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What can be dravm from contrasting the lives and 7ritings of two His-
panic nuns of the seventeenth centurv: one, among the greatest intellects
and literarv talents of the Zarosue period, the other an unknown illiterate

visionary?

Five years aco such a juxtaposition would not have occured to me. I
would not have thought of lining up the two lives ard works. The subsiance
of this paper, domm bo the title itself, represents the impact of feminis:
on my schplarship; the impact on ms of the qﬁestions asked of those of us

particivating in this conference; the effect of both on my owvm work in e

Progress,
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Jast June T went to Spain on 2 CUNY Facultv Grant to examine some manu-

-

scriot and rare edition autobiosranhies oi Svanish women of the s

e

and seventeenth centuries., For many centuries mosl of the women vhe had a

cloister., 4s EImily James Putnam stated
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room of their ovwn found

in her brilliant study, The Lady: Studies of Cert2in Significant Phazes of

1

Her History, "o institution in Zurove has ever won for the lady the

freedom of cevelovment that she enjoved in the conventee..". And, "The im-

v

pulse toward leadershin which kept the men in the world sent the wom
E P

(D

n out
of it," ould I find this true of the Spanish nuns of the Renaissance? I
wanted to understand the social configurations which made some of the mest

vital women of the period turn to the cloister, and to reevaluats ths 1it-
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erarv merit of thei

Uo to this voint scholars have recarded Saint Theresa of Avila as an

is0lated examnle of a woman of rreat encrev and soirit, evitome of the



fusion in S»anish life and letters of the resl and the idezl, The existence
of a2 number of nezlected manuscriots seened to-noint to the fact that she
was not alone. Around her, and in her wake, éamg other dynamic and illus—
trioﬁS'women. The five autobiograchies listed in the Simon Diaz and Yorel

Fatio bibliographies would, I hoped, without diminishing the importance of

Saint Theresa, helv to place her in 2 more accurate context.

3 3

What T found in the weirdly systematized, idiosynchratic card catalogs

of the Bibiiotecz Nacional and the Archive Tistdrico Nacional in ¥adrig~-

and in old bookstores in Madrid and Tolzdo-—were many more such documents,
Chaff for those 160ks ing for traditional literary va , but a treasure-trove

for those seekins new assessments; for historians, PSVChOloﬁlouS and writers.

s

The idea for the study grew in part ougia course I gave in the fall of
1972 at Ricwmions Collegs 7 Spein and Spand
(it was, to my knowledge, the first of ifs kind to be given), Marcia Velles,
with whom I worked in developing tﬁe bibliosravhy and syllabus, gave it here
at Barnard the following spring. Randolph Pore, who while jeaching at Bar-
nard was COﬂnlotjnr a Columbia d1ssorta£won on Svanish autdéio% raphy from
1407 to 1700,3 directed me to some initial sources and encouragad me to pur-

sue my oroject on autobiogravhies, He agreed with me in disputing the

common_v held opimnion that Spain lacks a literature of personal revelation.

D)

¥y grant would enable me'to eventually extend the curriculum of the
course, and to do some basic sroundwork that vould make the whole area of
inoviry mere cceqs¢b1e to other scholar Tor althourh there is a respect—~
able bodv of work surroundin= Snanishlreliqiﬁus vriters of the Renaissance--
the noted studies by Menéndez y Pelavo, T. A. Peers, and H. Hatzfeld, to

name just three ——and a weidlth of materiel on Saint Theresa, there has been

nNo



no substantial work covering the area of my study, and certainly no presen—

“tation and appraisal of thes wvritings from a femjnlst viewpoint.

There is mﬁch to do. I ém planﬁing a Eibliosraohic 1 article document-
ing the existence and merit of the material I found and brouzht back with me.
Much of the writins is.provinq of sufficient historical and literary value
for me to think of undertakinz a book-lenaoth ofJer ng of selections with a

eritical introduction., T pvroject doingz some translation. In oregress is

1 for an article on the childhood of sesveral of these
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Svanish nuns for the History of Childhosd Ouarterlv.

Only one of the nuns hignhlighted here is directly related to my zrant.

Isabel de Jesls as born LOWr vears after the death of Saint Theresa, not T s

far from the $aint's home town o? Avila, While lookinz under Anas, larias

and Isabels in the catalog at the Riblioteca Yacisnal, my research assistant

came across a2 reference to: Vida de la Venerable Yadre Isabel de Jesus,

Recoleta Azustina en =21 Conventn de San Juan Rautista de Ja Villa de Arsnas,
Dictada vor ella misma, v afadids 1o acue faltd Ae su dichosa muerz “n

tres libros dividida...Con privilesio 2n ﬁadrid...lﬁ?S.é T had all L70-242

pages xeroxad. And this past summer T read and extensively annotated
Isabel's autobiosranhv. For manv reasons it is a vnriceless document. A

kind of nrimitive masterniece, it reveals, oracticallv uncensored, the

fantasy life of a fanaticallv religious illiterate Spanish peasant woman,

7/ ~
Sor Juana Ines cde la Cruz==so famous she made the vages of Vs,

Mazsezine last year--the great Mexican voct, playvricht and intellectual,

was born the year Isabel de Jestis died. It would be hard to find a2 more



ektreme contrast to Isahel. She was a child orodizy. Her autobiography
is contained in a 3lL-p2ge esszy knovn as "la Respuesia a Sor Filoteal
(1690). It isva demonstration of her mental virtuoéity, a portrait of
the origins and develooment of her intellectual passion and of the

of the education and intellectual 1ife

(&)

sufferinz it caused her; a defens

~

of women; a2 veiled vrotest azainst ecclesiastic stupidity and repression.
This essay deserves to take its place in the canon of basic feminist
writings, alcnazside the works of Wallstonecraft, Woolf, De Beauvoir,
Mitchell and Firestone.

Togethner, the lives of Sor Juana and Tsabel span virtuallv the entire

seventeerth century. Isabel de Jesus (1585-14L8) lived during the Counter-

reformation; the Golden Ace of Svanish theater {she mentions seeing a play);

her

the age of Ce rvantea. “hen she was in thirties Saint Theresa was canonized.
Thc age of Spanish nvgsnony-was over, the Snaﬁish Armada having been de-
feated in 1588. Bt for all that it touched her, she mizht well have been
'1ivin§ two or three centﬁries earlier or, like many of Garciz Marguez!
charactor - throu\h any hundred years of solitude. Hers was an ahistorical
vorld, |

Juana Inés de la Cruz (161:8-16%L), the last but not least of the His-

$ . ] 5 / %
vanic Sarsouve vriters,was about eight vears old when Velisquez painted Ias

Meninzs. She was Ymo'm as a gongorista. after the Spanich mannerist poet.

' R / R ’ r N
- Quevedo, Gracian and Calderon were her contemnoraries. Jary of Agreda, a .

. . . e . . . .
Spanish nun, oublished hsr controversial Mistica ciudad de DlOS during her

lifetime, Juans

]

lived at ths hub of Mexican viceroyal society, in the most
splendid and complex of the Svanish colonial vicerovalties, that of New

Spain (as Yexico was called), Five viceroval recimes succeeded each other

while she vas alive, Fe—aftha nnWﬁehfpnmap+;'In terms

"
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of her formation, she belongs to medieval schelasticism and Renaissance
humanism; in terms of her poetic and dramatic output, to the Barogue or
mannerist veriod; .Of her intellectual orientation, to the davminz of the

R

Age of Reason. Her world was historical and literary to the hilt.

So, we have two women of the same century whose lives weres almost
exact oonosites of each other. Sor Jusna represents the most developed

intellect of her acgs; I=zabel, totally unl=ttered, Yived in 2 self-created

we

tion. Sor Juana was closz to the most

imagzina

world of revelation and
orivileged ranks of societr; Isabel, a shecherdess, worked as a domestic

servant both in and oul of the convent.
Feminism, which has led to a reevaluation of ths oremises on which

a

judenents are founded, has also broadened into interdisciplinary =areas;

-

allowing for the ireaiment of such divergent lives as these two, Bul the

]

methddology for sucﬁ a comparison is n;t vet set, Since this paper
attemots to view these autobiozraphies as 1iﬁerary, historical, and
psychological documents--z2ll three—-it has been difficult to arrive at a
structure which provides 3z clear enouch focus for such a simultaneity of
purvoses, 1 have arbitrarily decided to begin with Sor Juzana and then to
return to Is=ahel, attémpting in each case to deal with all the issues as

a whole,

.

Sor Juana Ines da la Cruz in many senses dessrves, much mors than

Saint Theresa, the place Simone de Beauvoir accorded the latier in The
7 "y

Second Sex's A woman could never have become XKzfka: in her doubts and

O et e

her anxieties shz2 would never have recoenized the ancuish of Man driven



from paradise, There is hardly any woman cther than 3t., Theresa who in

total abandonment has herself lived out the situation of humanity." In

the .same chaoter, de Reauvoir goes on to say:

-/

when at last it will be vossible for every human beinz

thus to set his oride bevon4 the sexual differentia

1)

ti on,

in the la2borious clorv of free existence, then only will
woman be able to identify her rversonal hastovv, her
oroblems, her doubt, her hoves, with those of humanity;

then onlv vill she be able to seck in her life and

her

works 1o reveal the whole of reality and not merely her
versonal self. As long as she. still has to struvele to

become a human bsinz, she cannot become a creator.

For manv reasnns vhich I will attemot to reconstruct,Sor Juana was

able to transcend ths demands of cender.and the limitations of vhat are

» ; .
to-this day called in }exico "the tasks proper to her sex.”

was so extraordina rllv zifted from such an early agq,her life

Bzcause she

did not

- take the course usual for a2 woman of her class, It was her om idga in.

1455, at the acge of seven, to ask her mother to dress her in

and send her to the university in Mexico ultv.

5

men's clothes

to read and vrite, alone with the other skilis guch as

When I was about six or seven, having alreadv learned
a
i

embroidery and dr-ssmakine which ware consiZerad -
aovrooriate for women, I heard that in Mexico City
there was 2 university ani schools rthere one could
learn science. As soon as I heard that, T began to
torture mv mother with insistent and annoying vleas
that she chanre mv clothes and send me to live with

relatives of hers in Yexico City so I could study at

LU

the universitv,

Instead, she was sant to live —ith her maternzl cgranifather, whose

library near the provincial tovm of Amecameca provided her with an

unsystematic but thorourh education. In her autobiozrarhy she laments

- the lack of teachers and of the stimwlation of student peers,

and she

.underlines the sense of lon~liness that sncumbered her intelliectual

<

develooment, In 1A6R, ai the age of seventeen, she hecame a lady-in-.

waiting at the court of the Marcuises of Mancera, the new viceroyal couple.



" The court treated her as a frezk. Fer examnle, the,vicerofs organized aﬁ
event that recalls old fairy tales, gathering +¢ the palace forty of the
most learned men "of the realm" to examire Juaﬁalin their respective dis-
c¢iplines. She éétonished them 211, and cained fame as a miracle on earth.

_She was paracded, shomm off, and ex-ected to vroduce original poems and
nlays for all cccasions, The abrupt and stil’ unexvlained switch from
court to convent took place when she was ninéteen. Pverybody spsculates

that it was because of disillusionment in love, and in one of her plays

there is a reference to somethinz of the sort. Nevertheless, in her atto

biogranhy she says:

A _ Given my compl
© 4t was the les
could hﬂvo qosed...

P PG : i

o N e mme? nes e ae

She saw 10th stav1nh out and entering the convent as ghoices fraught with
difficultias in terms of her main nurpose in 1ife, which was "to live
‘alone, to avoid any obligations which might disturb my freedom to study,
the transuil silence of mv books," It aovezars from her autobiogravhy that

religious 1ife was in no sray a vscation for her, but simply the avenue of

least resista uce.

The Penaissance woman had entered the Medieval cloister, But hers
was no ascetic cell. Cn the contrary, it came 4o be more like a salon.
She was visited by 5eonle at the upper levels-of the Church, the viéeregal
hierarchy, and the university. Gradually, sh= formed the largest private
library in the Spanish American colonies of the time: L,000 volumes. She
a’so coll~cted musical instruments. She became official poet of the realm,
sFinning out occasional noetty for lovds_of the court, for birthdays,

anniversaries, and deaths; and sacred voetryv and plays for the celebration

of religzious holidavs at uh° oreat cathedrals of if~xico.



Sor Juana saw her‘facilitv for »riting as & double—édged sword. It
encroached on time sha *oalﬂ heve oreferred to svend studving, and it pro-
>voked'envy and,resentm@nt on the parﬁ of lessar ta)ehts. Recent sfudies
have pointed un how hyner-sensitive she was--enrzged by the attacks of

L,

enemies, uoset by the criticism of lriendé, vain, exhibitionistic, crudge-
baring, and sensitive to a faumlt. How could it have been otherwise; vhen
she hadvbeen treated sz a bizarrs oécurrence since Eer solitarv childhood?
On the other hand one could say that the genuine acoreciation and sucvort
she did receive,strengthened ﬂer ability to face the %ifi ation and ver--
secution. When Yer friénd the Countess of Parades published the Il“st
volumé of her work in 3vain in 1689, a scandal ensued., It was considered

sinful for a nun to have written so much and so orofaneliy. Excomnunication

was discussed; her confessor refused her communien for two years. At
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months *hgu she lasted

a boolt in harnd., But as far as ws:ﬂv'olv not studyv-
ing, it wasn't in mv vower, I couldn't <o it. For
even thoush I wasn't studvinz in bosks, I studied in
God's vorks,tking them as letters and the whole
Creation as mv book.

Her most important source of SU“DO¢U, however, was one she herself had

marshalled to her side in the course of a Jifetime of reading: a long

line of "tantas y tan insignes mujeres," the learned and powerful women

of the vast who were her role models. In her attobiosrarhy which 1s an

)
anoln~ia oro vita sv2, she buttresses her self-defense with over 2

examples of her female predecessors--namas dram from classical s mytho-

logical, biblical and contemporarv sources, I find it amazinz that she



consciously went about assendling this list, but such seems to have been
the case. The security she derived from this company assured her that,
desnite the odds, she had a right to move in the.world as sh did, to

follow her hent, Tomen were not her only mOfels. She comoares herself

at times with Christ, Saint P=ster, Saint Thomas, Saint Jerome, and with

promlnonu male contonnorar",s.

Now “to> the Respuesta a Sor Filotea (Revly to Sister Philotea), Sor
Juana's autobiogravhical essayﬁ? Its apparent’intent is to~excusé and"
explain her dedication to se culpr rather than religious letters. That
she does magnificently, butyshe dogs much more. That app=zars cn the
surface to be a most lady-like defense shows that she is 2 master of
ironv. In claiming lack of adequate prevaration she displays her thec—-
logidal erudition; in insistinz on how little she knovs she shows how
much less those vwho consiZer themselves sagés knewry in apologizing for

digressions she creates cadenzas of wit; in being over-courteous she

shows her anszer, But the Respuesta can also be read as a treatise on

interdisciplinary study, a discussion of educational theory, a dissection
of a society in which the e PWJDnt and the extrzordinary were not only

not encouraged, but not tolerated,

% Sor Filotea was a lightly veiled pseudonym for Don Manuel Fernindez de
Santa Cruz, the Bishop of Puebla, cne of Sor Juana's vowerful friends.
Imoressed by the theolozical reasonine of an essay she had written in
refutation of a sermon bv a famous Poftusuesenrracher, Don Manuel had the
essay' midlished alone with a letter from himself, siening his ovm letter
"Sor Tilotea." His letter, ostensiblv a reorimans to Juana for not
applving her intellisence rmore to sacred and less to earthly subject matter,
vas in fact a way of oresentinz Seor Juana with an oovortunity to discourse
at lencth on her favorite subjects. ™ithin three months of receiving it,

Jon tarch 1, 1601, she had vritten her aubiseravhical reply to the letter of

“Sor ~110tea.

¥
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The work is not easy to read, Tt is full of lLatin cuotations (in

most editions thsy are translated in footnotes), non= of which are, as
some critics have claimed, suverfluous or irrelevant., It rises and
falls in mood and tone: there is tight scholastic logic, classical

™

aphorism, Tenaissance harmonic nlav, and in a few vlaces the familiarity

of ponular éxnression; Anger, defiance, challénge, hunility, tenderness,and
despair 2lternate as she describes her childhood struggles to zducate’
herself;'her~iove of stﬁdy'above all else; as she defends-the right of

wemen to learn and to exercise the freedom to think and reflect and opine.
Taking the Resvvesta serinsusly resuires an ext;emely close reading and aﬁ

effort to understand the connotations and inmplications of what is, often,

said hetween lines and hetween words.

mind. In the one poecm out of the hundreds she vroduced which she savs she

vrote of her own accord ("First Sleep"<-Primer susfio, in Spanish,that =

g

marvelous union in one word of sleep and dream), casting herself as--

Phaeton, vho dared to steer his carrizge toward the sun, shé moves . i~

throush the philosophical knowledze of her day in describing the stages of

her ovm inteilectual development, its difficvlties, and her final sense of

failure. - Vicente Gzos, a Yexican ohilosopher, ccnsiders this poem in a

class by itselfd, unenvalled in the voetry of intellectual disillusiorment.

In her autobiosraphv Juana defends her right to refute the theological
arcuments of a famous Jasuit oreacher (see note, p. 17) and to put forth

her own. She snnaks bellicerently:

It was bold of me to opross Vievra? v mind is not as free
as his, though it derives from the same Source?



¥y voint in singling out these nassaszes is to confirm in the person of
Sor Juanz Tnés de la Cruz the evistence of, if not Shakespeare's sister,

at least his first cousin.

The ethical, philbsophical and literary implications of Sor Juana's
‘autobiozranhy and of her entire lezacy--over a thousand pazes in the
comract edition of her complete works--have yet to be fully explored amd
“understood. “hy is a feminist question.. Takiné the nickname she was

given by her contemporaries--la décima musa~jlater scholars have esconced

her on the pedestal of the tenth muse. For all th=t can be said aboub

‘progress, the mentality of oublis shers, -editors, critics, stuﬂents, artists,

'

fathers, brothers and husbands in Soanish-sveakinz countries has not come

a long way, Iudwig Pfandl criticizes her for wanting to enjov masculine

Intellectuzl pleasure;” Rivers refers to Her in the diminutive as a damita

de 12 12 corte (a little ladv of the court)}; a monjfta (1little nun), and calls
her'"a stranze bird"; Castro Ieal calls her "a miracie," an ﬁornament to
her century," and claims that her aé ire for knovledge did not take awsy
from her femininity and charﬂ?D Pedro Salinas, affirming how-advancédAshe
was for her timeé, says she would have been better off as a Radecliffe or

S

Mount Holyoke girl, riding a bike in dunzarees, hair blowine in the wind,

* . To women in my field, I'd say go back and reckon with a giant who
was always presented to us throuzh the distorted lens of diminution and
condescension, To peonle in other literatures T'd urge Sor Juana's

inclusion in 17th century studies. And to all I recommend an encounter

with a major poet, olayrisht, essavist, and early feminist,

R AR KR VRVRY)
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So we turn from the philosopher zueen to the mystic madwoman. In a

strange ray, vhat Simeone de Bsawvoir said about Saint Theresa can be

o

er competitiveness

3

g S S
avnlied also to Isabel de Jesus. Her ambition and
knew no bounds. “hen Isabelt!s confessor savs to her;

Isabel, I would be delighted were your srvirit to vrove
as good as that of nur Holw Mother Saint Tharesa...

she has an immediate inner resoonse:

ee.as my confessor szid this to me, voices from within
sooke to me thus: wvour svirit is in no wise inferior
to hers, hers belonged to God 2s does your ovm...

Her confidence in her direct lines to Christ not only made life bearable,

lead

it transfovMﬂd her into a povuiar szge, 2 natural theologian, "After de-

scrib*ng her recognition of the princivle of three-in-one and one-in-three
(the Trinity), she states:

Qur Tord s= ehold this vwhich T have tans

id to me, Pehold this i "
without anv effort on your vart; this is Mystical Theo
which theolozians must strucgle to comprehend. Praise
that it was given to me from childhood to know these b
as I have a’ready said.

(Rather than to Mary, a favorite of her mothert!s, it was to Christ and the
Trinity th2t her affections led her., The vsychological implications of

. * ne

this affinity are siznif

l

cant and fascinating, but there is no time here

to develoo that theme).

The content of Tsabkel's rich inner 1ife,.the varietv of visionéry,
hailucﬁnatory, ecstatic exrerience is described in detail, In a few in-
" stances, ¢ she resembies St. John of the Cross, who claimed the suspension
" of word-vower ic describe the mystic union. But in most cases she felt no
such impadiment, and was more than villinez to recount the hundreds of
visions and miracles that were daily events in her life. I have room for

only a few of the more outstandine examples:



T leaned acsinst a marble colume..I hesan to sush tears,..
to which the nitving lLord resroonis, for e doesn't have the
heart to see us crv...this was the first time I saw Hinm,
because althouch I durn=d »rith His Adivine love, I hzd not
met Him...And so, anvearinz in the form of a tiny child,

He began to talk to me...I1f you wint 1o join my school, I
will teach you...come hsre, lett!s go to Father, z=nd vou
will tell Him that here in the world wou have dealth with
a deceptive usurer her confessor who has made promises
but who has nothing to give you; I have much to give you,
for I come with riches from the Indies of myv Father,...

There appeared to me in a cloud a great army of devils:
the cloud burst suddenly with loud thunder and 11rhtn1n:,
and with so many stones it was awesome; the devils
the clouds yvelled and screamed, berging the Lord to drou
“us, for we were sinners,..l oleaded with th=2 Lord...to
see fit to save the fruits of the sririt. The neizhbor
romen were annoved that T should ask thus, while T paid
attention to the danser to the vinevards and wheate
fweWﬂs. The Tord ordered me to prav for souls
they were manv ~ho were nrayinz for temmoral =o
That cloud did a lot cf damage, and it would hs
rse if the Lord had not intervened with His Ange
I saw that as thev entered it thev destroved it, a
seemed as if there was a battie goinz on within it, =
the qood Angels against the bad...

4
]
i

eeel saw the Mother of God with her blessed Son in her
arms; I saw +that she was headless, and that from the
decapitzted hole her soui was peering out. I was
frightened to ‘eatq' I tried to flee; sh an to call
"me with her head Lhe he nd to weep:
I understood thst she was askino ne fo oray to God for
her,..



One night, in the midst of these trials, T was beside
mvself, and the Lord spoke to me in Iatin, and I under-
stood Him in Snanish...And the vunderstanding and the
1ifting of ths grievous burden came to me at oncee..

But let me back-track a bit and tell vou somethinz more of the life
and wqu of Tsahel de Jesﬁs, since as far as T know yvou are the first,
outside a small Castillian towm, to hear énything about the undqvered
and therefore lay nun vho came to be called Venefable Mother Isabel de

/7
Jests,.

5,508 Ve . , ]
The Castillian shepherdess--ristica vastora and pobre labradora are

the epithets by which she repeatedly describes hersglf--was born in 1585,
Despite the fact that she was one of nine children, loneliness was the
dominant theme of her cﬁildhood. Tsabel learned to tend sheep at about
Athé'same age Sor Juana learned to read., She spent lonz solitary hours
wo in the mountains, terrified of bteine attacked by wolves. Very early,
according to her o'n account, imagination came to her rescue, providing

~ covmanionship in the form of religious visions, Surely the major source

. of this phenomenon was the indoctrination she received from her wmother,

who "never missed a mass," On the insistence of a brother-in-lew she was

1k




married to a2 tonthless 51d man when she was fourteen,  She balked, but
her family insisted., 3v fifteen she vas oregnant. She had three
children, 211 of whon died in ififancv or earlv childhood. The marriage
1aqtpd tﬂon*"-?aur vears. It‘ﬁas a second torment she overcame by a
feat of her imaginstion (the first was her lonelwy sheoherding: there

were to be many more). She overcame her resu alsion toward her husband

by imagining that she was making love to Marv's Joseph., In the world

'.J-

of her viszions, she as passion rately in love with a Droteen Christ, who

apoeared to her as a vouns sheoherd, a roval hunter, a beam of light, a

fountain, a gold-ringleted infant., She doesn't make much of the death

of her children, but the effect of these tragedies surfaces time and

again in the imegery of her relicious fantasies,

In one, she sees Christ with engorsed breasts nursine dozs. She

)

transforms.the metavhor taken from the reality of her om life into 2
svmbol of Christis mercy. Thé initial imagze of 2 Christ *ith engorged
breasts is startling. °u,.Iéabel assures us she knows whzt she's talking
about: when her own babies died she had nursed other wome ;s babies, and

even doss, to relieve the swelling.

hakln" a living 7as 2lways difficult; thers were constant misfor-
tunes: loss of sheep, of the little land that belonged to her family.
Qhe ended up working as a servant in rich peovle's homes, She had one

emplover vho wouldn't let her out of her sight. Another accused her of

robhery. Here Isabel becomes a female countervart of the »nicar=ssaue

Jazarillo de Tormes., There is much of his world in hers. In addition
to workins= outside her home she had to ta%e care of her infirm old husband,

one of whose illnesses lasted six wyears (she descrihes his incontinence




and anolosizes for fihdinq the wiﬁinq and washine uc ghastl&). As time
went on she became more and more gf a fanatic, running to communion and
confession with such zeal that she aroused the resentment and sﬁspicion
of the tormsneople. Devils gave her lots of troubdle; the scenes she de-
as . -

scribes are as dramatic an@\charming renditions of hellish characters and
episodes as are to be found in the anonvmous paintinzs of Hell at Bisa,
or in the oaintinzs of Hieronynaus Bosch.. ler imagery leaves no douﬁt in
the 2ind but that these "persecutions" were theé result of her impetuous

vouth and her frustrated sexvality.

‘Her husband's death when she was about thirty-=2izht put her in the
. 2 ;
position to realize her fondest dream: to be a nun. But there was still

an ordzal to underco. She was accused by her local church of being a

false proshet, and was publicly shomed from the pulpit, “The phrase in
e

which she sums unqeknerience could be mistaken for cne by any dramatist

7

of the Golden Ace:

{The priest did his honors, and in passing
dishonor., )
Not one but two preachers were out to get her. 7hen nuns were
imoorted from Salamanca to found an Auzustinian convent Tsabel was recom-
' : T _  priedts -

‘mended as a servant. The twg1snr9ad nsws of the charges arzainst her, and
informed the nuns that Isabel had been treated for possession by devils.
The nuns, predictablv, refused her services, saying that they alreadv had
tvo mad sisters in the convent and that thev weren't about to take chances
with anothesr., She was finallv admitted three yvears later, after first

workinz as a2 lav aide to discalced Franciscan monks., She’ tells how on her

first day of work for the Franciscans she had been attacked at the door of
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the monasiervs She transforms her huniliation into a glorious parzllel
with the sufferings of Christ:

A few days aP ter I had been there the men who used to
pass by on their vav to work besan to tease me, since
T was a stranzer in their tovn, and stare at me...
Then when I had started —earine my burlap robe the
saw me poing out to do &n errand one day. A heavy
snow hed fallen, and they started to zather stones,
and make them into snowhalls, which they hurled at me
" as hard as they were able.

In 1626, at the age of forty, she entered the Augustinian cloistered
convent. The day she took the habit tbe.roof-qf the convent‘caved in,
Considering the susceotibility to s twtlon they showed on other
occaéions, it is a wonder the muns did not expel her on the soot, Her Jjov
at finaXYly beinz vermitted to be a nmumn was a'most destroyed by torments
imaginary and real during her fl;St nonths in the conﬁent. If in the
World she had been burdened with an old husband for twenty-four years, in
the convent she'waé hamcersd by antagonistic confessors for fifteen. One
thought she was possessed. The vicar had been stronglv opvosed to her

being admitted. So viclent was the strusgle-~-the trauma of finzlly
- 2D .t

reaching her goal? the fear?--that she thouzht she was losing her mind.

She was warring with devils again, and she writes of cdavs and nights spent

in constan+ visionary states, However, her torment confirmed her, in the

eyes of many of her fellov nuns and certain of her confessors, as an

authentic mystics I * “rmeaviont %» undoregars the atstug I-vha? fmaw
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It 1s 1mportan+ to underscore the status Isabel was able +o atuawn
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W1+h1n thP convent and the sense of power she must finally have founa
.there, In her visions she often plaved the role of courier and mediator

betveen Christ and her confessors. If she disagreed with a confessor,

=
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i1y return to the confessor wit

"S

she would consult with Christ snd p
a message from the Savier sumoorti g her ovn noint of view. She always-
anaces to have the upper hard, Imoressed by ﬁer o'm revelations, and
concerned hecause Christ ard her éonfessor were in conflict, Isabel
felt an urge to learn to read and write. But the Lord advised against
ite

He preferred that I not learn to read or vrite; for

if T had, then veopiec micht think that the things I

said were taken from DOOKS e e '

She became more and more sure of herself, more and more vpreachy,

and more of 2 bore. But she also acguired greater treological sophisti-
cation. The confidence she gained from knowing §h§ could dialogue with
Christ‘(su Yagestad) .whenaver she ﬁkﬁsed gave her a strength of character
that was cujte imoressive, and at times overbearing, The head she hzd in

the heavens was much more real to her than the feet she had on the ground.

In her visionary life she trznscended the mundane, easily identifying and

3.
v

0
)

visiting with the most holy and powerful: S5t. Catherine of Siena, !

Peter, St. Thomas, St. Theresa, and St. Augustine,

Her life bears a striking resemblance to that of Margerv of hemﬁ fﬁelﬂ&d]er

4=

5 g O :
so magnificently *\()""c,ra"ef1 by Iouvise Collis. Isaoel, like Margery, was v
obnoxiously rlﬁhteeus and driven; so extremes that many veople tt oucnt her
plain crazy and tried to get rid of,or at least keep zway from her, To

win grace she became zrotescue.

Ninetesn vezrs after entering the convent and three vears hefore
her death, Isabel was assigned a secretarv to whom she was asked to
dictate her exemvlarv life for the benefit of nuns to come. She herself

was opnosed to the idea, feeling herself umworthy of such an exalted task,



but she changed her mind when God sent word that he wanted her to do ite
At that point she took it on as a wifely duly, 1nvrst1nv the role with
further svmbolic rcpresentations which played into her ovn fantasies:
TIf the king goes after a shepherdess and asks her hand in marriage, is
it just for her to refuse? It!'s the wife's duty to give in to the husband's
desires, In addition to these rationalizations, she gives the following:
You are wth me, preconera (Spanish for town-crier) of
3 !
my magnificence; he also called me his trumpet and his
carrillon,
<—— She was almost sixty-{ive when she bersan dictating to Ines del
Santisimo Sacramento, But thn book was not published till almost thirty

vears after Isnb01's death (1675).

The avtobiography is diviced into three books, The first has thirty-
seven chazpters and covers the years of secular 1ifeg this’Section is the
- most interesting Since she discusses her childhodod, marrizge, and entry -
into religious 1ife., The forty chanters of Book IT span her twenty wvears
as a lay sisters The third book, a seven-chapter acnendase written by her
confessor, recounts the illness and death of Isabel--a traditional recuire-
ment in such biogravhies-—ths 1life and death of her "secretary" Madre Inés
del Sacramento, and the ovinions of others regarding the miracles and

provhscies resnonsible for "the Saintly fame she left behind her.m

There are touches of senility perhaps in tﬁe sinuoSitv, the T-o AT
lack of synthesis. Still, the autobio-raphy is auite amazing. Thoughbit
vas written dovm, it remains essentially an oral history. TTith her proverbs,
salty dictums and pooular wisdom, Isabel calls to mind Sancho Pa anza; but iﬁ

her blind conviction that justice and honestv vwill triumch, in her faith

in the realness of her imagininrs, she is a Don Ouixote; and finally, in



her portfayal of the various points of view--those of her family, of her

neighbors, of ecclasiastics in disagreement with each other, of the nuns---

" one finds a CerVant{n, verspective that is astonishing in view of the
narrovmess of her life historv, Isabel's autobiogranhy is not a feminist
document; it is a document only a feminist would deien to study. It
jlluminates for the field aspects of the mentality of an epoch and a

culture., It is the stuff of ¥1 (Greco's nalntlnna and of Cervantes! novels.

Up to this tine, because those women who entered convents have been
regarded simoly as nuné—-;s religious flgurnsanthev have been mi séd as
people. 'While they may not have attained the kind of power Emily Jameé
Putnam was referring to (the kind held bv the medieval abhesses), both
Tsabel de Jestis and Sor Juana Inés de ia Cruz attained £he power to
strugele for self-realization., For Sor Juana.the coﬁvent vas the least
of evi sg fer Isabel it was the last stop before heaven, For both of
them it was essential. Just as it made vpossible thé aﬁtobiograﬁhical and
poetic work by which, thankfully, we Ynow Sor Juana, it zave rise to the
autobiseranhy of Isabel, The convent allowed both women to consider
themselves the equals, if not the supeviors, of th“ men around tnom.

Both exrl C1t1y claim that equality, Sor Juana on the level of the

intellect, Isabel on the level of the spirit.

The fact that Sor Juana's Rzsoussha is not as videly knovm as the
vritings of Saint Theresa, St. John of the Cross, Lone de Vega, or

. s
Calderdn de la Barca, attests to the need for a new feminist aporoach



to Hispanic literature (2s ommosed to the old, which claimed no rights,

demanded no reinteroretaions). The fzct that I have even darad to

. /7 - 3
mention Iszbel de Jesus in the same comoany with Sor Juana attests to

the fact that we have beoun to make such claims and demands,

Electa Arenzl
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