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ABSTRACT

This article examines the intersections between sweetness, femininity and the confectionery trade in
eighteenth-century Barcelona, at a time of growing consumption of sugar and slavery. Drawing on a
range of underexplored archival material, this study traces the stories of women of different social groups,
namely, elite housewives, nuns and tradeswomen who engaged with the production and trade of sweets
in ingenious ways. This article argues that in the period when women were culturally diminished through
their portrayals as ‘sweet’ and barred by guild structures, many women exercised social and economic
agency in the confectionery trade in Barcelona.
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In 1695, Nicolas II de Larmessin illustrated La confiseuse (The Female Confectioner)
as part of Les costumes grotesques et métiers, a series of satires representing the trades
of Paris. La confiseuse portrays a woman in a costume composed of the utensils and
ingredients of her trade: she wears a dress ornamented with boxes of sugared almonds,
candied fruits and fruit preserves and her bodice is made of buckets of marzipan and
Savoy biscuits (Figure 1). The woman stands next to a steaming copper confectionery
pan surrounded by shelves with various confectionery boxes.! With a female body,
Larmessin represented certain trades and crafts traditionally ascribed to women, in-
cluding the baker, the fishmonger, the butter seller, the fruit seller and the florist. De-
spite women’s work being restricted in most guilds in Paris, as elsewhere in Europe,
these female portrayals remind us that women were not only identified with the pro-
duction of these goods in popular imagery, but were, in fact, heavily engaged in these
flourishing commercial activities.

Following the seminal work of Sidney Mintz, scholars have demonstrated that the
increased production of sugar in large plantations in the Americas and the Atlantic
slave trade not only prompted a dramatic rise in the consumption of sugar and chang-
ing consumer habits, but also shaped intertwined ideas of gender and race in some
parts of seventeenth and eighteenth-century Europe.> As Kim Hall argues, in this
era of expanding colonialism, global trade and consumption of foreign commodities,
sugar provides a compelling lens through which to explore new juxtapositions of white
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Figure 1: Nicolas II de Larmessin, ‘La Confiseuse’, ¢.1695.
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Sweet Femininities: Women and the Confectionery Trade in Eighteenth-Century Barcelona 3

femininity and Black masculinity. Sugar was ‘associated with both white women and
African slavery’ in seventeenth-century England, with elite women creating sophis-
ticated confections that displayed their culinary skill, creativity and social identity
while also contributing to the national economy and colonial expansion.> More re-
cently, Amanda Herbert has pointed out that women’s exchange of home-made sweets
in eighteenth-century Britain strengthened both domestic female alliances and bonds
between Britain and its Atlantic colonies.* These studies remind us of the need to
incorporate gender analysis, alongside race and class, in the early modern history of
sugar.

Scholars have extensively discussed women’s role in shaping consumer practices
and tastes; and yet women’s agency in the marketing of sugar-based products remains
poorly understood.’ In an effort to address this gap, the present article prioritises gen-
der in its analysis of female confectionary activities, particularly the sweet foods trade,
in early modern Spain. Unlike their European counterparts in the Atlantic world, the
Spaniards depended on sugar imports from colonial possessions other than their own
until the emergence of sugar plantations in Cuba and Puerto Rico in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries.® Early modern Spain thus may lack the kind of primary
sources that would enable close study of the relationship between colonial plantation
slavery, sugar, race and gender. How the important questions raised by Hall’s work
might apply to early modern Spain remains a subject for further research.

This article examines the intersections between sweetness, femininity and the con-
fectionery trade in eighteenth-century Spain, with a particular focus on Barcelona.
Early modern Spanish imagery pervasively depicted devoted housewives, diligent
‘sweets-makers’ nuns and dishonest street vendors of cakes, showing the various ways
in which femininity was connected to sweet food in the period.” However, little is
known about how women themselves responded to the tropes of sweetness and femi-
ninity or the extent to which women contributed to shaping local sugar economies at
a time of enslavement and growing consumption of sugar. This study traces the sto-
ries of women of various social groups, namely elite housewives, Catholic nuns and
tradeswomen, who engaged with and gave meaning to the production of sweets in dif-
ferent ways. To date, scholars of the early modern confectionery trade have mainly
focused on male confectioners serving aristocratic households and as part of artisanal
guilds.® Over the past two decades, historians of women and gender have vigorously
debated the exclusion of women from guilds as well as women’s roles in the economy
beyond household production, highlighting the local social, economic and political
conditions that affected women’s work differently across Europe.’ Building on these
works, this study explores how elite and non-elite women leveraged the legal apparatus
and available resources to gain social and economic agency in Barcelona, a commer-
cial city with a complex male-dominated guild system.

By the turn of the eighteenth century, Barcelona experienced significant economic
and demographic growth, major political reforms and the expansion of global trade;
the city was — after the colonial trade port of Cadiz — one of the most important com-
mercial centres in Spain. Increasing quantities of sugar arrived at the port of Barcelona,
mainly coming from large enslaved plantations in Brazil and the Caribbean through
a complex trade network.'” The rising consumption of foreign commodities became
central to the self-fashioning of the city’s upwardly and plural elites, formed of the
old nobility, ciutadans honrats (honoured citizens), merchants and artistes (liberal
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4 Gender & History

professionals).!’ New domestic social rituals, namely gatherings over refrescos, or
refreshments of chocolate, cakes and confectionery goods, were introduced, trans-
forming eating practices and forms of sociability in eighteenth-century Spain. Sugar
constituted a fundamental ingredient in refrescos which epitomised luxury, taste and
social distinction among the elites and, gradually, across a broader social spectrum.!?

The sugar consumption craze transformed the very nature of the guild system
in Barcelona, and gave new opportunities to emerging food traders, in particular to
grocer—confectioners. Created in 1562, the Col-legi d’adroguers confiters (The College
of Grocer—Confectioners) dominated the market of sugars, confectionery, spices, drugs
and other foreign commodities in Barcelona. Grocer—confectioners, both as whole-
salers and retailers, controlled the entire process of the confectionery trade, from the
supply of raw sugars to the production and sale of confectionery goods. Some wealthy
grocer—confectioners accumulated capital and established international partnerships
to meet the growing demands for foreign commodities, mainly sugar, tobacco and
cocoa.'? Their successful commercial enterprises, as well as their political and social
connections, allowed them to move up the social hierarchy to become merchants and
ciutadans honrats (honoured citizens).'* With a prominent social and political posi-
tion in the city, grocer—confectioners exerted control over the profitable trading of lux-
ury food commodities, and barred non-guild members, including many women, from
working independently within and outside guild structures. Despite social and legal
restrictions, this article argues that some entrepreneurial women still wielded consid-
erable influence in the burgeoning sweets market in eighteenth-century Barcelona.

First, this article examines how associations between women and sweetness pro-
jected, on the one hand, ideals of feminine sensibility, sensuality and domesticity, and
on the other, critiques of women’s consumerism and excessive attraction to luxury
commodities. As this study shows, the multiple links between sweetness and fem-
ininity might reflect complex Enlightenment discourses in which the definition of
women’s nature and roles was crucial to reform society and modernise the nation.'?
Second, this study moves from symbolic associations to female production of sweets
within and outside the household, showing the ways in which women shaped con-
sumer practices and tastes at all levels of society in eighteenth-century Barcelona.
Overall, this article aims to challenge dominant narratives of gender and labour while
expanding our understanding of women’s position in flourishing urban commerce in
early modern Europe. It provides a counterpoint to the studies on the gendered di-
mension of sugar in early modern Europe by shifting the focus from women’s role as
consumers to their place in food trades in a distinct context. Ultimately, it offers a new
reading of sweetness and power, which aims to complement and broaden the impor-
tant historiography on plantation economies and the Atlantic slave trade.'® Building
on this scholarship, this article invites us to further consider women’s participation
in local sugar-related economies within a broader context of emerging globalisation,
capitalism and empire.

Embodying sweetness

Historically, sweetness, in the form of honey and sugar, has been associated with af-
fection, happiness and sexuality in European languages and imagery. In Sweetness and
Power, Sydney Mintz asserts that the increased production of sugar in slavery-based
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Sweet Femininities: Women and the Confectionery Trade in Eighteenth-Century Barcelona 5

plantations transformed consumer behaviour and moulded the place of sugar in popu-
lar mentalities, replacing honey as the epitome of sweetness in early modern Europe.'’
While Mintz focuses on the English literature, a parallel process can be found in Span-
ish dictionaries. One of the earliest examples of the prevalence of sugar imagery can
be found in the Diccionario de Autoridades (Dictionary of Authorities) (1726—1739),
the first modern Spanish dictionary. The Diccionario contains the phrase ‘Es [como]
un azicar’ (‘Something is sugary or like sugar’) referring to ‘one thing that is sweet
and pleasant to the palate’ and it was used to ‘extol the tender, pleasant, docile and
soft condition, character and nature of one person’.18

Not surprisingly, the language of sweetness has been pervasively applied to defi-
nitions of female virtuosity.'” In the influential book La perfecta casada (The Perfect
Wife), first published in 1583 and reprinted several times in the eighteenth century,
Fray Luis de Ledn portrayed the docile demeanour of the ideal housewife with ex-
pressions such as mujer dulce (sweet woman) and dulce en su hablar (with genteel
speaking).?’ Likewise, the 1769 Spanish translation of Fénelon’s Tratado de la edu-
cacion de las hijas (Treatise on the Education of Daughters) reminds the reader that
the perfect housewife must be a ‘diligent, industrious and strong woman in charge
of the household’, and ‘her tongue constantly spills piety and sweetness’.?! Mothers
and wives would, therefore, be sweet by displaying care and love towards their hus-
bands, children and servants in the household. Representations of sweet femininity
illustrate shifting ideas about gender in the eighteenth century, in which the soft, sen-
sible and sexually passive woman contrasted with previous stereotypes of the ‘danger-
ous’ woman, as Ulinka Rublack argues.??> Enlightenment reformers widely promoted
these models of redefined femininity as being pivotal to ensure morality and social
order in the household and, in turn, the society. With heightened moral values and sen-
sibility, women were predominantly associated with nature and, in particular with nat-
ural gustatory taste. In the best-selling sentimental novel Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloise
(1761), Jean-Jacques Rousseau proposed gendered differences of taste as follows:

Milk products and sugar are one of the [fair] sex’s natural tastes and as it were the symbol of
the innocence and sweetness that constitute its most endearing ornament. Men, on the contrary,
usually seek strong flavours and spirits, foods more suited to the active and laborious life that
nature requires of them.?

For Rousseau, and many of his contemporaries, only children and young women
preserved the natural human taste for sweetness, in contrast to the corrupted artifi-
cial taste of men for strong and savoury flavours.>* The unspoilt taste for sugar of
the heroine Julie reveals her ‘innocent’ and ‘sweet’ qualities, which were her ‘most
endearing ornament’, according to Rousseau. More importantly, Julie acknowledges
‘not allowing herself to be governed by her fancies’.> Julie’s self-governance in eat-
ing was, therefore, fundamental to maintain her moral virtue and health in the period
when gustatory pleasure was still seen as being dangerously close to bodily pleasure.?®

When sugar became more widely consumed from the seventeenth century on-
wards, sugar was increasingly seen as unessential pleasure food, rather than a med-
ical substance, as it had been considered in earlier centuries.?” The changing status
of sugar is evidenced by the idea of golosina (a sweet treat). In the 1611 Tesoro de la
lengua castellana o espariola (Treasure of the Spanish or Castilian Language), the lex-
icographer and chaplain Sebastidn de Covarrubias defined golosina as ‘the small fruit

© 2022 The Authors. Gender & History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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6 Gender & History

or sweet thing that one eats for the sake of gusto (pleasure) rather than for nourish-
ment’ and, by extension, this idea defined the unruly appetite for eating things of little
nourishment.?® Interestingly, Covarrubias described golosmear (to eat sweet treats) as
‘something [of the domain] of women and children, who eat golosinas and lick their
dishes clean’, suggesting that women and children shared an excessive appetite for
frivolous sweet treats.”’ Influenced by Aristotelian views on gender, pre-modern phi-
losophy claimed that women’s natural attraction to sensual pleasures and frivolities
resulted from their physical weakness and poor rationality.*

Moral and medical treatises such as Paul Dubé’s El médico y cirujano de los po-
bres (The Doctor and Surgeon of the Poor), translated into Spanish in 1755, also con-
demned women’s enthusiasm for sugar. In the chapter ‘Of the necessity of temperance,
especially of the poor’, the physician warned elite women ‘who promptly obey their
appetites’ that the worst enemies for their health were seasonal fruits, confectionery
and all sorts of biscuits made with sugar.?! Dubé observed that elite women ‘made
their tombs themselves with their own teeth’ and urged them to stop eating confec-
tionery and all things made with sugar because these foodstuffs were ‘useless, harmful
and expensive’.??> Eighteenth-century critiques of luxury accused women of promot-
ing economic and moral harm with their avid interest in frivolous consumer goods,
in particular those consumed in the new domestic social rituals such as tea-parties
and refrescos (chocolate-drinking gatherings).** In the 1767 newspaper El Pensador,
the journalist José Clavijo y Fajardo exhorted damas (ladies) to refrain from eating
sweets, claiming that Spaniards’ dental decay was probably caused by ‘their frequent
consumption of sweets’.** The author extensively criticised the domestic social ritual
of refrescos which were said to encourage overindulgence, idleness and consumerism,
particularly among women. According to Clavijo y Fajardo, the cost of these luxury
refreshments of chocolate and sweet cakes ‘adds up to the same amount as that needed
to support the family’ and they caused ‘households [to be] consumed and destroyed’
and "turned into confectionery shops’.>> Like many of his contemporaries, Clavijo y
Fajardo accused women of competing to offer the most exquisite and abundant re-
fresco only to ‘nurture their vanity’, thus contributing to the economic ruin of their
families.’® Luxury-centred critiques of female consumerism, therefore, intertwined
and paralleled those of sugar consumption at the heart of the Enlightenment discus-
sions of consumption, morality and social order.

Sweet domesticity

In the 1787 manuscript recipe book Llibre de I’art de quynar (Book on the Art of
Cooking), the Capuchin Fra Sever d’Olot attributed each recipe to a particular social
group according to its presumed character and eating habits. The author claimed that
bunyols (sweet fritters) were menjar de damas (food for ladies) and ‘un plat de ous
ab llet y cossas dolsas’ (‘a dish of eggs and milk with sweet things’), a type of sweet
custard, was ‘plat de mares monjas y de misafioras’ (‘a meal for nun mothers and
gentlewomen’), reminding readers that these sweet dishes were not only preferred but
prepared by elite women.*’

In early modern Spain, as in the rest of Europe, women’s expertise in the making
of sweets was well known, as acknowledged by Juan Vallés (c. 1496—1563), notary
and royal treasurer of the kingdom of Navarre. In his Regalo y policia de la vida

© 2022 The Authors. Gender & History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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humana (Delight and Policy of Human Life), an extensive compilation of culinary,
medicinal and confectionery recipes, the author praised the prowess of ‘sefioras deli-
cadas y diestras en conservar frutas’ (‘delicate and skilled gentlewomen in preserving
fruits”). Vallés also stressed their abilities for clarifying sugar as being ‘as excellent
as those of professional apothecaries’.*® In the 1623 Entretenimientos y juegos hon-
estos, y recreacciones christianas (Entertainments and Honest Games, and Christian
Recreations), the Mercedarian Fray Alonso Remon stated that making scents for the
Church and fruit preserves for the sick were ‘noble and honest entertainments’ for
noblewomen.* Although the author warned that these activities might be regarded as
sobrado (superfluous) and vicioso (vicious), he considered the preparation of fruit pre-
serves honest as long as this activity was intended for medicinal purposes rather than
for pleasure.*

Women’s own writings give us evidence of a growing interest in confectionery
making among elite women in early modern Barcelona. The inventories of Catalan
noblewomen Maria Blanes (1675) and Teresa de Clariana i Gualbes (1724) show that
they owned specialised utensils for making confectionery including copper confec-
tionery pans, strainers for confectionery, wooden boxes and glass jars to preserve
confections, ‘large pots with an iron handle to make blancmange’ and ‘copper cake
moulds to make gabolets’ (pies of meat and fruit preserve).*! In addition, the early
seventeenth century account book of Isabel de Seix, the wife of the lawyer Bernat
Sala, contains a dozen confectionery recipes for candied cherries, red quince jelly,
neules (rolled wafers) as well as preserves of hawthorn berries, roses and other aro-
matic flowers.*?

Women’s personal collections of recipes for making sweets, beauty secrets and
home remedies also confirm that Spanish elite women engaged with these domestic
activities.*> A case in point is the sixteenth and seventeenth century manuscript recipe
collection Recetas y memorias para guisados, confituras, olores, aguas, afeites, ado-
bos de guantes, ungiientos y medicinas para muchas enfermedades (Recipes and notes
for stews, confectionery, scents, waters, oils, scents for gloves, unguents and medicines
for many illnesses) written by different hands.** This bound volume contains an ad-
ditional treatise on confectionery with more than fifty recipes for preserves, comfits,
biscuits and cakes, probably added later in the seventeenth century.*

Another manuscript recipe collection entitled Receptas experimentadas para diver-
sas cosas (Proven Recipes for Different Things), also written in multiple hands in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, clearly points to the experience of its prospective
readers in the making of sweets. For instance, a recipe for candied walnuts instructs
the reader to ‘add mashed cloves and cinnamon in the amount that you would know is
needed according to one’s taste’.*® The author also explains that ‘the quantity of honey
and walnuts are not specified here because these confections are better eye balled’, as-
suming the reader would already be familiar with preserving processes.*’ Interestingly,
a recipe for mermelada (quince jam) comments: ‘this is the recipe which was given
to us. Some warnings must be made now because otherwise I feel that you will not
get it right’.*® The compiler suggests, therefore, keeping the sugar stage ‘very high’
and adding sugar to the quince paste in small amounts. Such remarks would reveal
that recipe compilers mastered the art of confectionery and exchanged their expertise
across social and family networks. Indeed, some recipes of this manuscript collection
are attributed to particular noblewomen, such as a recipe for marzipans entitled ‘On

© 2022 The Authors. Gender & History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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8 Gender & History

how to make pastries as [those made] in the Countess of Oropesa’s household’ and the
recipe ‘On how to make orange preserve as in the Countess of Modica’s household’.*
Not only did these recipes’ titles give evidence of active social networks of recipe-
exchange, but they also show a remarkable shift from oral to written transmission of
culinary knowledge among Spanish noblewomen.

Heavenly sweets

In recent years, scholarship on female monasteries has highlighted that nuns were
actively involved in the production of sweets across the early modern Catholic world.>"
Nuns offered convent-made sweets to welcome royal visitors, clerical officials and
benefactors, and to obtain privileges and services. In addition, the sale of sweets often
provided nunneries with a source of extra income in periods of hardship, although
this practice was regarded with suspicion by religious moralists at that time. In La
religiosa instruida (1717), the Franciscan Antonio Arbiol condemned ‘the improper
occupation of [making] sweets and confectionery’ when it was intended for sale.’! He
stated that this activity leads young nuns to spend their time making sweets instead of
praying and ‘makes them dislike the retreat of their cells’.>> Moreover, he claimed that
the production of confectionery goods transformed ‘the sacred convent’ into a ‘casa
de negociacion’ (business house) as a result of the bustling activity in the torno, a
small window with a revolving tray used to exchange goods with no physical contact
in cloistered convents.>?

Despite moralists’ critiques, nunneries in Barcelona, as in the rest of the Catholic
world, produced sweets for sale especially on feast days. Consumers praised and gave
special social meanings to the sweet goods nuns made. As Sharon T. Strocchia argued,
nuns gave gifts of food and devotional objects valued for their symbolical meanings
rather than for their price.>* In 1757, municipal authorities of Barcelona defended
nuns’ commercial activity in the face of confectioners’ aspirations to control the sale of
melindros (sponge biscuits). Municipal magistrates rejected confectioners’ petition for
a royal privilege to sell melindros and ‘any other pastry made with sugar and without
yeast’, arguing that this prerogative ‘would affect the rights of botilleros and cafeteros
(café owners) and conventos de religiosas (female convents) who put a lot of effort into
making these popular pastas con aziicar (sugared pastries) on various feast days’.>
Indeed, nunneries of Barcelona may have been well known for the excellence of their
sweet specialties. In his personal diary, the nobleman Rafael d’Amat i de Cortada,
known as the Baron of Malda, mentioned a number of convent-made desserts such
as mato de monja (nuns’ fresh cheese), a type of blancmange made of almond or
rice flour, sugar and cinnamon. In Barcelona, the Royal Monastery of Santa Maria de
Pedralbes and the Convent of Discalced Carmelites gained wide recognition for their
maté de monja specifically made on Saint Joseph’s Day.”°

In addition, the Benedictines of Sant Pere de les Puel-les might have been well
known for their sponge biscuits. Located in the commercial neighbourhood of La
Ribera, Sant Pere actively participated in the economic urban landscape by renting
out their several properties.’’ This female religious community produced sweet baked
goods for the special social events of the Catalan nobility in the eighteenth century.
In 1767, for instance, the Magarola family served a substantial refresco of sponge bis-
cuits, cakes, bread rolls along with hot chocolate, horchata (tigernut milk), lemonade

© 2022 The Authors. Gender & History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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and other fashionable beverages in the occasion of their daughter’s wedding. Further-
more, coques (flat cakes) and sponge biscuits were purchased in the monastery of
Sant Pere for that important event.”® Likewise, in 1769, the nuns of Sant Pere made a
large amount of sponge biscuits, coques, egg biscuits and sugared-coated biscuits for
the visita de novia (Bride’s visit) of the noblewoman Ribes i Centelles, which eighty
women and 200 men guests attended, including the Captain General of Catalonia. The
family account books explicitly indicate that nuns produced these goods ‘[after] giving
them the materials’.”°

The Sans, another wealthy noble family, also ordered sponge biscuits on the oc-
casion of the profession of Maria Teresa Sans and Ignacia de Fivaller in Sant Pere
in 1733.° When nuns took their vows, especially nuns from elite families, a large
social gathering was held in which a splendid refresco of chocolate, confectionery
and sweet baked goods was served. For that major event, the prioress of Sant Pere
asked the Sans to cover part of the cost of refreshments in a letter. On its reverse, it
reads, ‘What is required for the [making of] egg biscuits’ listing ten dozen eggs, eight
pounds of ‘good sugar’, two pounds of extra-fine starch and one pound of ‘very good
flour’.%" As in the case of the Ribes i Centelles’ wedding, the Sans family probably
purchased the ingredients in advance so that the nuns could make the biscuits for the
noblewomen’s profession. These special requests to the nuns of Sant Pere might point
to family and social connections between the monastery and the urban elites as, in
fact, four abbesses of Sant Pere were members of the Magarola and the Sans families
in the second half of the eighteenth century.> And, perhaps more importantly, this
fact may suggest a widespread symbolic value of nunnery-made sweets, among other
crafts, while acknowledging their expertise in baking and confectionery making.

Women in business

Despite facing barriers imposed by guilds, some female entrepreneurs managed to
maintain their economic activities with ingenuity, transforming consumer tastes and
eating practices in early modern Barcelona. Female tradeswomen, namely masters’
widows and retailers, played a crucial role in making sweet foods more widely ac-
cessible beyond urban elites. Grocer—confectioners strove to prevent women’s activ-
ities within and outside guild structures by claiming their authority through distinc-
tions based on skill, experience, gender and social status. The College of Grocer—
Confectioners’ ordinances stated that only ‘Christian men with three years of formal
apprenticeship’ were entitled to establish a confectionery shop and sell sugar, spices
and sweets in the city, thus barring women from this trade.®® Further guild regulations
ordered that masters” widows with no sons must close their shops down after the first
year of widowhood; otherwise, they had to pay a fine of ten lliures (pounds) for each
day that they still ran their businesses.®

As scholars of gender and labour have pointed out, married women and daughters
possessed the required skills to carry on the businesses after the master’s decease, as
they worked together with their husbands and fathers.®> To maintain their business,
masters’ widows could remarry a master or journeyman of the same guild. Never-
theless, some widows negotiated with journeymen to covertly manage their shops on
their own, as did Caterina Vila, or Vidal, widow of the grocer—confectioner Rafael
Vila, or Vidal. In November 1675, guild officials ordered Caterina to close down her

© 2022 The Authors. Gender & History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

0 pUR SWIB L 8} 89S *[2202/0T/T2] uo ARiqIT8UIUO AB]1M 'BWBLIS UORUIPIO-0D SfeuInor Aeiqi Aiseaun sbpuaued Aq 992T v2r0-89%T/TTTT OT/I0p/L0Y A8 |1M ArRIq1BUI|UO//SANY WOy papeoumod ‘0 ‘¥Zr089vT

oM ARIqIRUIL

85U80|7 SUOWIWIOD BAIER.D 8|l dde 8y Aq pausenob a2 S3|01e YO ‘@SN JO S3|NnJ 10j Akiq1T 8UIUO A8|IM U0



10 Gender & History

shop located in Carrer Ample. Caterina refused to pay and petitioned the municipal
magistrates to revoke the fine imposed by guild officials. Caterina was granted with a
licence to keep the shop open only for a short period of time. However, a few months
later Caterina’s store still remained open and when the officials went there to close
the shop, they only found a confectioner journeyman: Caterina was not there.®® Then
guild officials appealed to the Real Audiencia, the highest royal tribunal and an appel-
late court in Catalonia, against Josep Nicolau, the journeyman working in Caterina’s
shop, accusing him of having an illicit partnership with the widow. As determined by
guild regulations, only guildsmen with equal shares and benefits were entitled to estab-
lish a legal partnership.®” However, like Caterina, masters” widows established infor-
mal partnerships with journeymen, in which widows still obtained the trading benefits
while journeymen operated the shops for them. In this case, Josep Nicolau confessed
that he worked and lived in Caterina’s shop in order to keep the store open after her
husband’s death, but she was still the owner of the shop. The court convicted Nicolau
in 1679, although he claimed that he had no funds to establish his own business.®®
That was probably the case as Josep left his wife, Maria Nicolau i Margarit, penniless
when he died. In 1689, Maria Nicolau pleaded with guild officials for charity, stating
that her husband and father had not bequeathed her enough money to live, and her
poor health prevented her from surviving from her own work.®® In response to their
petitions, guild officials usually gave widows a donation, but they were inflexible in
their refusal to allow widows to run their husbands’ businesses for longer periods of
time.

Despite confectioners’ efforts to restrict women’s activities, some revenedores, or
female food retailers, contributed to expanding and diversifying the sweets market
beyond prestigious confectionery shops. Revenedores resold a wide range of food-
stuffs at their shop doors and in market stalls in EI Born, the main commercial area of
Barcelona in which most grocers-confectioners lived and worked.”® In Barcelona, as
in other European cities, female street vendors were often prosecuted because street
vending was strictly prohibited by municipal and guild privileges. In addition, female
sweet vendors were often accused of promoting gluttony, thus causing moral and eco-
nomic harm in the cities.”! For instance, in 1627 the chronicler Jeroni Pujades claimed
that the city of Barcelona was increasingly corrupted by the sin of gluttony, and pro-
claimed: ‘“Where are those old Barcelona citizens who would order a hundred lashes
to a Valencian woman who sold casquetas and bunyols (sweet fritters) for indulging
and corrupting the good customs of the youth?’.”> Grocer—confectioners often accused
revenedores of encroaching on their privileges as in the case of Eulalia Cuyas, revene-
dora and chocolate maker’s widow, who was fined for selling sugar and chocolate
to the convent of Santa Elisabet in 1767.> According to guild documents, revene-
dores also sold cooked pears, apples, quinces and other fruits, probably sweetened
with honey or sugar, as was customary in the period. These documents indicate that
they went with their cassuelas (cooking pots) to the bakers’ ovens in order to cook
fruits for sale.”* As many households lacked an oven in the period, housewives and
servants baked bread, stews and other foodstuff in neighbourhood ovens.” Not sur-
prisingly, bakers’ ovens came to be targets of suspicion for guild officials because,
as reported by some witnesses, both guild and non-guild members produced and sold
sponge biscuits and other confectionery goods there against guild privileges.’® By sell-
ing on the streets, from bakers’ ovens and at market stalls, female retailers played a
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key role in the provision of small ‘food luxuries’ such as sugary food in a range of
non-elite urban spaces.”’

Conclusion

Under Charles III of Spain (1759—1788), new economic policies began to facilitate
the expansion of commercial activities against guild monopolies. Enlightenment Span-
ish reformists overtly condemned guild privileges and began to promote women’s ac-
cess to the labour system. In his treatise on the education of artisans, the economist
Pedro Rodriguez Campomanes argued that women must work in ‘acceptable activ-
ities for their sex’ and avoid idleness at home and thus, contribute to the economic
growth of the nation.”® In particular, Campomanes criticised the fact that bakers, con-
fectioners and pastry cooks prevented women from working in those occupations in
which women were particularly skilled.”” In this context, the royal government in-
creasingly granted women regalias, or individual royal privileges to sell goods with-
out guild membership, as in the case of Gertrudis Gaudeans, widow of the baker Fran-
cisco Gaudeans, who obtained a royal privilege to produce and sell sponge biscuits in
1749.8° Magistrates of Barcelona often justified these particular licences by arguing
that food must be sold ‘in great abundance’ and not ‘by a sole guild’, as a way to en-
courage commercialism and stimulate local economy.?! Ultimately, the 1779 and 1784
decrees gave women access to apprenticeship and work in the occupations ‘compatible
with the decorum and strength of their sex’.%?

It is not clear how these new regulations affected female confectioners in
Barcelona. However, it is worth mentioning that the 1784 tax payment list of the
College of Grocer—Confectioners names five ‘widows owning shops’ and twenty-four
‘masters owning workshops’, representing a remarkably high number.®? Although the
situation of the widows who made up this high percentage is unclear, this evidence
points to the changing attitudes to guild monopolies and the decline of guild power in
the second half of the eighteenth century.®* Finally, in 1790, another decree entitled
masters’ widows to manage their businesses after the death of their husbands, even if
they remarried a non-guild member.®> We know, for instance, that by the turn of the
nineteenth century, Madrona Costa, pastry cook, became one of the main provisioners
of sweet baked goods of the urban elites of Barcelona, including the wealthy bourgeois
Erasme de Gonima, owner of one of the most important calico factories in the city.?¢
Costa also catered for the refrescos of weddings, christenings and other important
family events of the Catalan nobility such as Antoni de Magarola. The bills for these
purchases were signed by Miguel Cabafiez and Pau Pujol, her nephew, alleging that
Madrona Costa ‘does not know how to sign’, which suggests that she had a low level
of education and social status.®’ Still, Costa’s low social status and illiteracy did not
stop her from managing a flourishing business and gaining considerable commercial
success and social prestige in the city. The changing political position on commerce
would have given women more room to manoeuvre their independent businesses, even
though they still faced social and educational barriers.

New economic policies would have paved the way for women’s formal participa-
tion in food trades at the end of the eighteenth century, although, as this article has
shown, some women found ingenious ways of entering the sweet market long before
the economic reforms were introduced and guilds lost control over their commercial
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monopolies. In response to the growing sugar craze, female retailers, masters’ wid-
ows and nuns made use of the changing legislation, their own expertise and social
networks to establish their commercial activities in Barcelona. Confectioners’ wid-
ows used their ingenuity and craft knowledge to run their shops, while nuns offered
‘heavenly’ desserts across the religious calendar and female retailers sold their sweet
treats on the streets of the city, expanding and transforming consumers’ tastes and
the urban sweets market. In a period when symbolic sweet femininities permeated
popular imagery, women of various social groups worked independently in the con-
fectionery trade beyond the limits prescribed by social and institutional norms. The
stories of these entrepreneurial women, in particular of nuns, offer an important coun-
terpart to the existing historiography on gender and food labour, one that complicates
and broadens general assumptions of the marginalisation and limitation of women in
urban economies. This local case study provides further evidence of broader shifting
(usually complex and paradoxical) gender ideologies and labour in eighteenth-century
Europe: despite being culturally diminished through their portrayals as ‘sweet’, and
despite being barred by guild structures, women exercised social and economic agency
through the production of sweets in early modern Spain.
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