of final accounts, 
changes of guardians, probate proceedings and inheritance settlements showing disputes 
between widowed parents or kin and guardians. But there are other sources for exploring 
the topic: inventories or films. 
In the two proposed panels, we aim to explore guardians in various areas, time periods 
and social milieus, characterised by different inheritance practices and marital property 
regimes, legal, institutional and political contexts, as well as various family 
configurations. Such a comparison will allow us to identify future research perspectives, 



including the socio-economic responsibilities of guardians, their influence on the 
consumption patterns of their wards, the conflict potential of their actions, the power of 
the kinship and credit networks they were part of, and the implications of gender across 
time and the social spectrum. 
 
Tutores de niños, custodios de bienes, configuraciones complejas (siglos XVI al 
XX) 
Resumen: Los tutores desempeñaban un papel importante en las sociedades del pasado 
y continúan existiendo en la actualidad. Se les nombra para velar por el bienestar de los 
niños huérfanos. A principios de la Edad Moderna, tenían que asegurarse de que los 
niños recibieran alimentos mientras eran menores de edad y de que su patrimonio 
heredado estuviera asegurado y se invirtiera de forma rentable. Cuando sus pupilos 
alcanzaban la mayoría de edad, los tutores debían entregar las partes de la herencia 
correspondiente y realizar el ajuste de cuentas. En muchas regiones, los tutores eran 
elegidos entre los parientes de los hijos o entre los dignatarios y cargos locales. A 
comienzos del periodo moderno, la figura del tutor estaba mayoritariamente reservada a 
los hombres y requería siempre una designación formal. Sin embargo, especialmente en 
los casos en que sólo fallecía uno de los progenitores y prevalecía la separación de 
bienes conyugal, podían surgir disputas entre el progenitor viudo y los tutores sobre la 
administración de los bienes: ¿podía el progenitor viudo utilizar los bienes hasta que los 
hijos fueran mayores de edad en virtud de un derecho de usufructo? ¿Los utilizaría para 
proveer adecuadamente a los hijos? ¿O deberían entregarse los bienes a los tutores, 
quienes los administrarían hasta la mayoría de edad de los hijos? ¿O, como ocurría en 
algunas zonas, eran las instituciones las encargadas de la gestión de los bienes? En las 
zonas y medios sociales en los que una madre viuda podía asumir la tutela -en el 
contexto de pautas migratorias específicas o en la nobleza, por ejemplo-, ¿cómo se 
configuraba la relación con los parientes del marido fallecido? Los archivos conservan 
innumerables documentos que evidencian el papel y las prácticas financieras de los 
tutores en forma de cuentas finales, cambios de tutores y liquidaciones de herencia que 
muestran disputas entre padres viudos o parientes y tutores. En los dos paneles 
propuestos, nuestro objetivo es explorar la figura del tutoren diversas zonas, periodos de 
tiempo y contextos sociales caracterizados por diferentes prácticas sucesorias y 
regímenes de propiedad conyugal, contextos jurídicos, institucionales y políticos, así 
como diversas configuraciones familiares. Tal comparación puede identificar futuras 
perspectivas de investigación y responsabilidades socioeconómicas de los tutores, su 
influencia en los patrones de consumo de sus pupilos, el potencial conflictivo de sus 
acciones, el poder de las redes de parentesco y crédito de las que formaban parte y las 
implicaciones de género a lo largo de los distintos periodos históricos y en el espectro 
social 
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− “Maternal Guardianship in the Early Modern Tyrolean Nobility: Normative 

Requirements and Social Practice”, Siglinde Clementi (Free University of Bozen-
Bolzano). 

− “Guardianship and Conflict in the Context of the Separation of Marital Property in 
Eighteenth-Century Rural Areas”, Margareth Lanzinger (University of Vienna). 

− “Widowhood and Guardianship. The Economic Activities of Noble Widows as 
Guardians in Early Modern Austria”, Claudia Rapberger (University of Vienna). 

− “Guardians in the Service of the Lineage. Male Agnates as Guardians in the 
Aristocracy of Upper and Lower Austria, Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries”, 
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− “Gender Guardianship: Between Limiting Women’s Economic Capacity and 
Enabling Legal Participation. Evidence from Sixteenth-Century Southern Tyrol”, 
Janine Maegraith (Newnham College, University of Cambridge). 

− “Administrators of Children, Guardians of Wealth. Orphans and Guardianship in 
Eighteenth-Century Lower Austria”, Matthias Donabaum (University of Vienna) 

− “Indebted to Gender? Inheritance Regimes between Gender Perceptions and Credit 
Networks in Guardianship Cases from the Valtellina, Seventeenth to Eighteenth Centuries”, 
Riccardo Rossi (University of Vienna) 

− “Objects in Focus: Configurations, Transactions and Decisions Centred around Objects in 
the Context of Familial and Guardianship Relations in Vienna, 1760-1825”, Aris 
Kafantogias (University of Vienna) 

− “Cuando éramos huérfanas: Guardians of Wealth in Spanish Cinema, from Marisol to Ana 
Torrent”, Dinorah Cossio (University of Vienna) 
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