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“The Mother of the Parish’: Finnish Pastors’ Wives W
in Late Seventeenth-Century Funeral Biographies

Miia Kuha (Jyvéskyld / My-Parish Visiting Researcher)

In the Nordic countries, the Lutheran Reformation was implemented from above. Finland, part of the Swedish
realm until 1809, saw the new confession imposed in the 1520s by king Gustav Vasa, who also sought control of
the Church and its resources. Lutheranism was permanently established at the Uppsala Synod in 1593, after
which it became the only permitted religious denomination in the country. Like in other parts of Europe, the
implementation of the Reformation was inextricably linked to state formation and the centralization of power,

resulting in state and Church being ever more closely linked.[1]

Sweden was a profoundly agrarian state, with the majority of the country’s population consisting of peasant
families. In their small rural communities, the local clergy and their families had a central position. On behalf of
the Church, pastors taught their parishioners basics of Christianity, but simultaneously sought to educate
obedient and orderly subjects who would pay their taxes and serve in the military during the frequent wars of
the era. Clergymen thus governed their parishes in both ecclesiastical and many secular respects, and the
parsonage, located near the parish church, was usually one of the largest farms in the area. Pastors had a rather
stable economic position, a good social standing, and representation at the Diet, which met in Stockholm, as one
of the four political estates of the kingdom.

After the Reformation, clerical marriage was established in Protestant Europe. From early on, pastors’
households gained an ideal position as models of Christian family life and moral examples for their communities.
Exemplary behavior was expected not only from the clergyman, but also his spouse and children.[2] One of the
ways through which this could be conveyed was through funeral sermons and especially the biographies of the
deceased that were included at the end.[3] Studying funeral biographies helps to gain a picture of the roles of
pastors’ and curates’ wives who are often marginalized in historical studies. In the earliest twenty extant funeral
biographies of clergymen’s wives that survive from Finland in the period 1665-1706 (out of around 150
altogether during the same period), the deceased appear as both good Christians, deeply committed to a life of
devotion, and as practical organizers of everyday work at the parsonage.[4] The sources even offer glimpses of
their interaction with family members. Unfortunately, in the absence of other sources like letters or court
records we cannot usually corroborate the picture conveyed by the biography. The author was not supposed to
include any negative statements of the deceased and conventions of the genre were carefully followed, which

means that the descriptions may not be accurate in every respect.
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Figure 1

The 1730 Homann Map of Scandinavia. The Finnish towns of Turku/Abo (bigger dot) and
Jakobstad & Pedersére (smaller dot) have been added to the map by the author.

The biography of Margareta Knutsdotter, written by the pastor of the small west coast town of Jakobstad
(marked by the smaller dot on Fig. 1), Laurentius Preutz, and printed in Stockholm in 1668, offers rich detail on
the everyday life and work of the pastor’s wife (Fig. 2). First, Preutz recounts that Margareta was born in the
parsonage of Pedersore near Jakobstad, in September 1602. Next, as soon as she could talk, Margareta was
taught to recite the main doctrines of the Catechism. After that, she learned to read and write, followed by the
acquisition of other useful skills for a virtuous young woman. Margareta’s parents were apparently pleased with
their daughter’s obedience and good behaviour. She married her first husband at the age of 16, which was not
unusual for a pastor’s daughter. The groom was Magnus Gammal, himself a pastor’s son and curate from a
nearby parish, who later succeeded Margareta’s father at Pedersore. Over the years, the couple had eleven
children, but lost as many as nine in their infancy or childhood. Magnus died when Margareta was 33 and, three
years later, the widow married Jacob Brennerus, pastor of an adjacent rural parish. With her second husband,

Margareta had two more children, one of whom lived to reach adulthood.[5]
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Figure 2

The cover page of Margareta Knutsdotter’s funeral sermon, written by pastor Laurentius Preutz and printed in
1668.

The digitized collections of the National Library of Finland,
<https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/teos/binding/2127584?page=3>, accessed 28 May 2024.
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According to the biography, Margareta had a ‘strong and healthy body, quick wits and good memory'[6] The
author highlights her skills as the mistress of the parsonage, i.e. the manual as well as managerial qualities
needed in everyday life (Fig. 3). Margareta carefully supervised the household servants, provided them with
what they needed and paid their salaries. As an ideal housewife, she kept the house clean and in good condition,
while catering for guests even when her husband was not present. Pastor Preutz calls Margareta the ‘pious

mother of the parish’, who also fulfilled her charitable role by helping the poor with food and clothing.

Figure 3

One of the few premodern illustrations of the setting pastors’ wives like Margareta might have lived in is
Pet&javesi church (centre) and old
parsonage (left) in Central Finland, painted by A.F. or C.E. Soldan (1840). The Finnish Heritage Agency, Historical
Picture Collection.

In his idealized description, Preutz goes on to describe the emotional support Margareta offered her family
members, which illuminates the gendered norms of family life. When the pastor was especially burdened by
official duties, she would take on everything that could lighten his load. She would not trouble her husband with
her own worries but comfort him, bring him joy at moments of melancholy, and tend to him on the sickbed. Last
but not least, she raised her children with great care and much motherly affection. Having lost so many sons and
daughters, she adopted orphans and poor children to be raised in the parsonage, where she taught them
valuable skills.

The author emphasizes the love that Margareta and her second husband felt for each other, so that their
married life resembled a ‘life of angels’, making the twenty-nine years they spent together feel like just a few
days.[7] In funeral biographies of clergymen’s wives, the happiness and love that had prevailed in the couple’s
relationship was always mentioned. The deathbed scene at the end of this source even includes intimate
moments where husband and wife expressed their affection towards each other. Feeling that her life was about
to end, Margareta is described as having grasped her husband’s hand and embraced him with the words: ‘Jacob,
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master of my heart, hurry to follow me soon’[8] Given their advanced years (Margareta dying aged 65), it was a
realistic prospect. In other biographies, involving a young wife, we encounter motherly advice for the husband,

placing special emphasis on the children’s Christian education.[9]

Stable marriages and good household relations constituted key building blocks of the early modern social order.
In the uniformly Lutheran lands of Sweden and Finland, clerical marriage remained largely uncontested, with its
merits disseminated not least by funeral biographies. Through idealized descriptions of married life, the genre
offered parish congregations (as preached during services) and wider reading audience (when printed) tangible
examples of model family life and divisions of labour, while highlighting the spouses’ harmonious relations and
mutual appreciation. As memory devices, they were effective in promoting and reinforcing official norms and
values, which diverged substantially from modern notions of equality between the sexes. With regard to gender
roles, the (male) authors focused on the multiple tasks expected from - and performed by - pastors’ wives,
which offers historians glimpses into women'’s agency in early modern society.

Biographical note

Miia Kuha is a post-doctoral research fellow at the University of Jyvaskyl3, Finland. Her research interests
include the histories of religion, family, gender and local communities in the early modern context. Publications
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Different Interpretations? (Abingdon: Routledge, 2024), co-edited with Petri Karonen. In spring 2024, she was a
My-Parish Fellow and co-hosted the Twenty-Second Warwick Symposium on Parish Research dedicated to the
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