
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































3 9 6 --- The Traps of Faith 

of the poet. The prologue by Sor Filotea is brief. It begins with words of 
high praise: in spite of the fact that in his sermon Vieyra had soared 
"above himself like a second Eagle of the Apocalypse," Sor Juana had 
"sharpened her quill to a finer point," and the Portuguese scholar could 
"glory in seeing himself refuted by a woman who is the honor of her 
sex." Subsequently, Sor Filotea praises the "energetic clarity" of Sor 
Juana's prose and reminds her-the first reproach-that if it is true that 
"the one who has received most from God is the one most obliged to 
return that gift, I fear that Your Mercy finds herself deeply obliged, for 
few creatures are more indebted to His Majesty for greater natural tal­
ents." She is not to be censured for writing verses as "highly praised as 
those of St. Teresa," but it is regrettable that she does not imitate the 
saint " in her choice of subjects." Sor Filotea's reprimand is tempered: it 
would be " ignoble" to deny women the exercise of letters. It is true that 
St. Paul says that women should not teach, "bur he does not command 
that they not study . . .  He wished only to avoid the risk of pride in our 
sex, always inclined toward vanity . . .  Literary learning that engenders 
pride God does not wish in a woman, but the Apostle does not criticize 
letters as long as they do not lead a woman from a state of obedience." 
Sor Filotea exhibits no particular tenderness for the female sex, but con­
cedes that study and learning have held Sor Juana in a state of submis­
sion. Had they really? Sor Filotea's letter reveals precisely the contrary; 
one of its aims is to return her to obedience. 

Sor Filotea does not intend, like others, that Sor Juana alter her "nat­
ural inclinations by renouncing books," but that she "better them by 
reading occasionally in the book of Jesus Christ . . .  You have spent 
much time in the study of philosophers and poets; now it would be 
well for you to better your occupation and improve the quality of the 
books . . .  Any science that does not light the way to salvation God 
regards as foolishness." Condemnation of secular learning is joined to 
exhortation: "What a pity that such a great intellect should so lower 
itself by unworthy notice of the Earth as to have no desire to penetrate 
what comes to pass in Heaven; and, having already stooped to the 
Earth, may it not descend farther to consider what comes to pass in 
Hell." Following this ominous warning, Sor Filotea, again mixing the 
sweet with the bitter, alludes to the "negative favors," and hopes that 
"the Lord God, who has so profusely rained positive benefactions upon 
you in the natural sphere, will not find Himself obliged to bestow solely 
negative benefactions upon you in the supernatural sphere, for however 
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much you may view them as finezas, I must hold them as punishments." 
Sor Filotea not only censures the idea of the "negative favors" but quite 
openly threatens Sor Juana with them in her afterlife. The conclusion is 
more gentle. Sor Filotea hopes that Sor Juana will be blessed by divine 
favor and, recalling other times, adds, "This wish is sent you by one 
who, from the time your hand was kissed many years ago, lives enam­
ored of your soul, one who has experienced no cooling of that love with 
distance or time, for spiritual love does not suffer the assaults of 
change." 

Sor Filotea so much admires Sor Juana's critique of Vieyra's sermon 
as to have it published at her own expense. At the same time she criti­
cizes Sor Juana's dedication to secular letters and reprimands her for not 
devoting herself to "holy matters" -that is, theology. A strange attitude 
that blends love with severity, and in which praise veils a stern admoni­
tion. Sor Juana's reaction was equally curious: although in the Carta 
atenag6rica she had said she wrote under instructions and with the con­
dition that what she wrote not be made public, when the Carta was 
published she accepted the fact and later in the Response to Sor Filotea 
de Ia Cruz even said, "I do not know how to express my gratitude for 
your immeasurable kindness in publishing my scribblings." 

In order to throw some light on these mysteries, we must first ask and 
attempt to answer certain questions. Who was this Sor Filotea de Ia 
Cruz? Why did Sor Filotea publish Sor Juana's critique of Vieyra's ser­
mon ? To whom was Sor Juana's Carta addressed? A contemporary of 
these events would reply, "No need to belabor the obvious." In fact, it  
was an open secret: Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz and the person addressed in 
the Carta were one and the same person, the Bishop of Puebla, Manuel 
Fernandez de Santa Cruz. He also wrote the document's imprimatur. 
Only the recipient could have disseminated the letter, and only a recipi­
ent who had the Bishop's high rank could have dared publish it. The 
reason for hiding behind a female pseudonym will be made clear in a 
moment. 

The friendship between Sor Juana and the Bishop was of long stand­
ing, as can be seen in the tone of both the Carta and the affectionate but 
stern prologue. The relationship between the nun and the prelate must 
have begun during the viceregency of Fray Payo Enriquez de Rivera, 
when Fernandez had just arrived in New Spain and Juana had but re­
cently taken her vows in San Jeronimo. One of the Bishop's intimates 
and his future biographer, Fray Miguel de Torres of the order of Our 
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Lady of Mercy, was the nephew of Sor Juana-the son of her half sister 
Ines and of Jose Miguel de Torres, a poet and secretary of the university. 
It seems reasonable to conjecture that Fernandez de Santa Cruz, Sor 
Juana, and others-among them, perhaps, Castorena y Ursua-formed 
a group bound by friendship and common interests. Many of them had 
become prominent in public life during the era of Fray Payo. Some were 
criollos and others Spaniards with long years of residence in New Spain. 
It is likely that the head of this circle was the Bishop of Puebla. The 
appointment of Aguiar y Seijas as Archbishop of Mexico, with his Span­
ish loyalties and his excesses, must have irritated the Bishop of Puebla 
and the Bishop's friends. 

Manuel Fernandez de Santa Cruz y Sahagun was born in Palencia in 
r637. Miguel de Torres relates that he nearly drowned as a boy when 
he went to play with friends at the river, and that on another occasion 
he was close to death when candles he had left lit set fire to the bed 
where he was sleeping.5 This may explain his caution. He studied with 
the Jesuits and later, in Salamanca, was a disciple of Pedro de Godoy, a 
famous Dominican theologian. Once he was ordained, his spiritual ad­
viser for a time was Tirso Gonzalez, who was to become general of the 
Society of Jesus. At the age of thirty-five he was appointed Bishop of 
Chiapas. Before he set sail he was named to a more important diocese, 
in Guadalajara. He arrived in Mexico in 1 673 and in 1 67 5  was conse­
crated by Fray Payo Enriquez de Rivera. According to Torres' account, 
the young Bishop enjoyed Fray Payo's friendship and protection. In 
1 676, at the age of thirty-nine, he was named Bishop of Puebla, a post 
he held until his death in 1 699 .  In Puebla he founded schools for virgin 
girls (a strange adjective for children),  schools for nuns, and a house for 
indigent women. He also added to the library founded by his predeces­
sor, the great Palafox, and was a driving force in the school for theolo­
gians. From this brief summary of his activities his two main concerns 
are easily deduced: theology and women in religious life. He was also 
an ascetic. He frequently retired, Torres recounts, to the sanctuary of 
San Miguel del Milagro, "for much prayer, poor food, and no few 
scourgings." Perhaps Torres exaggerates: his biography is a hagiography, 
as was also the case with the lives of Nuii.ez de Miranda and Aguiar y 
Seijas written by Juan de Oviedo and Jose de Lezamis. 

His dedication to theology resulted in three books, his life's work, 
devoted to reconciling the "apparent" divergences and contradictions 
among various sections of the Bible. His solicitude for women in reli-
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gious life led to his reform of lax practices in the convents. According to 
Torres, "many of those virgins, among the number of the foolish, not 
only failed to polish their lamps but in fact allowed them to tarnish 
through certain communications inappropriate to their professed purity, 
and whose lack of propriety was cause for wicked effrontery on the part 
of some who, from the lay world, disturbed them with the frequency of 
their visits to the grilles and blind windows, scandalizing the unwary." 
The Bishop of Puebla visited the nuns, conversed with them, instructed 
them, and, most important, wrote them inflamed letters that Torres clas­
sified as "spiritual." In one of them the Bishop says, "To suffer for 
Christ, to seek out scorn, to crush your will, that is your path, as beloved 
of the crucified Christ." In another letter, the fire of the violently sensual 
metaphors becomes cruelty: "However much I strive to strip you, I do 
not achieve it; you will condemn yourself, be forsaken by God, forgotten 
and abandoned by your confessor." Torres published thirty-six of these 
letters, among them the comparatively moderate one addressed to Sor 
Juana. He-her nephew-comments with a certain hypocritical com­
punction: "This letter had its desired effect . . .  because, as His Excel­
lency intended, she lived as an example to the nuns and died showing 
clear evidence of salvation." 

In spite of Torres' unvarying and boringly encomiastic tone, he pro­
vides occasional glimpses of the real Fermindez de Santa Cruz. The 
Bishop was not a saint but a true Prince of the Church: a cautious but 
not cowardly politician, energetic but realistic. He knew how to con­
front the Viceroy of Mexico in 1 69 2, and he also knew how to yield to 
Archbishop Aguiar y Seijas in the matter of the "oblations." When they 
administered the sacraments, priests received certain gifts, inappro­
priately called "oblations." Aguiar y Seijas, with the Pope's backing, de­
nounced this "sacrilegious custom." The two prelates met in Chilapa in 
1 686  (it was their only encounter). Fernandez de Santa Cruz commented 
on the interview as follows: 

I distribute among the poor any proceeds from those oblations and it saves 
my carrying money for alms . . .  but my only wish is to do what is most 
proper, for although the Pontiff spoke as a private person, still his author­
ity carries great weight. I know, too, that this will harm my successors, but 
I do not take that into consideration . . .  although I do not understand 
how the reverend Archbishop can call this practice sacrilegious and even 
diabolic. 
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These expressions of ecclesiastical humility do not entirely conceal Fer­
nandez' bad humor over the Archbishop's words and actions. But why 
did the Bishop publish Sor Juana's Carta, and why did he hide behind 
the name Sor Filotea de la Cruz?  To answer these questions we must first 
answer another: against whom was Sor Juana's critique truly directed? 

The Jesuit Antonio de Vieyra was born in Lisbon in r 6o8 and died in 
Salvador, Brazil, in I 697. A celebrated homilist, the author of memo­
rable letters, master of baroque prose, a missionary in Brazil, and an 
ardent defender of Indians and blacks, Vieyra enjoyed great influence 
and good standing with John IV of Portugal. He was a skillful diplomat 
and a defender of converted Jews. He lost favor at court, returned to the 
delta of the Amazon to live among the Indians, learned Tupi-Guaranf 
and other native languages, returned to Portugal, was again expelled, 
was persecuted by the Inquisition, took refuge in Rome, became the 
confessor of Christina of Sweden, returned to Brazil, again fought in 
behalf of the Indians, and died at the age of eighty-nine. I have already 
pointed out that he was completely removed from the imbroglio of the 
Carta. Why, and for what purpose, did Sor Juana write a critique of a 
sermon preached forty years before? Why, and for what purpose, was 
the Bishop of Puebla so determined to publish that text? How can its 
publication have left the Bishop completely unscathed while evoking 
such criticism of Sor Juana? In I 9 5 0, in a brief essay, I stated that Sor 
Juana's intellectual and psychological crisis could be understood only 
from the perspective of the social and historical crisis of New Spain at 
the end of the seventeenth century. No one took account of my obser­
vation until in I967 the Italian critic Daria Puccini adopted it and pro­
posed a hypothesis that is at once solid, reasonable, and intellectually 
satisfying. I shall follow it in this section, although from time to time, as 
is only natural, I shall deviate slightly from his interpretation. 

Vieyra was admired in Spain and in Mexico. That glory was in great 
part a reflection of the supremacy of the Society of Jesus. In Mexico the 
Jesuits not only dominated higher education but, through Archbishop 
Francisco Aguiar y Seijas, exercised a very profound influence over 
Church and state. The appointment of Aguiar y Seijas was largely the 
work of the Society, and among the friends and admirers of Vieyra, 
Aguiar y Seijas was at the forefront. His friendship was so valued that 
when in r 67 5  and r 678 two volumes of Vieyra's translated sermons 
were published in Madrid, both were dedicated to Aguiar y Seijas, then 
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Bishop of Michoacan.6 In 1683 ,  Conclusiones a toda Ia teologia (Some 
Conclusions on Theology) was published, dedicated to Vieyra by the 
Real y Pontificia Universidad de Mexico-surely, says Dario Puccini, "at 
the suggestion of Aguiar y Seijas, who had recently risen to power." The 
dedication by the university coincided with Vieyra's fall from favor in 
Lisbon and can be interpreted as a kind of compensation/ Finally, in 
1685 ,  Vieyra's sermon "Heraclito defendido" ("In Defense of Heracli­
tus" )  was published in Mexico. It is impossible not to see the interven­
tion of Aguiar y Seijas in this new publication. And it is not difficult to 
deduce from all this that the person who might feel affected by Sor 
Juana's critique was not Vieyra, absent and far removed from it all, but 
Archbishop Francisco de Aguiar y Seijas. An attack on Vieyra was an 
oblique attack on Aguiar. It was also a confrontation with influential 
Jesuit friends of the Archbishop. 

The cause of the rivalry between Fernandez de Santa Cruz and Aguiar 
y Seijas remains to be examined. Fernandez had been the first of the two 
to arrive in Mexico. The bishopric of Puebla was the most important in 
New Spain with the exception of Mexico City, and it was natural that, 
at the departure of Fray Payo, Bishop Fernandez de Santa Cruz should 
aspire to his post as well as to the post of Viceroy. In an effort to prove 
Fernandez de Santa Cruz's lack of interest in the position, some critics 
have alleged that later "he not only refused the archbishopric of Mexico 
City and viceregency of New Spain, but resigned his bishopric in Puebla, 
though the latter resignation was disallowed." 8 This information, com­
ing from an author with as little credibility as Torres and repeated with­
out further proof by Beristain and others, is today viewed with justifi­
able skepticism by the great majority of historians.� The other aspirant 
for the archbishopric of Mexico City was Aguiar y Seijas, then Bishop 
of Michoacan. Texts from the period, in spite of their reserve, reveal that 
the struggle between the prelates was long and bitter. Santa Cruz, says 
Puccini, "was more popular in New Spain; he was more experienced, 
more moderate in temperament, and he had greater gifts for dealing 
with civil authority." Aguiar enjoyed the support of the Jesuits and other 
ecclesiastical authorities in the mother country; he was known to be a 
man of severe principles, moral intransigence, and intellectual prestige, 
as demonstrated by Vieyra's dedication. In order to compensate for his 
disadvantages, Santa Cruz attempted, without great success, to capture 
the good will of the Society of Jesus. In a letter to Charles II, he praises 
the Jesuits and their work in the Colegio de San Ildefonso. The election 
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of the Archbishop was carried out in a mysterious manner that has never 
been clarified. In Antonio de Robles' Record of Notable Events there are 
four references to the election: the first says that the Bishop of Santo 
Domingo had been named Archbishop of Mexico City; the second, 
dated May 1 68o, states that the person named was Manuel Fernandez 
de Santa Cruz; the third confirmed that the appointee was Santa Cruz, 
Bishop of Puebla; the name of Aguiar y Seijas appears for the first time 
in the fourth, dated March 1 6 8 1 .  

What happened between May 1 68o and March r 68 r ?  It seems that 
Santa Cruz had been named Archbishop, but then some power in Ma­
drid intervened and the decision was changed in favor of Aguiar. There 
are indications, Puccini affirms, of a festering but not overt rivalry be­
tween Aguiar and Santa Cruz. Only within the context of such a rivalry 
can we answer with any glimmer of truth the questions we have posed. 
The Carta atenag6rica is a polemical text in which criticism of Vieyra 
veils criticism of Aguiar. That criticism came from a woman, a new hu­
miliation for Aguiar, who despised and scorned women. The Carta is 
published by the Bishop of Puebla, who thus cloaks Sor Juana in his 
authority. The Bishop writes a prologue hidden behind a female pseu­
donym: ridicule and insult for Aguiar y Seijas. Why has it taken until 
now to shed a little light-although many shadows remain-on the 
enigma of the Carta atenag6rica? Perhaps because in the twentieth cen­
tury we have learned to remove from such tragedies and comedies the 
masks that covered them in societies ruled by orthodoxy and bureauc­
racy. Nadezhda Mandelstam tells in her memoirs (Hope against Hope) 
that the terrible criticism Zhdanov directed against Anna Akhmatova 
shortly after World War II was in fact an attack against his rival Malen­
kov, then Akhmatova's protector. Less prudent than Akhmatova, Sor 
Juana intervened in the quarrel between two powerful Princes of the 
Roman Church and was destroyed in the process. 

In order to understand Sor Juana's attitude, we must bear in mind the 
personality of the Archbishop of Mexico City, Francisco de Aguiar y 
Seijas. He was Galician, from Betanzos. His family, ancient and distin­
guished, was said to have descended from a Roman knight in the house­
hold of Julius Caesar. When the apostle St. James reached the coast of 
Spain, he was reputedly met on the shore by one of the ancestors of 
Aguiar y Seijas. This was why the family coat of arms displayed five 
seashells and a cross. Two determinant circumstances: he was a prema­
ture baby and fatherless. As a child he was cared for by strangers and at 
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a tender age was made a familiar to a prelate. He had a good record in 
theology at the Universidad de Santiago de Compostela. From that time 
on he was known for h is wildly eccentric temperament, h is extreme de­
voutness, and his irascibility. Rigorous with others but with himself as 
well, he earned the reputation of being an exemplary priest in spite of 
his eccentricities. He moved in an atmosphere of devout exaltation and 
blind faith. Father Jose de Lezamis, who accompanied him in his travels 
and was his confessor, has left us a biography of Aguiar y Seijas filled 
with very curious stories. 1° For example, Lezamis recounts that when 
Aguiar set sail for New Spain, devils "attempted to sink the fleet," fear­
ing that the new Bishop would seize many sinners from their claws. 
They failed: "a handmaiden of God" had a vision in which she saw St. 
Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins calm the sea and set the devils to 
flight. 

Aguiar y Seijas' good relations with the Jesuits must have begun dur­
ing his student years. Perhaps he met Vieyra in person or at least corre­
sponded with him; otherwise Vieyra would not have dedicated the two 
volumes of translated sermons to him. Being Galician, Aguiar y Seijas 
probably had friends and acquaintances in Portugal. During the time he 
was Bishop in Michoad.n, one member of his  entourage was a Portu­
guese Jesuit, Antonio Soares. A letter the Bishop received from Father 
Oliva, general of the Society of Jesus, thanking him for "the extraordi­
nary kindnesses and favors that Your Excellency has been good enough 
to grant our Society" dates from that same period in Michoad.n. Almost 
as soon as he was named Archbishop of Mexico City, Aguiar y Seijas 
instituted a policy of austerities that few applauded. One of his first 
measures was to forbid the nuns of the Immaculate Conception and of 
San Jeronimo to receive in their locutories their "devotees" {a euphe­
mism for the nuns' admirers), a widely accepted custom throughout 
Spain and Spanish America. With the same severity, he denounced pub­
lic spectacles, especially theater, bullfights, and cockfights. Lezamis says: 
"A primary cause of many sins is wont to be plays and bullfights; for 
which reason His Excellency despised greatly these and other similar 
festivities . . .  He preached with great bitterness against these bullfights 
and plays, and always prevented them whenever he was able." 

The arrival in Mexico City of this enemy of the theater coincided with 
the performance of one of Sor Juana's plays (The Trials of a Noble 
House) during an entertainment honoring the Marquis and Marquise de 
Ia Laguna. In the loa, without naming him, Sor Juana praised the new 
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Archbishop. But the prelate, who did not attend the ceremony, never 
acknowledged the praise. What did he think of a nun who wrote plays, 
and lyrics for dances and other spectacles? Would he have known that 
Sor Juana had written a sonnet in praise of a bullfighter? Did he learn 
of the nun's burlesque sonnets and love poems? In 1682  the Inquisition 
banned, for trifling reasons, a comedy written by the famous playwright 
Juan Perez de Montalban, El valor perseguido y Ia traici6n vengada 
(Bravery Persecuted and Betrayal Revenged), which was being per­
formed at the city theater, the Coliseo. Among the inquisitors who de­
nounced the work was Nunez de Miranda, Sor Juana's confessor. The 
tribunal often banned plays; Irving Leonard attributes the action taken 
against Montalban's comedy to the animosity of Aguiar y Seijas. 

In a curious way, the Archbishop combined hatred of the theater with 
love for the poor. His biographer writes: 

He attempted to put an end to books of plays and to distribute devout 
books. When we came here from Spain, he brought with him fifteen hun­
dred books entitled Consuela de pobres (Consolation of the Poor) . . .  and 
he persuaded the booksellers to take no more books of plays; and he 
traded with some among them all they had of the above books of plays 
for the aforementioned Consuela de pobres; and then he burned the books 
of plays. 

Lezamis does not tell us what measures the Archbishop employed to 
persuade the booksellers. But we know through other sources that he 
never hesitated to use threats, moral coercion, and even confiscation, 
leaving a simple receipt as the only record. Possessed of a kind of rage 
for charitable works, he was not content with giving what was his, but, 
using and abusing his ecclesiastical authority, forced others to exorbi­
tant acts of charity. Toward the end of his life he was unable to contain 
this passion and surrendered to a frenzied distribution of alms, always 
preceded by a more or less forced collection of funds. Lezamis records 
that "he could not control himself . . .  and in that time he not only 
accepted what was given him, but solicited further, and drew up lists of 
the wealthy of the city . . .  and amassed a great deal of money and per­
formed extraordinary acts of charity." In truth, those who yielded to his 
mania for generosity were not the truly wealthy, who had the means and 
the power to refuse him, but people of ordinary means who for various 
reasons owed him obedience. One of the victims of these pious exactions 
was Sor Juana. Dorothy Schons notes: "The Archbishop died in 1 698,  
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and h e  was scarcely buried before several convents and private persons 
presented claims for what the Archbishop had plundered. And so a suit 
was filed against the estate of the defunct prelate." 

His fever for charity was inseparable from his miracles. Lezamis 
writes that once during a time of floods in Mexico City, the Archbishop, 
accompanied by one of his almoners-he had several-and another 
priest, passed through the outlying districts in a canoe, equipped with 
five or six sacks of bread. After blessing the bread, they began to distrib­
ute it, but there was such a crowd-more than fifteen hundred people­
that they feared they would not have enough. Imagine their surprise 
when they saw that it provided for everyone! Then "they passed it out a 
second time; they gave each of the poor two or three portions of bread 
and, even so, they did not exhaust the source, and there was bread re­
maining to be apportioned the following day." Charity, miracles, and 
humility: Aguiar went around in old clothes; he wore tattered stockings; 
he erased his family coat of arms from his Archbishop's seal ;  he ate in 
hospitals; and his horror of pomp and ostentation was so great that "he 
evoked the murmuring of worldly men." He wore a hair shirt and 
scourged himself twice weekly. He slept in a borrowed bed and, at his 
death, was discovered to be swarming with bedbugs, in "a horrible 
state." But, Lezamis adds, a marvelous fragrance emanated from his 
corpse. 

The harshness the Archbishop inflicted on his body did not calm his 
spirit. He went from devotion to rage, from fervor to acrimony; his 
charity was more hatred than love, his humility more self-loathing than 
fraternity. He knew neither friendship nor trust; he addressed everyone 
he knew in formal terms. He was distant, choleric, imperious, and rude. 
Once when entering the church to preach he saw in the atrium a woman 
with her head uncovered; he immediately jerked her shawl from her 
shoulders and threw it over her head and face. Aguiar y Seijas professed 
esteem for Sigiienza y Gongora; he appointed him chaplain of the Hos­
pital del Amor de Dios and, a much-prized favor, named him one of his 
almoners. Nevertheless, shortly after the uprising of r 69 2, during a con­
versation in which a difference of opinion arose, the Archbishop lost 
control, berated him, and, to Sigiienza's amazement, physically attacked 
him. Robles reported the incident in his Record: "Altercation. Saturday 
r r .  As Don Carlos de Sigiienza y Gongora, a priest, was calling upon 
the Archbishop for some purpose, the aforesaid Don Carlos asked that 
His Excellency observe that he was speaking with him, upon which His 
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Excellency fell upon him with a crutch, breaking his eyeglasses and bath­
ing him in blood." 

If humility is often a mask for pride, what is to be said of chastity? 
Aguiar y Seijas was famous not only for his charity but for his horror of 
women. In his history of the Mexican Church, Francisco Sosa reports 
that "the Archbishop's aversion toward women was so extreme that it 
could be classified as true mania. It is evident that from his earliest years 
he avoided any encounter with them; it is no surprise that once he be­
came a priest, he tried to avoid even a glimpse of a woman's face." 1 1  

Sosa overlooks several facts I have already mentioned: Aguiar y Seijas 
was born prematurely; he lost his father at a very early age; and his 
mother, when he was still a boy, placed him in the service of a prelate 
friend of the family. His premature birth, his mother's abandonment of 
him, and his having lived all his childhood and youth among clerics 
separated him forever from the world of women. It is not difficult, how­
ever, to perceive in that hatred the two contradictory components of 
fascination: fear and attraction. "In his service," Sosa continues, "he 
never allowed any woman; in his frequent doctrinal addresses he vehe­
mently attacked any defects he thought present in women; he went so 
far as to reprimand one of them from the pulpit, personalizing his at­
tacks." Lezamis recalls having heard the Archbishop say "that if he 
knew that a woman had so much as entered his house, he would have 
to order the bricks she had stepped on removed . . .  He did not want a 
woman to touch anything in his house or to cot>k his meals; he did not 
want to hear them sing, or even to hear them mentioned." Nor did he 
allow anyone who visited him to bring a woman with him, a prohibition 
that irritated many people. He was so strict in this rule that when the 
Count de Galve assumed his post as Viceroy, the Archbishop did not, as 
demanded by protocol, go to call on him, so he would not have to greet 
the Vicereine. Aguiar y Seijas gave thanks to God that he was near­
sighted, since that prevented his having to see women. 

Lezamis' testimony reveals the true nature of Aguiar y Seijas' misog­
yny: "I remember during the time I heard his confessions, which was 
when he was Bishop and Archbishop, he detailed with great clarity the 
battles and temptations he suffered in this matter." Lezamis is referring 
to the temptation of lust, and he adds : "Before he was Bishop he did not 
suffer as much as when he was Bishop and Archbishop. And His Excel­
lency attributed the cause of this to the fact that before holding those 
posts he did not visit women." His dealing with women, even though 
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from a distance, was a threat to his spiritual health. The chastity of the 
prelate was "heroic," but the more he mortified his body, the more his 
lust increased. Not only did the painful humbling of his flesh cruelly 
stimulate his imagination, it is also revealing that the temptation in­
creased with his new rank of Archbishop, as if  there were a secret con­
nection between desire and pride. Lezamis comments, "A prolonged 
martyrdom was the chastity of the reverend Archbishop." In spite of the 
admiration and love he professed for him, the portrait Lezamis draws is 
one of a violent and capricious man, apprehensive and choleric, suspi­
cious, cruel with himself and with others, constantly visited by the 
ghosts of wrath and lust. His charity was despotism, his humility pride, 
and his chastity a mental debauch. 

Aguiar y Seijas' impatience and anger in regard to Sor Juana's worldly 
and literary activities must have been extreme. Nevertheless, for years 
that antagonism was not openly expressed. Indirectly, through clerics 
and nuns, the poet received continual rebukes and reprimands. Nunez 
de Miranda, her confessor, undoubtedly transmitted many of these com­
plaints, in addition to his own. But Sor Juana enjoyed the friendship and 
protection of the Viceroy and his wife, the Countess de Paredes. After 
their departure, though her friendship with the Galves was not as inti­
mate, she retained the favor of the palace. Sor Juana, for her part, must 
have felt a mixture of fear and repugnance for the bizarre and formi­
dable Archbishop. She must have viewed his condemnation of theater 
and secular poetry as a condemnation of her work and her life; his ha­
tred of women must have seemed to her both comic and horrible. She 
was never ashamed of being a woman, and her work is a glorification of 
the female spirit. Aguiar y Seijas inspired fear, but she did not bow be­
fore him. On the contrary. Writing a critique of a sermon by Vieyra, the 
theologian venerated by Aguiar y Seijas, was a way of teaching the ar­
rogant prelate a lesson. In the Carta she states it very clearly: a "mere 
woman"-she herself-is God's instrument in punishing an arro­
gant man. 

Puccini believes that Sor Juana's participation in this matter was 
merely that of an involuntary instrument of Fernandez de Santa Cruz's 
machinations. I find it impossible to overlook her emotions and her mo­
tives for attacking the Archbishop. Those motives, in addition to being 
legitimate, were deeply personal: defense of herself and of those of her 
sex. In its complexity, the incident reflects one of the characteristics of 
Hispanic society in that period: rivalries between prelates were ex-
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pressed only in veiled ways. Theology was the mask of politics. But there 
is a new factor in this incident, unknown until then in the history of 
Hispanic culture: the appearance of a female consciousness. This factor 
is what gives the event its real significance. I repeat: Sor Juana was not 
the instrument of the Bishop of Puebla. She was his ally. We do not know 
whether the idea of humiliating Aguiar y Seijas through a woman's crit­
icism of a sermon by his much-admired Vieyra-a perverse and brilliant 
example of "Aesopian language"-originated with Sor Juana or with 
Fernandez de Santa Cruz. What can be stated is that she would never 
have written that text without the support of the Bishop of Puebla: the 
Carta was addressed to him; he wrote the ecclesiastical imprimatur that 
allowed it to be published; he wrote the prologue; and he bore the costs 
of publication. Sor Juana could not have foreseen the consequences of 
her act. She felt secure in the protection of powerful patrons in Madrid 
and Mexico. But another power, faceless and nameless-chance? des­
tiny ? history?-was waiting just around the corner. 



The Response 

�OR JuANA AND FERNANDEZ DE SANTA CRuz must have fore­
seen that the publication of the Carta atenag6rica would provoke replies 
and commentaries. Their number, however, and the violence of some, 
must have amazed them both and slightly frightened Sor Juana. Only 
echoes from this polemic and a few actual documents have survived to 
our day; nevertheless, from what the Response tells us, we know that a 
number of clerics were involved and that some attacked Sor Juana fu­
riously, despite the fact that she was a woman and a nun. The polemic 
reached across the sea, although there it lacked the acrimony and heat 
of the debate in Mexico. 1  From the beginning, through a kind of tacit 
agreement-there is nothing the Church detests more than scandal­
there was an attempt to avoid publicity. This policy continued even after 
the death of the principal protagonists. In Fame, Castorena y Ursua re­
fers only in passing to the incident, although we know that he was one 
of Soc Juana's defenders; Calleja praises the critique of Vieyra's sermon 
in effusive terms but does not go to the heart of the matter; Oviedo is 
preoccupied with defending Nunez de Miranda and tries to show that 
Soc Juana did not return his affection; Torres, similarly, exalts and de­
fends the memory of Santa Cruz; as for Jose de Lezamis, he does not 
even mention the affair. This silence is an attempt to conceal what actu­
ally happened. 

Almost none of the commentaries were printed. Some were delivered 
from the pulpits of churches and in the lecture halls of schools and sem­
inaries. Others circulated in manuscript. Sor Juana relates that her most 
rabid critic made and distributed copies of his comments. Dorothy 
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Schons speaks of a "storm of criticism" and cites, among the works that 
circulated in manuscript, one written by a priest, Manuel Serrano de 
Pereda, and one by a friar, Francisco Ildefonso de Segura. But we need 
not dwell on this: Sor Juana always refers to her critics in the plural, 
calling them " impugners," "slanderers," and "persecutors." Among the 
documents discovered by Ermilo Abreu Gomez was a pamphlet entitled 
"La fineza mayor" ("The Greatest Act of Love") ,  a sermon delivered on 
March 20, 1 69 1 ,  by the Valencian priest Francisco Xavier Palavicino 
Villarrasa in the convent of San Jeronimo itself. Sor Juana had sent off 
her Response to Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz barely ten days before. Palavici­
no's sermon holds special interest for us: it is an indication of the pro­
portions the affair assumed in the months following the appearance of 
the Carta atenag6rica. Palavicino disagrees both with Vieyra's and Sor 
Juana's opinions: in his eyes, Christ's greatest fineza is to conceal Him­
self during the sacrament of the Eucharist. He begins h is sermon with 
disproportionate praise of Vieyra : a Portuguese Demosthenes, a Jesuit 
Cicero, and "the Tertullian of our blessed age." He continues by praising 
Sor Juana, although he concludes with the familiar reservation: "The 
choicest intellect of this blessed century, Minerva of America, great tal­
ent limited by the handicap of her being a woman . . .  " Probably the 
nuns of San Jeronimo, with the hope of calming high feelings, had in­
vited the diplomatic Palavicino to intervene. What the Valencian priest 
wrote was vastly inferior both to Vieyra's sermon and to Sor Juana's 
critique, but at that moment the weight of the reasoning was less impor­
tant than the personalities of the antagonists. It is revealing that the nuns 
of San Jeronimo thought it prudent to invite a homilist whose opinion 
on the finezas of Christ differed from those of Vieyra and Sor Juana, in 
this way demonstrating their detachment from the controversy. Sor 
Juana must have considered this a defection on the part of her sisters. 

The reactions caused by the Carta were not exclusively negative. In 
spite of the "handicap of her being a woman" there were those who 
defended her, and in the Response she refers to their comments, al­
though without naming the authors. She is particularly effusive in prais­
ing one of them, probably Castorena y Ursua, to whom she also dedi­
cated a poem of gratitude, in which she says gracefully: "you must let 
the light of your intellect I shine brightly in my defense." Castorena y 
Ursua's defense, like most of the others, does not appear anywhere­
still another indication that there was a concerted attempt to erase all 
traces of the scandal. This reticence, this silence and ambiguity, along 
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with a fondness for pseudonyms and veiled allusions, is characteristic of 
all bureaucracies identified with an orthodoxy. This also explains the 
strangely ambiguous prologue by Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz. First, the pseu­
donym. The famed Juan de Palafox y Mendoza, Fernandez de Santa 
Cruz's predecessor as the Bishop of Puebla, had in r 6  59 published "Pe­
regrinaci6n de Filotea al Santo templo y monte de Ia Cruz" ( "Pilgrimage 
of Filotea to the Holy Temple and Hill of the Cross" ) ,  written in imita­
tion of Francisco de Sales' "Filotea francesa"  ( "French Filotea") .  As Fi­
lotea means "one who loves God," even the pseudonym chosen by the 
Bishop of Puebla was an invitation to leave secular letters and take up 
sacred subjects. The contrast between the first paragraph of the pro­
logue and what follows is also remarkable. The text begins with extrav­
agant praise of Sor Juana: in addition to Vieyra, she had surpassed an­
other Portuguese preacher, Meneses, who had been Vieyra's teacher. Not 
without malice, Sor Filotea expresses amazement that a woman should 
have vanquished a great theologian. Following that statement, Sor Fila­
tea agrees with the notion that women may study provided that study 
not make them arrogant. All this can be considered as a series of oblique 
thrusts against Aguiar. Then the author voices a reservation, one that is 
essential :  what a pity that Sor Juana had devoted herself to secular and 
not sacred writing. 

The Bishop of Puebla has been accused of intolerance. Rightly so, 
although it seems to me that this cautiously worded text has not been 
read with care. The paragraphs condemning Sor Juana's predisposition 
toward secular writing probably were intended to deflect any criticism 
that might arise from friends of the Archbishop of Mexico. I also believe 
that Fernandez de Santa Cruz's reprimand, in addition to its tactical 
utility as a weapon of self-defense, accurately represented his point of 
view. Sor Juana's style of thinking and writing collided violently with his 
views. He believed that "any science that does not serve Christ is but 
ignorance and vanity." Sor Juana paid lip service to those ideas, but the 
attitude that ruled her life was radically different : her true passion was 
knowledge. Another source of conflict was the limits imposed on a 
woman's learning. Sor Juana wants them broadened, and in this she 
does not yield. Although her rebellion is undeclared, she does not give 
in: she advances with prudence, retreats, again advances. I emphasize 
the Bishop's ambivalence: he asks Sor Juana to write a critique of 
Vieyra; he publishes it, and does not hesitate to give it his imprimatur; 
he hides behind a pseudonym with ambiguous connotations and writes 
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a no less ambiguous prologue in which he praises Sor Juana on the one 
hand and criticizes her on the other. If Sor Juana's enemies attack the 
Bishop, if they are startled that he published such a text, he can reply 
that he had already reprimanded the nun; at the same time, that repri­
mand offers her an opportunity to defend herself. Jose Marfa de Cossfo 
assumes that there was a prior agreement between Soc Juana and the 
Bishop: the prelate's letter was an invitation for her to present her case 
and defend herself. Possibly. But the Bishop could not have known what 
Soc Juana's response would be, nor could she have foreseen the prelate's 
cruel desertion. At the heart of their relationship there was something 
equivocal, something unstated; almost as soon as it came to light, the 
relationship dissolved. The Bishop's comments brought Sor Juana face 
to face with the problem of her vocation; that is, with the very meaning 
of her life. Christ's finezas and other theological points faded into the 
background. 

Soc Juana was not long in replying; the Carta atenag6rica appeared 
at the end of November of I 690, and the Response to Sor Filotea de Ia 
Cruz was dated March I ,  I 69 1 .  It is a text written in different modes, 
ranging from that of a legal brief to autobiography to intellectual dis­
course. Certain passages-a mark of her time and her religious train­
ing-are pedantic and interlarded with Latin; others are simple, written 
in an admirable and fluid familiar prose. In spite of blemishes and la­
cunae, the Response is a unique document in the history of Hispanic 
literature, in which there are few confessions r�lating to the life of the 
mind, its illusions and disillusions. Reflection on the solitary adventures 
of the mind is a theme seldom explored by the great Spanish and Spanish 
American writers. In this, the Response departs from the prevailing ten­
dencies of our culture and forms the complement to First Dream: if  the 
latter is the isolated monument of the mind in its hunger for learning, 
the Response is the account of the everyday labors of that same mind, 
told in a direct and familiar language. 

The Response is more than a kind of prose version of First Dream; it 
is also, and first of all, a reply to the Bishop of Puebla. That reply, natu­
rally, had to be a defense of secular letters. Soc Juana could not say that 
they were equal or superior to sacred writing-to say that would have 
led, ipso facto, to the Inquisition-but she used all her ingenuity to 
praise secular literature and to demonstrate its value and necessity. She 
was answering not just the Bishop but all her adversaries and critics. She 
realized that she was being attacked above all for being a woman, and 
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thus her defense was immediately transformed into a defense of the fe­
male sex. To us, this is the part of her brief that is most vital and closest 
to present-day concerns. Finally, there is an invisible interlocutor with 
whom Sor Juana is in continual dialogue: herself. All her life she has 
lived in ambivalence: is she a nun or a writer? As she replies to the 
Bishop and others, she is writing to herself; she recounts the beginnings 
of her love of letters, and attempts to explain and justify that love to 
herself. The contradiction that pervades her life-she says it again and 
again-is born not of her nature but of circumstances imposed upon 
her: she was a nun because she had no other choice. But she always 
fulfilled her religious obligations, and more than twenty years after tak­
ing her vows she continued to believe in the compatibility of her two 
vocations. Any careful reader can perceive on reading those pages that 
if the Response was an examination of conscience, Sor Juana emerged 
from that examination unrepentant. Further, writing that text was a lib­
erating experience that reconciled her with herself. Although its lan­
guage is cautious and abounding in reservations and parentheses, the 
final impression is clear: she is not ashamed of what she is or has been. 
And this is what must have disturbed, pained, and offended men like 
Fernandez de Santa Cruz and Nunez de Miranda. 

Sor Juana begins her response with a long and ingenious preamble. 
She confesses that she was moved when she saw her "scribblings" pub­
lished, and adds that "when the letter which you saw fit to call atena­
g6rica reached my hands, in print, I burst into tears of confusion (al­
though tears do not come easily to me)." The words are less than 
sincere: surely the Bishop would not have published her critique of 
Vieyra without her assent. Sor Juana prolongs the fiction by not disclos­
ing the identity of the person to whom the Carta was addressed; she 
insists that she wrote it on the order of someone she cannot disobey, and 
reiterates that she had no hand in its publication. Neither is she sincere 
when she calls the Bishop's action a favor from God, who is thus chas­
tising her for her ingratitude. She says she has not written much on 
theological matters, but the entire Response is  specifically intended to 
explicate and justify that omission ! The passage ends with a formal 
promise: she accepts Sor Filotea's admonition. Although "it comes in 
the guise of counsel," it will have for her "the force of a precept," and 
she will dedicate herself to the study of the Sacred Books (a promise not 
fulfilled, as we shall see) .  After this humble and conciliatory prelude, she 
takes up her defense.2 
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Why has she not written more on sacred subjects ? The answer is dis­
concerting: she is not capable of penetrating the subtleties of theology. 
She invokes the authority of St. Jerome, who recalls that, among the 
Jews, those dedicated to the priesthood were forbidden to read the Song 
of Songs "until they have passed thirty years of age . . .  in order that the 
sweetness of those epithalamia not prompt imprudent youth to translate 
their sentiment into desires of the flesh." Fear of misinterpreting the 
Holy Scripture often "has plucked my pen from my hand . . .  , a scruple 
I did not find when it came to secular matters, for a heresy against art is 
punished not by the· Holy Office but by the judicious with derision, and 
by critics with censure." The paragraph is ambiguous; it is clear that she 
did indeed have sufficient talent to deal with theological abstractions 
but, just as clearly, she preferred writing plays and sonnets. She affirms 
that she never wrote "except when compelled and constrained, and then 
only to give pleasure to others" -a surprising declaration if one recalls 
the effort she put into having her works published. Immediately, how­
ever, she modifies that statement: she says that this "repugnance" for 
writing refers specifically to sacred matters, and repeats, "I wish no 
quarrel with the Holy Office." Her true passion has been learning, not 
literature. The statement must be understood in its true sense: by learn­
ing, she means not only the sciences and philosophy but what in her 
time was called humane letters, with classical literature in the forefront.1 

In the paragraphs that follow she defends not only her passionate 
dedication to literature but her womanhood: 

From the moment I was first illuminated by the light of reason, my incli­
nation toward letters has been so vehement that not even the admonitions 
of others . . .  nor my own meditations . . .  have been sufficient to cause me 
to forswear this natural impulse that God placed in me; the Lord God 
knows why, and for what purpose. And he knows that I have prayed that 
he dim the light of my reason, leaving only that which is needed to keep 
his Law, for there are those who say that all else is unwanted in a woman. 

The "those" referred to are the ones who according to the Bishop 
were guilty of ignobly "denying women the exercise of letters." Then 
she makes a remarkable confession, although again she blends the true 
with the false: 

I have sought to veil the light of my reason, along with my name, and to 
offer it up only to Him who bestowed it on me, and He knows that none 
other was the cause of my entering into religion, notwithstanding that the 
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spiritual exercises and company of a community were repugnant to the 
freedom and quiet I desired for my studious endeavors. 

A glaring contradiction: in the first part of the essay she says that in the 
convent she had wanted to veil not only her name but the light of her 
reason, which would have meant, specifically, renouncing her bent to­
ward study; in the second part she says that she took the veil even 
though she knew that life in the convent would hinder her intention to 
study and read. Here, for the first time, we see a theme that will appear 
and reappear throughout the course of the Response: the conflict be­
tween the vocation of a solitary scholar and the obligations of com­
munal life in a convent. 

Sor Juana's confessions do not entirely correspond to reality: she 
seems to forget how few roads were open to her in i 669. If not the road 
of the convent, what would her choice have been? A disastrous mar­
riage, like those of her two sisters ? Nonetheless, it is true that she en­
tered San Jeronimo knowing that a convent was not the most propitious 
place for an intellectual like herself. That is why she had hesitated, and 
confessed her doubts to "only the one who should know," that is, her 
confessor, Nunez de Miranda. But he did not accept her uncertainty, 
"saying it was temptation: and so it would have been." A terrible admis­
sion that is also a veiled accusation: Nunez de Miranda had told her 
that it was temptation to want to bury her name and renown, along 
with her person, in the convent. He had urged her to take the veil, telling 
her that she could continue her studies without harm to her religious 
obligations. Surely Sor Juana is speaking the truth. For Nunez de Mi­
randa, the first order of business was to get her into the convent. Later, 
gradually, he would persuade her to abandon poetry and secular letters 
and to consecrate herself to the religious life. It is clear that Nunez de 
Miranda changed during the course of his relationship with Sor Juana: 
at first he was kind; later, increasingly severe. He was a "fisher of souls," 
and in order to catch Sor Juana he minimized the conflict between reli­
gious life and dedication to study and letters. That is why, faced with 
her hesitation, he called it temptation. The Jesuit's transformation was 
the slow product of circumstances. During the long period in which Sor 
Juana was totally involved in literary affairs, Father Antonio did not 
overtly express his strong opposition; Sor Juana had become something 
akin to an official poet, linked to the palace by the double ties of com­
missions from the court and personal friendship. At the end of the par­
agraph, Sor Juana writes with true passion: "If it were in my power, my 
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lady, to repay you in some part what I owe you, it might be done by 
telling you this thing which has never before passed my lips, except to 
be spoken to the one who should hear it [Nunez de Miranda] ." These 
pained words reveal a private disagreement, until then kept secret, be­
tween her and her confessor.4 

In the paragraphs that follow, she tells of her efforts: of having at­
tended at the age of three "a  school for girls we call the Amigas" in 
Nepantla (she lived in Panoayan, several kilometers away) ; of her vol­
untary abstention from eating cheese-her favorite treat-because she 
had heard that it made one "slow of wits" ;  of her scheme to attend the 
university dressed as a man; of her readings in her grandfather's library; 
of having learned grammar, and the punishment she voluntarily inflicted 
on herself: cutting her hair four or six fingers' breadth and not letting it 
grow back until she had learned some lesson or other. I referred to these 
passages in Part Two, interpreting them there. A pity that they are so 
few, and that Sor Juana skimmed so rapidly over her childhood and 
youth. The account of her love of study leads again to her reason for 
having chosen the religious life. This is one of the themes that haunted 
her thoughts. She confesses that she had felt "a total antipathy to mar­
riage," and that she had deemed life in a convent "the least unsuitable 
and most honorable I could elect." Hers is a case not of a call from God 
but of a rational choice: Sor Juana weighs her situation and with a clear 
head chooses San Jeronimo, in spite of "al l  the trivial aspects of my 
nature, such as wishing to live alone, and wishing to have no obligatory 
occupation that would inhibit the freedom of my studies, or the sounds 
of a community that would intrude upon the peaceful silence of my 
books." That is why, she repeats, she hesitated in taking her vows until 
"certain learned persons enlightened me, explaining that [my wishes] 
were temptation." Again the theme that she returns to throughout the 
Response: for her, although she was aware of the conflict between intel­
lectual and convent life, entering the convent did not entail renouncing 
humane letters. This conflict was not one of substance but of regimen: 
the many obligations of the convent made studious concentration next 
to impossible. The result, naturally, was that her thirst for knowledge 
was not sated but, rather, intensified: "I brought with me my worst 
enemy, my inclination, which I do not know whether to consider a gift 
or a punishment from Heaven, for once dimmed and encumbered by the 
many activities common to religion, that inclination exploded in me like 
gunpowder, proving that privatio est causa appetitus. " 5 
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In the convent she continued the pursuit "of reading and more read­
ing, of study and more study." There is bitterness in her account: it is 
difficult to study without a master. Although her studies were secular, 
her ultimate goal was to arrive at theology. This, again, sounds to me 
less than sincere. She herself confesses that if she dwelled so long on the 
preliminaries, it was "to flatter and applaud my own inclination, pre­
senting its indulgence as an obligation." She explains then that one can­
not understand "the style of the Queen of Sciences [theology] if one has 
not first come to know her servants." Without logic, rhetoric, music, 
arithmetic, geometry, history, law, languages, astrology, and even the me­
chanical arts, i t  is impossible to comprehend passages from Holy Scrip­
ture. Sor Juana's plan, aside from its intrinsic difficulty, was superfluous: 
the highly speculative nature of theology made unnecessary much of the 
knowledge she speaks of. With the exception of Albertus Magnus, his 
disciple St. Thomas, and one or two others, no theologian mastered all 
the sciences of his time. Besides, Sor Juana was too intelligent to believe 
what she was saying. 

Her confidences continue; she tells us that she foundered in the va­
riety of her studies, "having an inclination not toward any one thing in 
particular but toward all in general." Nevertheless, even in these appar­
ently unstructured readings she held to a certain rhythm, moving from 
study to enjoyment. Sor Juana is severe with herself: "though I have 
studied many things I know nothing." This judgment on her method of 
acquiring knowledge, and its results, could perhaps justify Jose Marfa 
de Cossfo's opinion that she was a dilettante. Not so; her ideal was 
many-faceted knowledge. By that I mean that she wanted to be profi­
cient in the themes and sciences central to the culture of her day, in the 
hope of discerning the links and connections that joined that disparate 
knowledge into a whole. This was an unattainable ideal in the New 
Spain of the end of the seventeenth century, although she probably did 
not know that. She was almost entirely ignorant of the great intellectual 
revolution that was transforming Europe. In view of that ignorance, her 
desire becomes even more poignant. Nevertheless, if her information 
was out-of-date and incomplete-especially in physics and astron­
omy-her concept of culture was singularly modern. It was the view not 
of the specialist but of the mind that attempts to discover the hidden 
links among disciplines. She would undoubtedly have been fascinated 
by the reasoning of a Levi-Strauss, who finds hidden analogies between 
primitive thought and music; she would also have been excited by the 
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ideas of modern linguistics, in which the phonemes and their compo­
nents fulfill the same functions as elementary particles in physics and 
blocks of color in cubist painting. In spite of the fact that many of her 
notions were outdated, the view that modern science-from microbiol­
ogy to astronomy-has given us of the universe as a vast system of com­
munications would not have surprised her unduly. 

After describing her experience with many and diverse disciplines in 
rather negative terms, in a sudden about-face-a common procedure in 
her writing-she says the opposite: familiarity with many matters is 
very advantageous, for "what I have not understood in an author in one 
branch of knowledge, I may understand in a second in a branch that 
seems remote from the first . . .  And thus it is no apology, nor do I offer 
it as such, to say that I have studied many subjects, seeing that each 
augments the other." She invokes as a primary example "the chain the 
ancients believed issued from the mouth of Jupiter, from which were 
suspended all things l inked one with another." Sor Juana attributes the 
image to Father Kircher. It comes, as we have noted, from Macrobius, 
who used it to illustrate the idea of the descending progression from the 
One to the Multiple: " From the Supreme God even to the fish in the 
depths of the sea there is one tie, binding at every link and never broken. 
This is the golden chain of Homer which God ordered to hang down 
from the sky to the Earth." 6 In the same paragraph, also as if it were 
taken from Kircher-"in his learned book De magnete" -she repeats 
her favorite maxim: God is at once center and -circumference.' 

When she reaches this point, she ponders her labors: not only has she 
lacked a teacher, she has had no fellow students. This comment reveals 
that during twenty years in the convent she has found no one interested 
in the sciences, letters, or arts. Instead, the nuns have hindered her with 
their incessant interruptions. The busy and empty life of the convent: 
unexpected visitors in her cell, constant gossip, songs and laughter from 
adjacent cells, the servants and their quarreis. A small world possessed 
by a fever for the trivial. But the difficulties of communal l ife-she calls 
them "inevitable and accidental obstacles" -were but a small pan of 
the problems she experienced. In addition to her obligations as a nun, 
and the chatter and busyness of her sisters, she suffered the persecution 
of men and women who wanted to prevent her from studying and writ­
ing. Among them, the worst were 

not those who persecuted me with open hate and malice, but those who in 
loving me and desiring my well-being . . .  have mortified and tormented 
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me more than those others: "Such studies are not in conformity with sa­
cred innocence; surely you will be lost; surely you will, by reason of your 
very perspicacity and acuity, grow heady at such exalted heights." 

Among these pious persecutors was Nunez de Miranda. Sor Juana was 
also maligned for her "unfortunate facility in making verses, even if they 
are sacred verses." This entire passage is written with admirable subtlety. 
Imperceptibly, she moves from the defense of her hunger for learning to 
the defense of the art of writing poetry, whether sacred or secular. Thus 
she asserts, without stating it, her right to read and write on themes that 
were not religious. 8 

To read is a passive occupation; to write is the opposite of burying 
one's name in the obscurity of a nunnery: it is to emerge into public 
view. Eminence, however, always entails penalties: the rule of this vulgar 
world "is to abhor one who excels, because he deprives others of regard. 
And thus it happens, and thus it has always happened." The Pharisees' 
hatred of Christ was born of envy. They killed him "because that is the 
reward for one who excels." That is why, too, the ancients adorned the 
figure of Fame, placed on the highest point of their temples, with iron 
barbs: "the figure thus elevated cannot avoid being the target of barbs." 
Any superiority, "whether in dignity, nobility, riches, beauty, or knowl­
edge, must suffer this punishment, but the eminence that undergoes the 
most severe attack is that of intelligence . . .  for, as Gracian stated so 
eruditely, 'a man favored by intelligence is favored by nature."' Sor 
Juana then launches into a disquisition on Christ as the victim of envy, 
although she notes that in her case she has been persecuted not "for my 
knowledge but merely for my love of learning." That love brought her 
"closer to the fire of persecution, to the crucible of torment, and to such 
straits that they have asked that study be forbidden to me." Who would 
"they" have been-Aguiar y Seijas ? Nunez de Miranda? On one occa­
sion they succeeded, and an abbess, "very saintly and ingenuous, who 
believed that study was a matter for the Inquisition . . .  , commanded 
me not to study." The prohibition lasted three months. This incident 
illustrates another aspect of Sor Juana's character, one that separates her 
from her contemporaries and from Hispanic tradition: love of experi­
mentation. Everyday objects, parallel shadows cast by a headboard, the 
tracings left on the floor by a spinning top-everything she saw and 
touched served as an excuse for posing questions and attempting to an­
swer them. The kitchen was also her laboratory: "And what shall I tell 
you, lady, of the secrets of nature I have discovered while cooking . . .  ? "  
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And she asks, "What can we, as women, know if not the philosophies 
of the kitchen ?"  On the other hand, "had Aristotle prepared victuals, he 
would have written more." All these struggles, sleepless nights, hard­
ships suffered for love of learning, were they merits ? In the case of a man 
they would be, but not in a woman. No matter; she has been true to her 
inclination, she "cannot but study." She does not offer a judgment of 
herself; she leaves that to Sor Filotea.9 

Although her love of letters was so great that she would not have 
needed examples to imitate, she always had in mind the names of 
women who had excelled in human and divine studies. Here begins a 
long and erudite enumeration embracing famous women of history­
poets, philosophers, jurists, and others-from classical antiquity and 
the Bible to contemporaries such as the Duchess de Aveyro and Queen 
Christina of Sweden. Among the "learned women" she lists, many be­
long to pagan times, and to hear the name of some-such as Hypatia, 
"who taught astrology, and studied many years in Alexandria"-on the 
lips of a nun is somewhat startling. Hypatia of Alexandria, beautiful and 
intelligent, virtuous and wise, a Neoplatonic philosopher, was murdered 
in March of 4 1 5  by a band of Christian monks. Sor Juana must have 
known the circumstances of Hypatia's death, a martyr not to her pro­
fessed faith but to philosophy. As when she mentions the wife of Simon 
Magus, the gnostic Ennoia, her admiration for these illustrious women 
was stronger than fear of going beyond the limits of orthodoxy. Two 
rival beliefs were at war within her: Christianity and feminism, her reli­
gious faith and her love of philosophy. Frequently, and not without risk, 
feminism and philosophy triumphed. Remarkable courage. 10 

The list of learned women offers her the opportunity to introduce a 
theme that obsesses her: can women teach and interpret Holy Scripture? 
It was St. Paul's opinion that they could not: "Let women keep silence 
in the churches; for it is not permitted them to speak." Basing her argu­
ment on the ideas of a Mexican theologian, Dr. Arce, on other authori­
ties, and on her own wit, through a long, circuitous dialectic she reaches 
the conclusion that women may study, interpret, and teach Holy Scrip­
ture, with one l imitation:  they must do so not from the pulpit but in 
their homes and other private places. She proposes something akin to 
universal education for women, to be the responsibility of elderly edu­
cated women. She argues that women should also be taught the sciences 
and secular letters. She bases her idea in the reasoning she had ex­
pounded at the beginning: direct knowledge of the Scriptures is impos-
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sible without the study of history, law, arithmetic, logic, rhetoric, and 
music. The study of holy books "demands more learning than some 
believe, who, knowing only grammar . . .  ding to that 'Let women keep 
silence in the churches.' " She scoffs at the idea, current in her day, that 
women are intellectually inferior. As stupidity is not confined to women, 
neither is intelligence an attribute only of men." 

The long passage on women brings her back to her own case. Why 
do they attack her? She does not teach or write theology. The Carta 
atenag6rica? It was not a crime to write it. If the Church did not forbid 
it, why should others do so? Vieyra's opinions are not articles of faith. 
Furthermore, she writes with passion, " I  maintained respect at all times 
. . .  , and I did not touch a thread of the robes of the Society of Jesus." 
She complains that one of her critics has been lacking in decorum, and 
has labeled her letter rash and heretical-"why then does he not de­
nounce it?" But the defense of the Carta is only one aspect of her brief; 
she is even more hurt by attacks on her "oft-chastised gift for making 
verses." She has searched for the harm that could result, and has not 
found it. She quotes the great poets and poetesses of the Bible and Cath­
olic tradition to demonstrate that writing poetry is not at variance with 
the religious life. If so many holy women have cultivated poetry, why is 
what she has written evil ?  She states with assurance that "no verse of 
mine has been deemed indecent." (What about the burlesque sonnets 
and epigrams? )  Immediately she falls back on the questionable argu­
ment she has repeated throughout the Response: "Furthermore, I have 
never written of my own will, but under the pleas and injunctions of 
others." This gives her the excuse to slip in the information that "the 
only piece I remember having written for my own pleasure was a little 
trifle they called El sueiio. "  Although we have no reason to believe her 
literally-she surely must have been pleased with much of what she 
wrote-we can see why she would single out her spiritual autobiog­
raphy. 12 

The end of the Response is more rambling: she repeats herself and 
skips about, as if she could not find a way to end. She persists in her 
statement that she wrote her critique at the request of someone she 
could not disobey, and that she had never thought it would be published. 
The blemishes and lacunae in the Carta are primarily due to the haste 
with which it had been composed: several arguments and proofs had 
been left in her inkwell. She does not venture to remit those "reason­
ings" directly to Sor Filotea, but " if  they should wing your way (and 
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they are of such little weight that they surely will) , then you will com­
mand what I am to do." So it seems that Sor Juana sent the Bishop other 
"reasonings" that amplified and rounded out her critique of Vieyra's 
sermon. Fernandez de Santa Cruz did not publish them, however, or 
even so much as mention them. How are we to judge this devious be­
havior? As for those who impugn her: others have responded for her; 
she has seen some of these replies and is sending one that is especially 
learned. Neither Fernandez de Santa Cruz nor anyone else left any infor­
mation concerning the content or the fate of those writings. Sor Juana 
continues: the attacks do not discourage her, as they are the price she 
has to pay for public notice: "calumny has often mortified me, but never 
harmed me." Having vented her feelings, without much logic, she re­
peats that she has never published anything of her own will, with the 
exception of two devotional compositions: "Ejercicios de la Encarna­
cion" ( "Exercises for the Incarnation" )  and "Ofrecimientos de los Do­
lores" ( "Offerings for the Dolors" ) ,  two folios that circulated unsigned 
among the nuns of the city. 13 

Before closing with the customary formulas of respect and gratitude, 
she makes the Bishop an offer: "If ever I write again, my scribbling will 
always find its way to the haven of your holy feet and the certainty of 
your correction." She is undoubtedly referring to theological writings or 
compositions; clearly she did not propose to send him poems on secular 
subjects.14 Thus she ends this remarkable document. The form of her 
argument is that of a spira l ;  every advance is a- withdrawal. The appar­
ent complexity of her argument can be reduced to a few points: the 
conflict between religious life and secular study is not one of substance 
but of regimen ; secular studies have always been, and are, steps toward 
higher and more difficult sacred subjects; the honest practice of poetry 
is not reprehensible; she claims for herself, and asks for women in gen­
eral, the chance to be educated in secular as well as sacred literature and 
science; finally, none of this seems to her to be contrary to the laws of 
the Church. The Response to Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz is not only a confes­
sion but a defense of her intellectual bent; Manuel Fernandez de Santa 
Cruz was seeking a retraction, but Sor Juana's answer was a refutation. 
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And the Responses 

rc:E RESPONSE TO S o R  FI LOTEA DE LA CRuz was not pub­
lished until after Sor Juana's death, in Fame and Posthumous Works 
( r 7oo), although it must have circulated in manuscript among her 
friends and admirers. The attitude of Fernandez de Santa Cruz revealed 
a caution that bordered on duplicity and hypocrisy. He did not answer 
the letter of his protegee, nor do we know what his reaction was when 
he received it. His silence is all the more striking in view of the fact that 
the Response was an exceptional piece of writing, not only because of 
its authorship, but for the subjects it treated, among them the education 
of women and women's right to comment on and interpret Scripture. 
How could a man who had shown his concern for the welfare of the 
nuns in so many edifying letters have confronted Sor Juana's reasoning 
with such indifference and silence? The disdainful silence that followed 
the Response contrasts strangely with the affectionate though exacting 
attentiveness that had preceded it. The prelate's attitude was shared by 
his biographer, Fray Miguel de Torres, Sor Juana's nephew. That medi­
ocre apologist recounts a thousand trivial details in the life of Fernandez 
de Santa Cruz but never once mentions the Response. 

It is difficult, nearly three centuries after the events, to offer an expla­
nation of Fernandez de Santa Cruz's behavior. A logical supposition is 
that he did not wish to irritate the choleric Aguiar y Seijas further. It was 
better to abandon the nun than to prolong and embitter a dispute with 
the Archbishop of Mexico and his friends and with many Jesuits as well. 
The latter consideration must have been decisive. Moreover, Fernandez 
himself was persuaded of the justice of the criticism Sor Juana was re-
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ceiving. The Response to Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz confirmed h is opinion: 
her writing and the renown she had won had fed her natural vanity and 
rebelliousness. In spite of her protestations of obedience and the obsequi­
ously humble tone she affected, the Bishop of Puebla could not have been 
happy with her response; he had wanted a frank and unequivocal renun­
ciation of secular letters, not a reasoned defense, even if the defense 
viewed secular learning as a path toward divine learning. In the eyes of 
the prelate, Sor Juana had fallen into the very sin he had denounced 
in his letter as the most serious risk for educated women: the pride, the 
presumption, that "leads a woman from her state of obedience." 

The reaction of Sor Juana's confessor, the Jesuit Antonio Nunez de 
Miranda, was even more harsh; he withdrew his spiritual aid from her 
and refused to see her. Nunez de Miranda was a figure of great prestige 
and influence-a professor of theology, rector of the Colegio de San 
Pedro y San Pablo, a renowned homilist, a man in good standing with 
the powerful, an untiring counselor to nuns, and censor for the Holy 
Office. The last responsibility consisted of examining, censoring, and, in 
his case, condemning the books and proposals submitted to the author­
ity of the Inquisition. The censors were the guardians of orthodoxy. Sor 
Juana often alluded to her fear of the tribunal of the Holy Office. The 
desertion of Nunez de Miranda must have been a blow to her. How 
could she forget that he was the one who had persuaded her to choose 
the path of religion, and that on the day she took the veil he himself had 
lighted the altar candles? Such an intimate and long-standing relation­
ship as that between Nunez de Miranda and Sor Juana-two conflicting 
temperaments, he domineering and she independent-always engenders 
misunderstandings and ill will. The confessor was the father and the 
tyrant, the venerated image and the hated ghost. It must have been dis­
tressing to have as father confessor a man who specialized in detecting 
heresy and sins against dogma. 

With some uncertainty I have given the date of Nunez de Miranda's 
withdrawal from her as that of the Response, that is, the early months 
of I 69 r .  This is the opinion of the majority of critics. It is possible, 
however, that he had withdrawn earlier. Our information on all this is 
vague and incomplete. Calleja, faithful to his role as apologist, does not 
even mention the incident; if it were not for Oviedo, we would know 
nothing about it at a ll. Determined to dear Nunez de Miranda of any 
blame for his lack of understanding or excessive severity toward Sor 
Juana, Oviedo committed the indiscretion of revealing some of the de-
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tails of what occurred:  "When Father Anonio saw that he could not 
achieve what he desired [Sor Juana's renunciation of secular letters] , he 
withdrew totally from assisting Sister Juana, lamenting that if those re­
markable gifts were not entirely wasted neither were they as well di­
rected as he would have wished." Oviedo does not say when he with­
drew, only when he returned: in 1 69 3 ,  two years before her death. The 
withdrawal may have been caused by the Response, since in it Sor Juana 
expresses no intention of renouncing secular writing; it is also reason­
able to think it may have been earlier, considerably earlier. Even in 168o 
it was clear that, far from dedicating herself to theology or the ascetic 
life, Sor Juana was determined to participate increasingly in the flurry of 
literary affairs. Between 1 68o and 1690 her literary and worldly life 
reached its greatest intensity, with the salon of San Jeronimo, the friend­
ship with Maria Luisa, the plays and loas, the courtly and amatory 
poems, the uninterrupted correspondence with colleagues and admirers 
in Madrid, Seville, Lima, and Quito. Perhaps Nuiiez de Miranda with­
drew his ministrations during this period. *  

How did Sor Juana feel about Nuiiez de Miranda's defection ? We 
know nothing at all. This is one of the many lacunae in her biography. 
Nevertheless, contrary to what we might have expected, her literary and 
intellectual activity during those years-whether ten years or two-sug­
gests that Father Antonio's abandonment did not seriously affect her and 
her work. This indirectly confirms my supposition regarding the ambi­
guity of her feelings toward her former confessor. Another lacuna: we 
do not know who the priest was who replaced Nuiiez de Miranda. It 
would have to have been a person of authority and prestige, someone 
who would support her both publicly and in private. Francisco de Ia 
Maza discovered a strange bit of information in a biography of Father 
Pedro Arellano written by Juan Jose de Eguiara y Eguren.1 Eguiara says 
that after the death of Nuiiez de Miranda, Sor Juana's confessor was 
Father Arellano, a man the nun termed "holy." Arellano enjoyed great 
prestige " among the important personages of Mexico City," so that he 
could take Nuiiez de Miranda's place without any disadvantage to Sor 
Juana. Probably he was less severe than the Jesuit: he was an extatico, a 
contemplative, not an intellectual. Eguiara, however, says that Arellano 
was Sor Juana's confessor after the death of Nuiiez de Miranda. That is 
not possible. Nuiiez de Miranda died on February 17,  1 69 5 ,  and Sor 

• For a new light on this matter, see the Appendix. 
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Juana on April 1 7, exactly two months later. This is either an error on 
Eguiara's part or, more likely, another example of the clerical mania for 
hiding the truth and replacing it with edifying fiction: the episode of the 
confessor's withdrawal did not flatter either Sor Juana or Nuii.ez de Mi­
randa. So we may reasonably assume that Arellano replaced Father An­
tonio from the time of his withdrawal until his return in 1 69 3 .  

In her final years, Sor Juana had to face u p  to a conflict that had been 
present since the day she became a nun but which twenty years later 
came to a head. That conflict can be defined, briefly, as the opposition 
between the religious and the intellectual l ife-but stated in those terms 
it sounds like a thesis topic, not a vital and compelling question. What 
was in balance was the true meaning of her life and the direction her life 
would take in the future. The conflict placed her identity, her innermost 
being, into question. From the beginning she had been aware of the 
contradiction she was living and had avoided confronting it. The road 
she had chosen was not an unusual one: the Church had always served 
as refuge for impoverished talents. Poets, dramatists, and even writers of 
fiction were common in the secular clergy and the religious orders. None 
of them had been persecuted for writing secular works; they were al­
lowed remarkable freedom as long as they wrote nothing that conflicted 
with dogma. Sor Juana's decision to take the veil, in spite of the incon­
veniences of communal life, was sane, proper, and in line with tradition. 
Since she had no taste for marriage and no means to marry suitably, the 
convent was a reasonable compromise between· the free but solitary ex­
istence of the intellectual and the servitude of domesticity. For twenty 
years her tact and skill had won her protectors in many places, especially 
the highest, the palace. As a result, she had been able to balance her 
profession as a nun and her true vocation as a writer. Suddenly, the 
scales are tipped and a few intransigent prelates corner her, attack her, 
and forbid her to write except on religious subjects. Why? 

The difference between Sor Juana and other clerical writers-Lope de 
Vega, Gongora, Calderon, among many-was very simple: she was a 
woman. Lope and Gongora were not good priests, but no Fernandez de 
Santa Cruz scolded them publicly for not writing theological treatises, 
nor did a Nuii.ez de Miranda withdraw his spiritual aid because they 
were writing love sonnets and decimas. A nun could be forbidden what 
a bad priest could not. Sor Juana was fully aware of the fact that her sex 
was the cause, declared or tacit, of the censure and admonitions. This is 
why the Response argues for the education of women, listing notable 
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female writers of ancient and modern times. Her admiration for certain 
women from the past was so great that she devoted a series of moral 
sonnets, verbal cameos, to Lucretia, Julia, and Portia. The irritation pro­
voked by a literate nun who was not ashamed of being a woman and 
who counted on protectors in high places was exacerbated by an addi­
tional factor: the narrowness of the world in which she moved. Life in 
her city revolved around a court that imitated the court in Madrid, in 
which quarrels over rank and position acquired ridiculous proportions. 
Disputes over questions of precedence were constant, and the Princes of 
the Church participated in these squabbles with the same passion as the 
peninsular and criollo nobility. Sor Juana's preeminence offended many 
prelates; they were her superiors, and almost all considered themselves 
theologians, literati, or poets. The nun's sex and her intellectual superi­
ority were a double affront. 

In Aguiar y Seijas all these sentiments were crystallized. He was her 
evil genius. Consumed by a sick hatred of women, he saw in Sor Juana 
an example of perdition and dissoluteness. An enemy of theater and 
poetry, he regarded as an abomination the conduct of a nun who instead 
of scourging herself wrote plays and poems. Aguiar y Seijas' animosity 
was at first expressed as indifference; as he could not attack her, he 
ignored her. His restraint was calculated: it was not prudent, even for 
an Archbishop, to alienate the powers that protected Sor Juana. The 
Marquis de Ia Laguna was not only the Viceroy of New Spain, he was 
the brother of the Duke de Medinaceli, a favorite of the King and also 
his prime minister. The return to Spain of the Marquis and Marquise de 
Ia Laguna in 1 688 weakened Sor Juana's position, but not unduly; she 
soon won the support of the new Viceroy, the Count de Galve. Further­
more, in Spain she could still count on the friendship of the Marquise, 
Countess de Paredes, her publisher and sponsor in Madrid and Seville. 
Marfa Luisa's husband, the former Viceroy, had been named chief ma­
jordomo to the new Queen, Maria Anna, and after the fall of the Duke 
de Medinaceli the couple had regained their position at court. The first 
volume of Sor Juana's works (Castalian Inundation) appeared in 1 689 
and a second, corrected and enlarged edition in 1 690. I t  was very well 
received in Spain and enhanced her reputation and consolidated her po­
sition. 

The incident of the Carta atenag6rica finally gave the advantage to 
Aguiar y Seijas and other of Sor Juana's enemies. The widespread but 
until then unspoken hostility aroused by this nun who presumed to be 
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an author, and whose fame had spread across the seas, gradually gath­
ered support until it became an issue that touched on the very principles 
of ecclesiastical discipline. Hostility and jealousy were cloaked in ap­
peals to high principle: respect for authority, obedience, devotion to re­
ligious duty. The flood of opinion unleashed by the animosity of Aguiar 
y Seijas was, in fact, a wave of shameful passions: envy, fear, misogyny, 
mistrust. Some wanted to convert her into a student of theology, others 
into a plaster saint; everyone wanted to humble her, silence her. 

It would be a mistake to think that Sor Juana was the object of a 
deliberate conspiracy: it was a general climate of opinion that grew 
stronger with time. Gradually, she was caught up in the tide of opposi­
tion. She felt the tide and resisted it. Until the very last, she never lost 
her self-control. Even during those two years she was not lacking for 
friends and protectors, in the palace, in the Church, and among other 
persons of high standing. Her greatest strength lay in her patrons in 
Spain . Among them, in addition to the Countess de Paredes and her 
husband, she counted on her long-time protector, the Marquis de Man­
cera, who had regained royal favor following the Queen Mother's return 
to the court of Madrid. For all these reasons-and also because her past 
triumphs had made her dangerously self-confident-she stood firm in 
the face of censure. Praise still outweighed criticism. Her writing and 
other activities in that P,eriod, 1 69 1  and 1 692,  reveal a tranquil Sor 
Juana fully in control o(herself. The Response had been not an abdica­
tion but an affirmation, and the most impressive-testimony of her will to 
preserve her independence was her continued and imperturbable dedi­
cation to literary endeavors. 

Early in r 6 9 r  Sigiienza y Gongora published his anthology celebrat­
ing the �ictory in the Antilles of the Spanish American armada over the 
French, Trophy of Spanish Justice. Among the poems in that collection 
is the silva "Epinicion to the Count de Galve," a long poem in which Sor 
Juana attempts the heroic genre. The Viceroy was surely flattered by her 
homage. In 1 69 1  the third edition of the first volume of her works was 
published in Barcelona, an edition "corrected and enlarged by the au­
thor." Three villancicos were added and, even more noteworthy, the loa 
and auto sacramental of The Divine Narcissus. These changes could not 
have been made without Sor Juana's participation and consent. A task 
requiring even greater effort was the preparation of the second volume 
of her works: it involved collecting, selecting, revising, and arranging 
the originals, as well as supervising and correcting the work of the copy-
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ists. She was probably engaged in this task at the time she was writing 
the critique of Vieyra's sermon. The publication of this volume in Seville 
has a significance that has not been appreciated until now: it was a pro­
jectile fired from Seville against her enemies in Mexico. 

The second volume of Sor Juana's Works (Seville, r 692)  is dedicated 
to a Knight of the Order of Santiago, Juan de Orve y Arbieto. Sor 
Juana's curious dedication begins with an odd declaration: she asks that 
Orve y Arbieto not defend her works against "the detractions of the 
vulgar," nor "curtail the freedom of readers' opinions" -odd, since one­
third of the book is composed of prefatory vindications, panegyrics, 
apologies, and laudatory poems that amount to an impassioned defense 
of Sor Juana's writings, especially on those points for which she had 
been criticized in Mexico. Next, her rationale for the dedication is that 
she has Basque blood, like the "noble families of Orve and Arbieco," 
and thus the "brooklets of her meditations are flowing back to the sea 
in which they recognize their origins."' After this explanation that ex­
plains nothing, she apologizes for the imperfections of her writings: they 
are the work of a woman, "in whom any defect is pardonable," and a 
woman who had no masters but "the mute teachings of books." She 
ends with a quotation from St. Jerome that also appears in the Re­
sponse: "of what effort I have expended, what difficulties I have suffered, 
the times I have despaired, how often I have ceased my labors and 
turned to them again, driven by the hunger for knowledge, my con­
science is witness." The thirty-six lines of the dedication can be read as 
a continuation of the themes of the Response: the "defect" of being a 
woman; the absence of masters; her love of learning; and the hardships 
she has suffered for that love. More than a dedication, it is a summation 
of her defense. 

Juan de Orve y Arbieto was never in Mexico and never met Sor Juana. 
Their shared Basque heritage does not explain either the dedication or 
the fact that Orve y Arbieto published the book. As we know, the pub­
lication of the first volume of Sor Juana's poems in r689 was due to the 
efforts of the Countess de Paredes. The man responsible for that and 
subsequent editions was Juan Camacho Gayna, also a Knight of the 
Order of Santiago and a former majordomo to the Marquis de Ia La­
guna. Probably Juan de Orve y Arbieto, like Camacho Gayna, was a 
relative, friend, or protege of the Duke de Medinaceli or the Marquis de 
la Laguna, or of some other member of that powerful family, such as the 
Duchess de Aveyro. My point is that the Basque knight was a figurehead 
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for the Countess de Paredes. The book is illustrated with a mediocre 
engraving by Lucas de Valdes : a cameo of Sor Juana, her quill in its 
holder, Minerva and Mercury on either side, and overhead a winged 
Fame with her trumpets. The resemblance to Miranda's portrait is strik­
ing; there is no doubt that we are looking at a true image. Valdes ob­
viously was inspired by a portrait of Juana Ines shown him by the 
Countess de Paredes, perhaps the miniature that was the subject of sev­
eral dicimas. 

An additional sign of Maria Luisa's not-too-well-hidden intervention 
in this affair is the fact that the book was printed in Seville, the ancestral 
home of the Medinacelis and to this day the site of their principal resi­
dence. Also, the majority of the theologians, scholars, clergy, and poets 
who signed the opinions and panegyrics were from, or lived in, Seville. 
Many of them find occasion to praise the Countess de Paredes and to 
say that it was through her that they first learned of the genius of the 
Mexican nun. One of them has composed three "panegyric anagrams" 
in honor of Sor Juana, " Unique Queen of Poetry," dedicating them to 
Dona Marfa Luisa Manrique de Lara, Countess de Paredes and Mar­
quise de Ia Laguna. In the third of those anagrams he ingeniously incor­
porates lines from the romance Juana lnes dedicated to the "great wis­
dom of the Senora Duchess de Aveyro." Each of the four lines of this 
cop/a is  an arrow aimed at Sor Juana's enemies : 

To women you bring great esteem, 
to learned men, acute offense, 
by proving gender plays no part 
in matters of intelligence. 

The enthusiasm of the two censors and the author of the aprobaci6n 
(imprimatur) was unusual ; as the third says, "it would be impertinent 
to say 'approved'; better, I shall say 'praised."' The first censor, Fray 
Juan de Navarro Velez, begins his censura by declaring that "the second 
volume is worthy of the same acclamation and applause as the first." He 
continues, advancing an already familiar argument: "Sister Juana did 
not write these pages with the ambition or hope that they would be 
printed . . .  but rather for her own licit pleasure or because they had 
been requested by persons whom she could not refuse." To be sure "cer­
tain scrupulous persons are surprised at a religious quill that writes 
verses." There is no need for such concern; "the verses of Sister Juana 
are as pure" as she is. Praise of the poems ends with admiration for First 
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Dream, which Navarro Velez deems the best of all. Quickly (it was more 
difficult), he approves the plays and, as is to be expected, praises the 
autos sacramentales to the skies. But the "jewel of this volume and of 
all the works of Sister Juana" is her critique of "a sermon by an illus­
trious homilist." The censura by Cristobal de Baiiez is even more enthu­
siastic: his judgments are briefer and more vague than those of his fellow 
censor, but he agrees with him in his praise of a woman who, not con-
tent with her sublime ability to write poetry, is also a matchless theolo-
gian. The aprobaci6n, by Pedro Ignacio de Arce, still another Knight of 
the Order of Santiago and a councilman of Madrid, ends with a glowing 
exclamation: "Celebrated woman and of all illustrious women the ex­
emplar!" All of this praise was written to be read and appreciated in 
Mexico. 

The volume has a unique feature that distinguishes it from ordinary 
editions. Orve y Arbieto, as he explains in a note, sought the opinion of 
"various illustrious men in religion and letters" regarding the contents 
of this second volume. Their replies were a collection of "brilliant trib­
utes" published in lieu of the usual introduction. In defense of her 
friend, the Countess de Paredes had recruited a team of theologians and 
literati . Among them are a dozen poets, all unknown today except for 
Jose Perez de Montoro, whom Sor Juana had occasionally quoted. The 
theologians-seven of them-were all esteemed in their time, although 
today, understandably, they are forgotten. Two were Jesuits, proof that 
in Spain Sor Juana's critique was not considered an attack on the Society 
of Jesus. It would be tedious to repeat the theologians' arguments. They 
agree on three points. First, their admiration for Sor Juana is heightened 
by the fact that she is a woman (one of them says, gracelessly, "This 
woman is a man in every respect") ,  which leads several to compose long 
lists of the i llustrious women of ancient times, the Christian tradition, 
and their own day (including poets from convents in Lisbon and Seville). 
Second, they are particularly enraptured by the theologian, the woman 
who has vanquished the great Vieyra. And, third, it occurs to none of 
them to admonish Sor Juana or reproach her for her devotion to letters: 
in this their position is diametrically opposed to that of Fernandez de 
Santa Cruz and Nuiiez de Miranda. The seven texts of the seven theo­
logians are seven vindications. 

This is the most important volume of Sor Juana's writings: it is the 
most varied and the richest and contains her best work. The book opens 
with the critique of Vieyra's sermon, now less grandiosely entitled Crisis 
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[critica] sabre un sermon de un orador grande entre los mayores . . .  
(Crisis [Critique] of a Sermon by an Orator Great among the Finest 
. . . ) .  Publication of this text confirms that Sor Juana did indeed intend 
it to be made public. The section of lyric poetry opens, correspondingly, 
with First Dream. The comments of nearly all the theologians and both 
censors reveal that they must have been deeply impressed by this poem. 
One says that with the Crisis and First Dream Sor Juana had outdone 
both the greatest poet and the greatest orator of the century, Gongora 
and Vieyra. The sections of "comedic" poetry contain the three autos 
sacramentales, two plays, and brief works; the sections of lyric poetry, 
secular and sacred, contain sonnets, romances, decimas, glosas, and vi­
llancicos. The inclusion of The Martyr of the Sacrament is further testi­
mony to Sor Juana's feverish literary activity during those years. As I 
have pointed out, the flaws in this auto can be attributed to the haste 
with which it was written, undoubtedly to enable it to arrive in Seville 
before the book went on press. The volume was a long time in produc­
tion: the censuras are dated July 1 69 1 ,  and the aprobaci6n, permission, 
and tax, May 1 69 2. Possibly the attacks in Mexico modified the original 
plan, forcing Orve y Arbieto (that is, the Countess de Paredes) to 
counterattack by soliciting the opinions of the theologians. The dates of 
their comments range from September 1 69 1  to April 1 692 .  Thus the 
volume became a powerful defense of Sor Juana, countering the criti­
cism of her enemies in Mexico with the praise of respected religious 
authorities in Spain. Unfortunately, it came too late: r 69 2  was a year of 
radical changes in New Spain that affected Sor Juana's personal fate. 

On November 25 ,  r 69 1 ,  the villancicos written in honor of St. Cath­
erine of Alexandria were sung in the cathedral in Oaxaca. I have already 
written of this group of eleven poems, which include some of Sor Juana's 
most beautiful verses, many resonant with autobiographical references 
and several proclaiming a defiant feminism. Perhaps they were sung in 
distant Oaxaca because she did not dare offer them to the cathedrals of 
Mexico City and Puebla, for which she wrote regularly. Neither the 
Archbishop of Mexico nor the Bishop of Puebla would have listened in 
good humor to such aggressive and strident praise of a "learned 
maiden." Sor Juana saw herself in Catherine of Alexandria: like Isis and 
"the maiden of Delphi," Catherine was one of her symbolic doubles. 
The Roman Catholic breviary explains that Catherine, noble virgin of 
Alexandria, combined the liberal arts with the ardor of her faith, and at 
the age of eighteen surpassed the most learned males. Maximinus, who 
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persecuted all things Christian, convoked the greatest philosophers from 
far and wide to confound her, but she, "with the strength and subtlety 
of her argument," conquered and converted them. Calleja recounts an 
analogous episode: the Viceroy Mancera was so astonished by the pre­
cociousness and learning of Juana Ines, then sixteen or seventeen, that 
he summoned forty learned men to question and examine her, and she 
answered all of them with consummate skill. Another similarity berween 
Catherine and Juana Ines was their beauty. They were persecuted for the 
same reasons: 

For beauty, all do envy her, 
her learning, all do emulate, 
how endlessly in this poor world 
has blame sought worth to regulate!! 

In a different villancico (3 1 7), singing of the triumph of Catherine 
over the philosophers, she repeats what she has previously said about 
women, but now in a tone that is both ironic and passionate. When she 
wrote these stanzas she was thinking of herself: 

There in Egypt, all the sages 
by a woman were convinced 
that gender is not of the essence 
in matters of intelligence. 
Victor! Victor! 

A victory, a miracle; 
though more prodigious than the feat 
of conquering, was surely that 
the men themselves declared defeat. 
Victor! Victor! 

God does not wish women-especially women in religious life-to be 
ignorant; that is why he honors Catherine, patroness of " learned 
women" :  

It is of service to the Church 
that women argue, tutor, learn, 
for he who granted women reason 
would not have them uninformed. 
Victor! Victor! 

No man, whatever his renown, 
accomplished such a victory, 
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and we know that God, through her, 
honored femininity. 
Victor! Victor! 

Tutelar and holy Patron, 
Catherine, the Shrine of Arts; 
long may she illumine Wise Men, 
she who Wise to Saints converts. 
Victor! Victor! 

The final villancico (3 :u), written in everyday language, is mischie­
vous, swift-moving, stinging: 

Once there was a girl, 
as I here relate, 
whose years when added up 
numbered ten plus eight. 
Wait, listen well, 
to what I have to tell. 

They say (I've no idea 
how it could be true) 
that though a girl, men wondered 
at all the things she knew. 
Wait, l isten well, 
to what I have to tell .  

Because, as it is told, 
by whom I do not know, 
girls can only learn 
to spin and cook and sew . . .  
Wait, listen well, 
to what I have to tell. 

Wel l, it seems this girl 
convinced great men, with poise, 
though any girl at all 
can swaddle baby boys. 
Wait, listen well, 
to what I have to tell. 

They even say this girl 
was a blessed saint, 
and learning, in her case, 
left not the slightest taint . . .  

The year r 6 9 r  ended with the villancicos to St. Catherine: self­
portrait, defense, mockery, and defiance. Also a prophecy of what 
awaited her: 





The Siege 

c:)3)URING THE  SUMMER O F  I 69 I it rained incessantly in the Val­
ley of Mexico. The crops were ruined and the capital was flooded. Si­
gi.ienza y Gongora recounts, " No one could enter the city and there was 
a shortage of coal, firewood, fruit, vegetables, fowl, and all that comes 
from outside the city." 1 Bread and maize especially were in short supply. 
Many adobe houses collapsed and for several weeks the city was again 
a lake. On August 2 3 there was a solar eclipse, and the people believed 
that its malign influence was the cause of a new calamity: a plague of 
chahuixtle weevils, which cat maize and wheat. Hoarding and specula­
tion increased the shortages. Bread became smaller in size and higher in 
price; tortillas were scarce. The Viceroy did what all indecisive gover­
nors do: held meetings. Summer passed, and autumn; winter arrived and 
the decisionmakers were still deliberating. Extreme measures were tried: 
there were solemn prayers, processions, and public flagellations; mirac­
ulous images were paraded through the streets and plazas; the Virgen 
de los Remedios, a patron saint of the Spanish, was removed from her 
sanctuary and carried to the cathedral. Messengers were sent to obtain 
needed supplies from the granaries of Chalco, Puebla, Atlixco, Celaya, 
and elsewhere. Growers, however, were reluctant to sell at the price set 
by the authorities, and many hid their grain; in addition, there were not 
enough mules to transport it. People whispered that, if not the Viceroy, 
at least his proteges and intimates were involved in the shortages and 
speculation. 

This situation lasted into I 692 ;  the government seemed powerless to 
remedy it. On April 7 a solemn Easter mass was held in the cathedral. A 
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Franciscan, Antonio de Escaray, delivered a sermon described as "in­
flammatory and indiscreet." In the congregation were the Viceroy and 
members of the Audiencia and the coun: the entire government. An 
eyewitness describes Escaray's sermon in these terms: "He spoke so im­
prudently of the scarcity of provisions that his words had the effect of 
stirring up the people, and if before they had spoken of this matter with 
reserve, thereafter they began to do so openly, declaring the efforts the 
Viceroy was making to solicit provisions for the city to be for his own 
use and benefit, and they applauded the speaker mightily." 2 This sermon 
and the favorable reception accorded it demonstrate that, contrary to 
what was later reponed, discontent was widespread and embraced all 
social classes. Those most affected by the shonages were the poor, but 
the most vocal complainers were groups of criollos and clergymen like 
Escaray, the same social classes that a century later would fight for in­
dependence. During April and May the authorities attempted to store 
maize and wheat in the public granary of the city. Demand was over­
whelming because the people, alarmed, rushed to buy all the available 
grain. To their disappointment there was very little to buy.3 

On June 6 there was a panic: a rumor spread that supplies had run 
out; people rushed to the granary, crowding the doors. The guards were 
unable to keep order, and one of them clubbed a pregnant Indian 
woman, who miscarried on the spot. She was gathered up by indignant 
Indian women, placed on a litter, and carried in a procession to the 
palace of the Archbishop by fifty women and about twenty men. They 
wanted to complain to the Archbishop "that not only were they not 
given maize for their sustenance in return for their money, but the guards 
had beaten a poor woman and made her miscarry." Aguiar y Seijas' 
attendants did not allow them to enter. They then went to the viceregal 
palace; there guards barred the way, refusing them permission to see the 
Count de Galve. They returned to the Archbishop's quarters but were 
not allowed through the doors, "where"-says Sigiienza y G6ngora­
"no woman had entered since that venerable prelate had taken up resi­
dence." From the street talk in front of the Archbishop's palace, Si­
giienza alleges maliciously, some students ascenained that the Indian 
woman had feigned the miscarriage. Now several hundred strong, the 
protesters returned to the Viceroy's palace, with no better luck than be­
fore. In the course of their comings and goings, night had fallen, and 
they dispersed. Saturday, June 7, passed peacefully, although everyone 
realized that the calm was merely a respite. Crowds continued to gather 
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at the public granary, and the Viceroy ordered the soldiers to be ready 
for any emergency. (They were not.) Persisting in his distortion of the 
events, Sigiienza y Gongora says that the Indians spent Saturday night 
drinking pulque and plotting the assassination of the Viceroy, the burn­
ing of the palace, and the sacking of the city, a sign of the "culpable lack 
of protection for those of us living among such rabble." 

The morning of Sunday, June 8, was also peaceful. The Count de 
Galve attended mass at Santo Domingo and had to put up with the 
insults of several women. Perhaps this incident made him fear for his 
safety, for that afternoon he paid a visit to the monastery of San Fran­
cisco and stayed there all day. The Vicereine, after visiting the Virgen de 
los Remedios in  the cathedral, went to the gardens for a bit of relaxation 
and from there to San Francisco to join her husband. Unquestionably 
the couple had chosen the monastery as a refuge. At the granary, Friday's 
events were repeated, and word flew that the guards had beaten another 
Indian woman. She was exhibited, nearly l ifeless, and borne in a new 
procession to the Plaza Mayor and the residences of the Viceroy and 
Archbishop. Once again the attendants of Aguiar y Seijas refused entry. 
The crowd waited until six in the evening, then marched to the palace 
of the Viceroy. More people began to gather. They shouted "insults and 
obscenities" at the Count de Galve and his wife. Someone threw a stone 
at one of the balconies; others followed. The Viceroy's majordomo 
alerted the guard corps, a few poorly armed soldiers. With the servants, 
they managed to form a small contingent of meri armed with pikes. This 
detachment charged the rioters, who at first retreated but soon counter­
attacked, forcing the mil itia to take refuge in the palace. A few soldiers 
fired at the crowd from the flat roofs; to prevent casualties, they were 
ordered to load their muskets with powder only. The rioters grew 
bolder. Now they numbered ten thousand, from "every class of society." 
This passing remark by Sigiienza proves that it was not only Indians 
who protested. The plaza was full of stalls and vendors' stands made of 
wood or reeds; the crowd tore off boards and reeds, ignited them, and 
used them to set fire to the doors of the palace. The fire quickly spread 
throughout the building. The municipal building, which stood opposite, 
met a similar fate. 

Some clerics tried to intervene. They soon desisted, however, threat­
ened with becoming the victims of the infuriated mob, which had begun 
to pillage the stalls in the plaza. Then a peculiar thing happened: a priest 
surrounded by altar boys and other priests emerged from the cathedral, 
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bearing on high the Holy Sacrament. The rioters knelt as the holy sym-
bol passed by: the tabernacle was illuminated by flames from the blazing 
buildings. The procession circled the plaza twice and returned to the 
cathedral. A priest came to the doorway and preached to the crowd in 
Nahuatl. They listened respectfully. They did not attack Siguenza y Gon-
gora, who, with a group of students, rushed into the municipal building 
to save the archives-a courageous action, and one that allows us to 
overlook to some degree his slandering of the rioters. Sigiienza suc­
ceeded in rescuing many of the papers. At nine o'clock the crowd began 
to disperse. Another indication that this was a spontaneous riot and not 
a planned uprising is that there were no visible leaders, and the rioters 
made no attempt later to regroup and organize a second assault. 

Sunday night the Viceroy, along with his counselors and several 
priests, outlined the most suitable measures for dealing with the situa­
tion. In fact, like a summer storm, the riot had, all by itself, concentrated 
and at the same time dissipated the people's anger. As there were no 
leaders to spearhead or organize feelings of discontent, no ideas to 
change those feelings into programs of reform, popular sentiment, hav­
ing been purged, returned to its habitual apathy. If the riot proved any­
thing, besides the vulnerability of the institution of the viceregency, it 
was the solidity and vitality of the Church and the power that religious 
belief held over individual consciences. On Monday morning the Vice­
roy was able to gather his troops, along with a considerable number of 
citizens, all well armed. At their head, on horseback, the Viceroy trav­
eled the few streets separating the convent of San Francisco from the 
palace and the cathedral. The Vicereine followed in a carriage. Before 
the church of La Profesa, Archbishop Aguiar y Seijas awaited, also in a 
coach. The two highest authorities of the land entered the deserted plaza 
together and circled it twice, followed by troops and spectators. The 
dead bodies had been cleared away. Robles reports in his Record of No­
table Events that there were many. The palace was still burning; a sign 
tacked to a wall said, "For rent: this chicken yard for local cocks and 
Spanish hens." The pasquinade was clearly the work of criollos. Other 
lampoons appeared during the days that followed, almost all of them 
bearing defamatory captions aimed at the Count de Galve. These post­
ers, like the secret letters sent to the King of Spain complaining of the 
blunders of the Viceroy and his government, reveal the extent of the 
differences between criollos and the Spanish bureaucracy. The malcon­
tents signed all the broadsides with the phrase "His Majesty's most loyal 
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vassals," prefiguring the attitude of Hidalgo and the first insurgents in 
the struggle for independence: loyalty to the King but not to his viceroys 
or Spanish emissaries. 

The Count de Galve began to conduct business from the house of the 
Marquis del Valle's family, descendants of Cones, near the palace and 
adjacent to the cathedral. Officials were dismissed and the military con­
tingents in the capital increased (an unnecessary measure according to 
"His Majesty's most loyal vassals" ; if justice were done, all that would 
be needed for the safety of the city was "a company of one hundred 
soldiers, even i f  headed by a lady in a toque-but not the Countess de 
Galve") .  The sale of pulque was prohibited and instructions were given 
that no Indian could enter the city. One ominous sign: the rioters had 
burned the gallows in the Plaza Mayor and the Viceroy ordered it  re­
built. On June 10 the arrests began and on June I I  the executions: four 
Indians were condemned to death. Only three were executed; the fourth 
committed suicide. Their hands were cut off and exhibited in the plaza. 
The punishments continued through the following days. According to 
Rubio Maiie, a total of ten Indians, one mestizo, and one Spaniard were 
executed. We have to agree that the Count de Galve was relatively mod­
erate. On the other hand, he had revealed himself to be indecisive and 
less than courageous. He defended himself against this charge by saying 
that if he had abandoned his refuge in the monastery to confront the 
rioters, he might have lost his l ife and thus caused irreparable harm to 
the country. Besides, although "the citizens of means and their families 
and domestic servants wanted only leaders [to oppose the rioters] with 
the authority to mete out justice . . .  , I found myself without resolute 
ministers to come to my aid . . .  since the first ministers of the Audiencia, 
civil and criminal, have little spirit for such undertakings . . .  because of 
their personal weakness and faintheartedness." 4 The Viceroy's com­
plaints revealed that there had been, and still was, friction between him 
and the Audiencia; the two highest organs of political power in New 
Spain were at odds, and each paralyzed the other. Their quarrel pro­
duced a vacuum of power, into which, inexorably, moved the Church, 
and the visible head of that Church, Aguiar y Seijas. 

The Viceroy explains that "the people's animosity" toward him was 
due to the "error of believing that I had held back grain for my own 
profit," and that "their rage, the assault on the palace, and the death 
threats against myself and all my family . . .  resulted from the drunken­
ness of a large part of the crowd." Sigiienza y Gongora made the same 
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charge: the cause of the tumult "was the general drunkenness of the 
common people," although he also admits that in part the blame fell on 
"the excesses of the militia and their carelessness in dealing with the 
drunken Indians." A cleric, writing to a friend in Puebla, offers a differ­
ent view: 

Many Indians were asked whether this tumult was motivated by the short­
age of maize and they said that it was not, that they had quantities hidden 
in their houses. And being asked why they had hidden it, they responded, 
"You see, senor, as we wanted to rise up against the realm . . .  and as the 
harvest of maize had been lost . . .  the chiefs ordered us to buy much more 
than we needed . . .  so there would not be enough for the poor and they 
would take our pan when we rebelled." 5 

A fantasy; it makes the hapless Indians guilty for the abuse committed 
by wealthy criollos and Spaniards: hoarding wheat and maize. Further, 
it convens a spontaneous uprising into a conspiracy plotted by mysteri­
ous Indian chiefs. But it is true that both racial and social resentments 
were responsible for the riot: differences in New Spain were determined 
by origins and wealth. " His Majesty's most loyal vassals" offered rea­
sons of greater substance: "the tyranny of the Viceroy, judges, and other 
persons . . .  selling justice," banishment to Texas without cause and 
without prior trial, " for which reason hearts were filled with ill will, as 
were the spirits of the Indians who had been made to labor on the roads, 
aqueducts, and ditches from sunrise till sunset for half a real. " 

All the motives alleged by the participants are worthy of considera­
tion, from natural catastrophes to racial strife. Some were incidental, 
however, such as drunkenness (if in fact that was not slander), while 
others were decisive, such as bad government, exploitation, and corrup­
tion. The uprising of 1 692.-the most serious of all those that occurred 
in Mexico City during the era of the viceroyalty-was the expression of 
a deep historical crisis that involved the social structure and institutions 
as well as the cultural establishment; in the final chapter I shall try to 
decipher the meaning of that crisis. As for its repercussions, there were 
also disturbances in Tlaxcala, Guadalajara, and elsewhere: all were 
harshly repressed. In Puebla, Bishop Fernandez de Santa Cruz averted 
an insurrection by buying grain from growers at a high price and selling 
it to the people for less than he paid. The immediate consequence of all 
this was that the authority of the Viceroy was so diminished that in 
normal times he would have been dismissed. But the Count de Galve 
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had relatives and influential friends at court, and the war with France 
was absorbing the full attention of the government in Madrid. The Au­
diencia was also weakened. The only institution that not only preserved 
but actually increased its influence was the Church. 

Several events reveal the strengthening of the institution of the 
Church. In order to ease the situation in Mexico City-the shortages 
lasted until 1693-the Viceroy attempted to commandeer the grain the 
Bishop of Puebla had deposited in warehouses. The Bishop defied the 
command, saying that before the Count de Galve's messengers achieved 
their aim they would see "his holy vestments stained with his own 
blood." 6 The Viceroy yielded and answered with a conciliatory letter. 
The true winner was the Archbishop of Mexico, Aguiar y Seijas, the 
highest ecclesiastical authority in the land and the only leader, following 
the discredit of the Viceroy and h is administration, respected by the 
people. The Count de Galve issued an ineffective proclamation con­
demning hoarders who were stockpiling maize and wheat. Then Aguiar 
y Seijas issued an edict against speculators and ordered anathemas to be 
read against them in the cathedral and in all the temples. In this way the 
Church became the bulwark of the other institutions. The efficacy of its 
spiritual measures should not be underestimated; in a society that 
viewed epidemics and droughts as punishments from God, anathemas, 
excommunications, prayers, and processions were proven remedies. 

Thus a totally unforeseen series of public events radically and irrevo­
cably changed the private life of Juana Ines, demolishing the edifice she 
had skillfully and patiently constructed over a period of twenty years. 
Her design had been to create for herself a small space that, without 
dereliction of her religious duties, would offer her freedom to dedicate 
herself to letters and defend herself against the envy of the other nuns 
and the jealousy of intolerant prelates. One after another her defenses 
fell. The imprudence of writing the critique of Vieyra's sermon, and the 
even greater imprudence of answering the Bishop of Puebla with a de­
fense of her vocation as a writer, had been grave but not irreparable 
errors. She had lost the support of Fernandez de Santa Cruz and Nunez 
de Miranda, but not that of the palace or, especially, Spain. History, 
however, whether public or private, cannot be reduced to cause and 
effect: chance and the unforeseen alter all calculations and change the 
destinies of peoples and individuals. The riot, an unexpected happening, 
strengthened Aguiar y Seijas. In his new circumstances, the Viceroy did 
not dare support Sor Juana against the imperious prelate. Thus Sor 
Juana was suddenly without friends or protectors in New Spain. 



The Siege � 4 4 5 

The cruelest, most crushing-and equally unexpected-blow came 
from Spain:  on April 2 2, Tomas de Ia Cerda, Marquis de Ia Laguna, 
majordomo to the Queen, died suddenly. His widow, the Countess de 
Paredes, in mourning and faced with the problems of her new situation, 
must not have had time or opportunity to concern herself with the trib­
ulations of her friend in distant Mexico. Neither could Sor Juana count 
on her other protector, the Marquis de Mancera: he was more Nunez 
de Miranda's friend than hers. Father Antonio had been his confessor in 
Mexico, and from Spain the Marquis wrote him letters of fervent admi­
ration signed "Son and friend of your paternal care . . .  " Most serious 
of all was the wave of religious superstition sweeping across New Spain: 
the rains, the plague, the hunger and riots, were deserved punishment 
for crimes and sins committed by all. It is entirely possible that Sor 
Juana, a true believer, shared these sentiments and saw in her past life­
lukewarm in matters of religion-one of the causes of the calamities 
raining down on New Spain. Her case suggests once again that inevi­
tably we are our enemies' accomplices. 

Loneliness is a test but also a trap for the afflicted: we have no choice 
but to leap over it or give up. Sor Juana's isolation was more and more 
menacing: outside, she was encircled by prelates whose power was as 
great as their severity; within the convent, by fanatic nuns of weak and 
limited talents. Her saintly confessor had abandoned her to an uneasy 
conscience that questioned itself incessantly and turned upon itself. She 
had lost her patrons and was in the hands of her critics; someday, if she 
persisted in her ways, she would have to confront them, no longer as 
critics but as accusers and judges. The idea terrified her. Then it became 
her ally, and she saw in her present suffering the natural result of her 
past life: she had used religion as a screen in order to devote herself to 
worldly, frequently sinful, passions and desires. What had poetry been 
to her? A ghost that insatiably fed her sensual dreams and her intellec­
tual fantasies, a chimera carved from her vanity and lust, her love of the 
world and of herself. Lost in endless brooding over their imaginary guilt, 
temperaments such as hers end by condemning themselves. Where 
to turn for aid and support? Whom to go to? At bottom, the self­
accusations of melancholies are merely a ruse to seek what they most 
desire: a lover, a father, a protector. The stage was set for the return of 
her confessor, Nunez de Miranda. 

She had met him when she was sixteen and living alone in the vice­
regal palace as lady-in-waiting to the Marquise de Mancera. For many 
years he had been her guide and counselor, also her critic and her judge. 
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At first he was gentle and comforted her; later, severe, he became her 
tormentor. Probably she venerated him, but more than anything she 
feared him. According to Oviedo, she called him her "true father" ; 
nevertheless, the only father, the only masculine direction, Sor Juana had 
known was her grandfather's tenderness. She knew that with Nunez de 
Miranda neither intellectual conversation nor gentle spiritual release 
awaited, only unyielding soul-searching, harsh meditation, hair shirts 
for the body and humiliations for the mind. Why did she ask him to 
return? She had no choice: Nunez de Miranda was the bridge between 
her, a misguided nun, and the Church. No one but he could defend her 
from Aguiar y Seijas and neutralize his malign influence. The Jesuit con­
fessor, as the image of authority, was the key to the security she yearned 
for. In her decision, as in almost all human actions, there was calcula­
tion-the desire to end her loneliness, and repentance for errors magni­
fied by misgivings. First and foremost, there was fear. In her last years 
she was never free of it. Nunez de Miranda was the embodiment of 
everything she desired and feared: if he instilled fear in her, she also 
hoped to find in him sympathy and, perhaps, protection. It seems likely 
that her other confessor (Arellano?) and the Mother Superior of San 
Jeronimo may have urged her to take this fateful step. 

Reconci liation with the austere priest meant reconciliation with the 
world around her, perhaps even with herself. This last was the crux of 
the matter. She had lost her self-assurance, and it would have been dif­
ficult to recognize in her the author of the Response to Sor Filotea de Ia 
Cruz and the villancicos to St. Catherine. She had suffered the worst of 
personal ills: loss of faith in herself. That is why she placed her faith in 
her former confessor. All her contemporaries speak of the great change 
she went through in her last years, and the suddenness of that change. 
In spite of our distance from the events, and the lack of documentation, 
we can detect the reasons for that change in the combination of external 
circumstances I have described in this and the preceding chapters. When 
she lost her protectors she had no choice but to find a new source of 
support. Her only salvation, however, was the very thing she had fought 
against for the last two years: submission. The destruction of the fragile 
space of calm and independence she had managed to create and preserve 
through so many years of patient effort meant the destruction of her life 
plan. That plan, as we have seen in the pages of the Response and other 
texts, postulated the coexistence of her religious life and her literary 
vocation. The plan, and the space that housed it, had collapsed. During 
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her fatherless childhood and adolescence she had lived in the ambiguous 
position of the outsider who sleeps in a house that is not hers and eats 
bread that belongs to others. The convent had given her, if not a home, 
a place of her own; her cell quickly became a worldly and intellectual 
center. Suddenly the lights go out, the illustrious visitors disappear, and 
once again, as in the early years, she is abandoned. Everything turns to 
smoke. Nothing could be more natural than to look to her first guide 
and protector, even though she knew that to turn to him was to give in. 
She was beaten. 

The change was precipitated by three circumstances. The first, exter­
nal in nature, was the riot; in a few days the balance of power was 
radically altered, the Viceroy weakened, and the influence of Aguiar y 
Seijas expanded. Thus, when the second volume of her Works arrived in 
New Spain with the laudatory opinions of the seven Spanish theolo­
gians, the effect must have been just the opposite of what was desired: 
the book was seen not as a refutation but as a challenge. The second 
circumstance was the wave of religious superstition that swept over New 
Spain following the natural and political disasters that were seen as pun­
ishment from God. Third, although by temperament Sor Juana was rea­
sonable, even a rationalist, it is difficult to imagine that she would not 
have attributed to her past attitudes a part, however minimal, of the 
calamities suffered by New Spain. Guilt always finds an outlet, especially 
during times of upheaval and catastrophe. In Sor Juana, as is seen in 
many of her poems, this feeling was powerful and sank its roots in both 
her intellectual and her emotional life. The poems of loving friendship 
for Marfa Luisa, the disquieting presence of the erotic ghost in others, 
and her sacred poems, with their insistence on the theme of unrequited 
love, reveal the pervasiveness of her guilt feelings. In isolation, none of 
the three circumstances would have sufficed to cause the change; the 
combination of the three was irresistible. Some have insisted that Sor 
Juana was neurotic in the extreme. I cannot agree. Naturally, she was 
not what we would call a "normal" person. Who is?  But neither was 
she unstable, plagued and tormented by immoderate anguish, manias, 
and aberrations. Considering the adversities of her childhood and the 
obstacles she had to overcome in her adulthood, I perceive not psychic 
instability but self-confidence, ability, and good sense. I do not see a 
neurotic; I see a woman lucid and whole. 

Closely related to her feelings of guilt-indistinguishable from 
them-was the awareness, heightened during those days, of her inner 
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conflict. Throughout her life, as we can glimpse in her poems, she went 
through periods of inexplicable sadness and ill-defined anxieties. Some­
thing gnawed at her thoughts and consumed her hours, an invisible vis­
itor that appeared at night to prevent her from sleeping or thinking. 
These attacks of melancholy were channeled into poems. This is the 
difference, still unexplained, between the creative artist and the simple 
neurotic. But during the last period of her life, when the very writing of 
poetry became a sinful activity, the feeling of disgust was transformed 
into self-hatred. Her soul-searching worked against her. Always, in her 
innermost self, there was an empty space that neither the image of God 
nor the ideas that helped her pass her sleepless nights could fill ; perhaps 
the ghost that appears in some of her amorous poems had occupied it 
but, inevitably, had disappeared. Sor Juana had always mourned for 
someone who never existed. One of the recurrent themes of her best 
poems is her quest of that chimera, always resolved into solitude and 
hatred of her own image. Those poems reveal that, if it is true that she 
loved herself, it is also true that frequently that love turned to disgust. 
Furthermore, in the effort to speak with ghosts and to clasp phantoms 
in her arms, she herself became a ghost. Then she looked on her image 
with horror. More than once she wrote in the margins of her books, "1, 
the least worthy of all." It is true that this phrase was often used by both 
monks and nuns, but her fondness for it is revealing. To understand it, 
we must contrast that formula with her portraits;. she moved continually 
between those two extremes. The events of r 69 2., in leaving her on her 
own, confronted her with her own image. 

According to Oviedo, Sor Juana's decision was made two years before 
her death, that is, at the beginning of 1 69 3 :  

Moved b y  Heaven, and ashamed o f  not having responded a s  she should 
have to the divine mercies she had received, she sent for her former father 
confessor . . .  He refused repeatedly, either because he did not grasp the 
purpose for which she called him, or because he feared some fickleness in 
so sudden a change, or, which is most probable, to fan the fire of her 
wishes by his delay. Finally, with the counsel and approval of his superior, 
he did go. 

Oviedo's account confirms what we already know: the change was sud­
den. In a few months' time Sor Juana passed from defiance to acceptance 
of the criticisms made by Fernandez de Santa Cruz and Nunez de Mi­
randa. Father Oviedo-and with him the majority of Catholic critics-
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attribute the change to divine intercession. More likely it was due to the 
unwonted solitude in which she was living and to the anxiety caused by 
increasingly overt hostility on the part of her i ll-wishers. The cautious 
reaction of Nunez de Miranda-the agent God had chosen to conven 
her-helps us place the conflict in its true setting; this was a public mat­
ter, not merely a case of personal conscience. This is why intervention 
by the prominent Jesuit immediately assumed the form of psychological 
and moral intimidation. The verb appropriate to this situation is not so 
much "convert" as "subject." Sor Juana's dominant emotion was fear; 
Nunez de Miranda acted with calculation. He proceeded like a politi­
cian: at first he refused to go to her-to "fan the fire of her wishes," 
Oviedo comments-and he did not yield until after many pleas, and 
then only after consulting with h is superior. 

All this corroborates that Sor Juana's attitude and the debates that 
followed the publication of her critique of Vieyra's sermon had created 
a scandal in certain circles and had been the object of commentaries and 
deliberations among Church authorities. Nunez de Miranda's reluc­
tance, whether real or feigned, and the intervention of the Superior of 
the Society of Jesus in his final decision, reveal that the matter had public 
dimensions. There is nothing more private and personal than the choice 
of a confessor and spiritual director, but in Sor Juana's case the choice 
immediately extended beyond the sphere of her personal life: to call 
Nunez de Miranda was equivalent to a tacit retraction. So it was under­
stood by her contemporaries, not excluding Nunez de Miranda and Sor 
Juana herself. She knew that the step she was about to take was irre­
versible, and the thought simultaneously terrified and fascinated her. 
Her predicament was similar to her dilemma in the months preceding 
her taking the vows. A fateful symmetry: the point at which all her soul­
searching converged was the same as in r 669-Nunez de Miranda. 
Master of the keys to her existence, he had opened the doors of the 
convent to her to enable her to escape an inhospitable world, and now 
he was preparing to close the doors to her essential vocation, letters, 
irrevocably. 



29 

The Abjuration 

dER  ANTON I O  NUNEZ DE MIRANDA was a aiollo, like Sor 
Juana. Her elder by thirty years, he was born in 1 6 1 8  in Fresnillo, near 
Zacatecas, of a family of military men and clerics; his father was a cap­
tain. Throughout his life he had a passion for discipline, fostered by the 
military tradition as well as the rules of the Society of Jesus. At the age 
of fourteen he took his preliminary vows and was sent to Mexico City. 
He studied in the Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo, a school run by the 
Jesuits, and after a brilliant record there he entered the Society. He had 
no further involvement with his family; his life _was totally absorbed in 
that of his community. He completed his studies in the famous school of 
Tepotzothin and became a professor of Latin and later of philosophy 
and theology, in Valladolid (Morelia), then Puebla, Guatemala, and 
Mexico City. He became rector of the Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo 
and for two years was Provincial of the Society of Jesus. But the posts 
he held longest-thirty years each-were those of censor for the Holy 
Office and prefect of the Congregaci6n de Ia Purisima Concepcion de Ia 
Virgen Maria (Brotherhood of Mary). Both positions entailed heavy ob­
ligations but, at the same time, great authority and influence. 

By their nature these were public posts, and Father Nunez de Miranda 
was above all a public figure, respected and feared. As censor for the 
Inquisition, he was the guardian of doctrine; as prefect of the Brother­
hood of Mary, he ministered principally to the aristocracy or, more pre­
cisely, the ruling class. The activities of the Church in seventeenth­
century Hispanic society, though guided always by the same principles 
and goals, were distributed among various orders and adapted to the 
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needs of different social groups. Furthermore, although the Church was 
intimately linked with the throne, its function was not strictly govern­
mental, and this allowed for a certain diversity of opinion, as shown by 
the sermon the Franciscan Escaray delivered in the presence of the Vice­
roy. In many cases criticism of governmental abuses came from the 
Church, or, more accurately, from certain orders and from individuals 
within those orders. The Brotherhood of Mary directed by Father Nu­
nez de Miranda, however, had exactly the opposite mission: not criti­
cism but defense and justification of the institutions and their represent­
atives. 

The Brotherhood of Mary embraced the most influential personages 
of New Spain. It was directed by nine Jesuit priests, one for each of the 
nine months Mary had carried Jesus in her womb. The supreme author­
ity was the prefect. The members met every Tuesday. They began with 
prayers, followed by a session of self-examination, at the end of which 
the prefect imparted a lesson. His talk lasted a little more than an hour 
and was followed by questions from the listeners based on the subjects 
he had addressed. Among those attending were judges, inquisitors, preb­
endaries, and gentlemen of the highest rank. It was frequently the cus­
tom of the viceroys to participate in these gatherings; the Marquis de 
Mancera was assiduous in attendance, as was the Count de Galve. Fa­
ther Nunez de Miranda's weekly talks were directed toward the spiritual 
edification of his listeners; the subjects included good behavior, charity, 
the power of prayer, and the need for daily soul-searching. He re­
proached members for attending plays and other spectacles. Almost all 
those who participated confessed, in the privacy of Father Antonio's 
quarters, their moral conflicts and sought his counsel. As the talks often 
touched on death and the need to prepare oneself for it, many consulted 
him on this subject and on the best way to set their affairs in order and 
to dispose of their worldly goods before dying. Clearly, therefore, his 
talks dealt with both this life and the next. It is true, as Oviedo never 
fails to emphasize, that he warned all those who sought his counsel not 
to come to him with temporal problems. Yet when we consider that the 
members of the Brotherhood were from the highest levels of government 
and public life, his influence over his hearers and, through them, over 
the entire society must have been extraordinary. 

The activities of the Brotherhood were varied and many. In each 
neighborhood it supported a kind of agency charged with aiding the 
poor, an activity that extended into hospitals and prisons. Father Anto-
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nio paid weekly visits to hospitals, where he fed the sick; he also helped 
penniless prisoners and the " innocent," that is, the mad. As a friend of 
the rich and powerful, he obtained money to construct churches and 
chapels. His energy in construction was remarkable, and the same can 
be said of his untiring zeal on behalf of the nuns. With funds from Juan 
de Chavarria he built the nunnery of San Lorenzo. The same philanthro­
pist provided the money that allowed many impoverished maidens to 
enter the convent. In all these pious transactions, Nuiiez de Miranda 
conducted himself with uncommon political and business acumen. He 
could squeeze blood from a turnip, and today would have been the di­
rector of one of the cultural foundations that subsist on donations from 
millionaires. Oviedo reports one of his maxims on the best way to ap­
proach a donor: "Confine myself entirely to the character and prudent 
benevolence of the patron, without mentioning or proposing any ar­
rangement, but foJlowing his own at his pace." The guile of a Machia­
velli in the service of Christ. 

Father Antonio visited all the nunneries of the city, preached in them, 
and heard the nuns' confession. Sor Juana was not his only confessional 
daughter. If Fernandez de Santa Cruz wrote "spiritual letters" to the 
nuns of Puebla, Nuiiez de Miranda was the author of a primer of reli­
gious doctrine "in which, by means of a dialogue of questions and an­
swers, he smoothed out all the stumbling blocks and difficulties that 
might present themselves to the nuns." Remarkable the affection these 
clerics had for the nuns. In this matter, Aguiar y Seijas was the most 
circumspect: he chose not to expose himself to temptation. But Nuiiez 
de Miranda's solicitude for the "brides of Christ" was rigorous, not in­
dulgent. He continually exhorted them to honor their four vows: pov­
erty, chastity, obedience, and enclosure. It was said that, among his 
triumphs, he once moved a nun so greatly that she disposed of her jew­
els, an act that foreshadows the sale of Sor Juana's library and collec­
tions. The strictness and zeal of Father Antonio contrasts with informa­
tion we have from other sources on conduct in the nunneries. According 
to accounts by Gemelli Carreri and other travelers, as well as glimpses 
afforded by the laconic accounts in Robles' Record, in most convents the 
rules were liberally, even laxly, observed. I am inclined to believe these 
testimonies; they show no proselytizing bias. The laxity of convent life 
was proverbial, as is illustrated by the very attempts of Aguiar y Seijas 
and Fernandez de Santa Cruz to correct it. 

The activities to which Nuiiez de Miranda devoted his time and ener-
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gies were comparable to those of a public figure in our own day; meet­
ings in the Holy Office; the weekly talks to the Brotherhood of Mary; 
private conversations with members who sought his counsel ; frequent 
visits to the viceregal palace and other high places; work in the hospitals 
and prisons; sermons in the nunneries. Did he have a spiritual life ?  
Oviedo refers repeatedly to daily self-examinations and the constant rec­
itation of prayers. But formal self-examination pertains really to moral 
hygiene and has an eminently practical significance; it is not meditation 
on the mysteries and spiritual verities but a rigorous moral accounting. 
Self-examination is an exercise for keeping the soul agile, ready for the 
battles of everyday life. The good priest is an athlete for God. Prayer, in 
turn, is ritual, not an expression of one's innermost being. It is insepa­
rable from religious life, but l inked especially to that group of practices 
that joins the individual on the one hand to the community and, on the 
other, to the supernatural. 

Father Antonio excelled in the energy, skill, and zeal with which he 
performed the public activities that devolved upon him. He also distin­
guished himself-although secretly, Oviedo says-in virtues such as hu­
mility, chastity, and obedience. He was clothed and shod like a pauper; 
he mended his own garments; every Saturday he swept the church and 
on Tuesday he scrubbed the kitchen plates. Humility is often the mask 
for pride. Nunez de Miranda knew that: "Make me, 0 Lord, humble of 
heart, of heart. Not this pretentious humility of mine." Was he sincere? 
Yes and no. He wanted to be humble but, su-rreptitiously, pride inter­
fered with his desire. Pride is a sin that lies in wait for ascetics. The only 
remedy is simplicity of heart. Father Antonio was not simple. 

Oviedo, Torres, and Lezamis allude frequently to the demonic influ­
ence of bodily passions; but they never describe the temptations their 
subjects had to overcome. More fortunate than St. Augustine, St. Fran­
cis, and other saints, they apparently did not have to combat desires of 
the flesh, pride, or the ambition for power. Aguiar y Seijas was the only 
one of the three besieged by the demons of lust. Oviedo recounts that 
Father Antonio was very cautious in his dealings with women ; when he 
spoke with them he lowered his eyes, and he never visited them or re­
ceived their visits. Like Aguiar y Seijas, he congratulated himself on 
being nearsighted, thus prevented from seeing women. He was also scru­
pulous in observing the vow of obedience, and in one of his notes wrote: 
"The subject is the instrument of his superior, and the instrument has 
no value other than its submissiveness . . .  The subject must live for the 
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wishes and needs of the superior." So rigorous a concept of discipline 
worked in both directions: his harshness with Sor Juana was merely the 
obverse of his harshness with himself. 

"Prayer and mortification," says Oviedo, "are the wings on which the 
spirit soars toward the peak of perfection and union with God." Nunez 
de Miranda mortified himself unceasingly; he scourged himself "sev­
enty-three times, in reverence for the seventy-three years of the Blessed 
Virgin's life . . .  and the blows were so cruel and delivered so pitilessly 
that they could be heard outside the chamber, inspiring sorrow and 
compassion in all  who listened. Those waiting outside the door feared 
they might find him dead." 1 He scourged himself three times a week and 
on official feast days. The doors and walls of his room were spattered 
with blood. He wore a hair shirt three or four times a week and when 
preaching. He had a "more painful hair shirt," however: "the one 
caused by the vermin that bred on him and which the mortified father 
suffered with patience and joy." 

Nunez de Miranda had always suffered from poor vision, and in the 
last year of his life he was almost completely blind; even so, although 
his superiors insisted he stop, he continued his activities. If in writing of 
mortifications and penances Oviedo varies little from Torres and Leza­
mis-each of the three adapting to the prototype of innumerable lives 
of saints and pious men-in his chapter on miracles and prodigies 
Oviedo is more restrained than the other two biographers: he offers no 
multiplying of loaves, no fragrance from a deathbed swarming with bed­
bugs, no battle on the high seas between devils and the eleven thousand 
virgins. On the other hand, he does report that Father Antonio was ca­
pable of mental telepathy, and the departed faithful visited him more 
than once. On one occasion the soul of the recently deceased philanthro­
pist Captain Chavarria visited him and confided that he had spent only 
a week in purgatory. 

Nunez de Miranda repressed his passions as severely as he castigated 
his body. He was by nature excitable, pugnacious, and choleric, but con­
stantly attempted moderation. At times the effort was so great that "he 
turned as white as paper and his body seemed to come unjointed in his 
heroic efforts to contain himself." Once he confessed that he was afraid 
he would die during one of these attacks. Impatience usually accompa­
nies a strong sense of self. Father Antonio, in spite of his exercises in 
humility, does not seem ever to have questioned the truth and justice of 
his opinions. He not only was sure of what he believed, his words and 
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deeds reveal that invariably he knew he was right. Like all those who do 
not know doubt, he did not hesitate to condemn to hell those who op­
posed his opinions: 

An honorable Viceroy [Oviedo conceals the name] consulted with him in 
a quite difficult case; the good father replied to him what according to 
God it seemed he should do and, recognizing in the Prince some repug­
nance in carrying it out, . . .  said to him with all resolve, "Your Excellency 
may do what he pleases but I am sure that this is what must be done and 
if you do not do it you will go to Hell unquestionably and without passing 
through purgatory." The Viceroy revised his opinion, following to the last 
detail everything Father Antonio had counseled him, saying that his fear 
of him was great. 

If a Viceroy feared h im, how must Sor Juana have felt? 
Oviedo says that in his dealings with the world, Nunez de Miranda 

"was in continual battle with himself, struggling for self-control." But 
those victories reaffirmed his assurance; they did not humble his natural 
arrogance but put it to strategic use. Pride became a tactic, and thus his 
human relationships were converted into a political game. In his notes 
he says, "I need to amend the haste, moderate the vehemence, and tem­
per the harshness of my words." Calculation, not virtue, inspired this 
maxim: it was designed not for self-improvement but for more ready 
triumph. His humility was a sham. The same duplicity appears in his 
relation with his family. He refused his brother-because it was his 
brother, not because the request was unreasonable-a sum of money he 
needed. The day his mother died, she had scarcely given up the ghost 
when he left her to deliver a sermon; as he was slightly late in arriving, 
he explained that he had been delayed in assisting a dying woman; he 
did not say who she was. Admirable or abominable? When Nunez de 
Miranda died at seventy-seven years of age, one of his panegyrists wrote 
that his "exemplary life allowed us to see revived in our own time the 
examples of the prelates of the early Church." The praise is only par­
tially deserved; it is one thing to be an apostle of a persecuted Church, 
quite another to represent a Church triumphant. 

There were two seemingly contradictory but in fact complementary 
sides to Father Antonio : the man of action and the ascetic. He was not 
a contemplative, and that is why I question whether he had a spiritual 
life. All his being was directed outward, toward the duties and struggles 
of this world. As both prefect of the powerful Brotherhood of Mary and 
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censor for the Inquisition and as the spiritual guide of nuns, he was a 
man devoted to the affairs and battles of everyday life. Devout and self­
less but also astute and shrewd, he was, in the strictest sense of the term, 
a militant politician in the service of the Church, of its princes and its 
interests. Politics is power, and power is impure. His ascetic mortifica­
tions did not open to him the doors of ecstatic vision, beatitude, or mys­
tical union. His asceticism served an exacting morality, a kind of spiri­
tual athleticism; it was not a path to supernatural realities but a test for 
tempering his spirit. These mortifications strengthened his soul but did 
not purify it, nor did they endow it with the sixth sense that is said to be 
the sign of true spirituality. According to what his biographer tells us, 
and his own notes, he had no visions of Heaven or, which is equally 
strange, of Hell. The appearance of Chavarria's ghost was trivial, as was 
the ghost's message. Bloody penances and sugar-coated visions: this con­
trast is a further sign of the decline of official Hispanic Catholicism. 

Although he was a professor of philosophy and theology, Nunez de 
Miranda was not a true intellectual; he did not love ideas or show any 
passion for knowledge. Everything he said and everything he wrote per­
tains to practical questions: what to do and how to proceed in this or 
that case. Everyday behavior, not great philosophical and theological 
themes, was his daily preoccupation. Was he a moralist? Only in a very 
limited sense. Interested in righteousness, his own and others', he had a 
certain knowledge of the human soul and its hidden turnings; but, once 
again, that knowledge was pragmatic. He was not interested in knowing 
what the soul entrusted to him was truly like : he wanted to know the 
most efficient means of winning it. He was never attracted by human 
complexity and ambiguity, and in this sense, the most basic, he did not 
truly love. His knowledge of souls was a combination of recipes, for­
mulas, and techniques for moving and manipulating them. I have said it 
before: he was a fisher of souls. But can one save someone without 
knowing and loving him? The quality that distinguished Nunez de Mi­
randa, even as a spiritual guide, was not comprehension but will, the 
obligation to win new converts. A curious perversion that makes preach­
ing a battle and a dialogue between two souls a stratagem. 

Nor was Nunez de Miranda a defender of the principles of his reli­
gion, although it appears he was a good theologian; total unanimity in 
religious matters was the rule in New Spain, and there was no one with 
whom to argue and nothing to defend. Theological controversy, as we 
have seen, was restricted to inoffensive and subtle arguments on themes 
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such as the finezas of Christ. A controversy such as the one that divided 
Jansenists from Jesuits was unthinkable in end-of-the-seventeenth­
century New Spain. As he lived in a society in which there was officially 
no religion but Catholicism, neither was Nunez de Miranda's work that 
of a missionary who converts idolaters. What a difference between him 
and Vieyra ! Not a man of ideas and doctrines, nor a preacher in pagan 
lands, nor a defender of Indians and blacks, Nunez de Miranda was a 
righteous judge of customs and beliefs. His task as a censor for the Holy 
Office was to detect and denounce heresy and heretics ; as prefect of the 
Brotherhood of Mary, to guide the elite that governed the country and 
watch over the rectitude of their opinions and behavior. In both func­
tions, he was one of the pillars of constituted power. It is impossible to 
imagine him preaching a sermon criticizing inept government, as the 
Franciscan Escaray had done on June 6, 1 69 2, in the presence of the 
Viceroy and judges. His every action was inspired by unconditional ad­
herence to the status quo. Nunez de Miranda was a conformist and 
could only have been scandalized by Sor Juana's attitudes, her poems, 
her intellectual curiosity, and her bell igerent feminism. 

Upright but underhanded, capable of striking a deal and of temporar­
ily accepting compromise and delay, inflexible yet devious, intransigent 
in regard to principles but tolerant in regard to means, Father Antonio 
was a sectarian and a militant. The picture Pascal draws of Jesuit casuis­
try applies to him: blindness to the complexity_ of souls but a strategic 
relativism in the means used to win them. In relation to Sor Juana, he at 
first understated the incompatibility between convent life and intellec­
tual life ;  later he overstated it, to the point of demanding that she re­
nounce letters altogether. Like the militant revolutionaries of the twen­
tieth century who seek to win converts by any means, Father Antonio 
saw in every human being a convert or a reprobate. Ideological militance 
of whatever kind inherently disdains liberty and free will. Its vision of 
the otherness of each human being, of his unlike likeness to us, is sim­
plistic. When the ot/:Jer is a unique being, irreducible to any category, the 
possibilities of winning or netting him vanish; the most we can do is 
enlighten him, awaken him; he, then, not we, will decide. But the other 
of the militant is a cipher, an abstraction, always reducible to an us or a 
they. Thus the proselytizer's concept of his fellow man is totally lacking 
in imagination. Imagination is the faculty of discovering the uniqueness 
of our fellow man. The great limitation-the sin, I was going to write­
of minds like Nunez de Miranda's is precisely their lack of imagination. 
It is also their great strength. 
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Calleja says that "in the year 1 69 3  the divine grace of God found in 
the heart of Sister Juana its dwelling place and abode." Oviedo gives the 
same date; two years before her death, Father Antonio again became her 
spiritual director. Thus she must have passed the second half of 1 69 2  
amid doubts and fears, watching as one after another her defenses 
crumbled, realizing that she was more and more alone and at the mercy 
of her critics and persecutors. The second volume of her Works, with 
the defenses and the tributes from the Spanish theologians and poets, 
probably arrived in Mexico at the end of 1 69 2. She must have written 
at that time her poem ( 5 1 )  "in gratitude to the inimitable pens of Eu­
rope, who made her works greater with their praise: which was found 
unfinished." Castorena y Ursua included it in Fame ( 1700) and says that 
it was found "after her death, in draft form and without her finishing 
touches." Apparently, her renunciation had not been so final as to cause 
her to destroy that last poem. The poem does not reveal the least wish 
to abandon literature or to change her way of life; on the contrary, it 
continues the themes of the Response: her only merit had been her 
studying, though a woman and without teachers. A person who writes 
so effusively and so enthusiastically about her work is not on the verge 
of abandoning it. Nevertheless, shortly afterward she sent messengers to 
Nunez de Miranda, asking him to return and stating that she was pre­
pared to change her life and confess her errors-an additional indica­
tion that during the second half of 1 692  she was subject to a great deal 
of censure, criticism, and pressure. We cannot doubt that she felt threat­
ened, or that her fear unleashed the reactions I alluded to above. She 
feared others, and as fear undermined her personal defenses, breaches 
were opened through which old phantoms escaped. In those moments 
of anguish and insecurity, many of her friends must have counseled her, 
and even urged her, to seek reconciliation with the highest Church au­
thorities. 

From everything we know about Nunez de Miranda and his methods, 
he must have been kind and paternal in his first interviews with Sor 
Juana. Gradually, once he regained her confidence and secured his posi­
tion, his demands increased and his stipulations became more severe. An 
uneven battle: Sor Juana, in exchange for concessions, was seeking pro­
tection and defense; Nunez de Miranda was proposing total surrender. 
There can be no doubt that Sor Juana's latest writings-the Response, 
the villancicos to St. Catherine, and the second volume of the Works, 
containing the defenses and encomiums of the seven Spanish theolo­
gians-had been seen as rebellion by members of the ruling ecclesiasti-
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cal hierarchy of Mexico. Calleja and Oviedo relate that one of Sor 
Juana's first acts was a general confession that included all of her past 
life. Calleja adds, without irony, that fortunately "her most felicitous 
memory" aided her in this arduous undertaking. The confession prob­
ably lasted several weeks. This act was decisive, the hub on which every­
thing that followed turned and the first step in the series of retractions 
and abjurations. To submit to an examination of her entire life, in spite 
of the fact that periodically, during her many years in the convent, she 
had confessed and been absolved, was to submit for judgment the matter 
that had been the center of her discussions and disagreements with Nu­
nez de Miranda, Fernandez de Santa Cruz, and other clerics: her dedi­
cation to secular letters to the neglect of the sacred. 

In the course of the confession, the amatory poems, the moral ones, 
the witty ones, the plays, and in a word, her entire work must have been 
closely scrutinized. None of it could have found favor in the eyes of 
Nunez de Miranda, although perhaps he judged as minor peccadilloes 
the secular works, such as the plays, written for official festivities, and 
he could not have disapproved entirely of the loas honoring the monarch 
and the viceroys. All the rest, except the autos and villancicos, was con­
demned. Among her other major faults were her constant communica­
tion with the external world, by word and writing, the salon in the lo­
cutory, the portraits, and the other worldly distractions in which she had 
passed the best of her time. The worldly friendships had been serious 
offenses against her commitment as a nun devoted to God. The review 
of her friendship with Marfa Luisa Manrique de Lara must have taken 
several days. Nunez de Miranda's views on the subject were very differ­
ent from the modern ones; in the intensity of that friendship he did not 
see sexual or erotic deviation but a sin against the love a nun must have 
for God, infidelity to the Divine Husband. The use of Platonism as jus­
tification for that attachment must have seemed to him proof that all Sor 
Juana's failings had a common origin: her immoderate love of secular 
learning. The assessment of her faults led inevitably each time to the 
theme of her devotion to letters, which had led her to live her religion 
imperfectly and, in the end, to rebel. There was a close and causal con­
nection between her dedication to letters, her worldly occupations and 
affections, the sin of pride, and-the most serious failing of all-rebel­
liousness. The general confession was Nunez de Miranda's first great 
triumph. It was also the decisive one; everything that followed was its 
natural consequence. 
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Calleja says that, following the general confession, Sor Juana pre­
sented to the "Divine Tribunal a petition that, in forensic form, begs 
forgiveness for her sins." 2 Such must have been the sequence of events, 
for this disturbing document is the direct effect of the abjuration of her 
past life with which she must have ended her confession. The "Tribunal" 
is God, and the prosecutor, her own conscience. Although she recog­
nizes that her sins are "great and without equal" and that she deserves 
"to be condemned to eternal death" in " infinite hells," she implores for­
giveness and mercy. All of these expressions, however excessive and ter­
rible they may seem to us, were traditional. There is nothing personal in 
them; they are devout formulas. In the second part, although the lan­
guage does not change, we find more personal confessions: as God 
knows "that for many years I have lived in religion without religion, if 
not worse than a pagan might live . . .  it is my will to renew my vows 
and pass a year seeking your approval." Two themes are interwoven in 
this statement. The first is the admission that during her twenty-five 
years of convent life she has lived outside religion, that is, devoted to 
secular, even pagan, occupations and affairs. The second theme is that 
of her jubilee: Sor Juana had taken her vows in r 669, and in 1 694 she 
was completing her twenty-fifth year as a nun; now, as a symbolic act, 
she was to take her vows a second time, under the patronage of St. 
Jerome and-for a year, as prescribed-subject to the approval of the 
heavenly court. Thus, allegorically, she reenacted her profession of faith 
of r 669. The culture of the seventeenth century was a symbolic culture, 
by which I mean that their symbols had a reality ours do not have. The 
sense of the petition is clear: I entreat that my previous life be considered 
as never having existed and I promise a new and truly religious life. 

On February 17 ,  r 694, Sor Juana signed another sad document (with 
her blood, Calleja says, but the text makes no mention of it) : "Docta 
explicaci6n del misterio, y voto que hizo de defender Ia Purfsima Con­
cepcion de Nuestra Senora, Ia madre Juana Ines de Ia Cruz" ("Learned 
Explication of the Mystery, and Vow Made by Sister Juana lnes de Ia 
Cruz to Defend the Immaculate Conception of Our Lady") .  Neither the 
explication nor the vow contains anything noteworthy from a literary 
or theological point of view; they are standard reiterations of the dogma 
of the Immaculate Conception. The paper does have an item of infor­
mational interest: for thirty-two years Nunez de Miranda had been the 
prefect of the Brotherhood of the Immaculate Conception of Mary, so 
that Sor Juana's vow to defend that mystery with her blood was an 
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additional sign of the ties that joined her to her spiritual director. An­
other interesting detail : Sor Juana names as intercessors and witnesses 
St. Joseph, St. Peter, her guardian angel, St. Augustine, St. Ignatius, St. 
Rosa, and others, but she does not mention St. Catherine. Nor had she 
named any learned women saints in the petition. Last, the impersonal 
style of the document, which seems copied from a book of devout for­
mulas, reveals either that Sor Juana did not write it or that, totally re­
nouncing literature, she stayed within standard formulas. 

According to Calleja and Oviedo, she began to mortify her flesh, fol­
lowing her confessor's example. She had never previously shown any 
ascetic inclinations; when she speaks of anguish in her sonnets and de­
cimas, she is referring either to the suffering of love and jealousy or, in 
the sacred poems, to moral torment. Oviedo says (repeating what Nunez 
de Miranda had confided to him) :  

Sister Juana was alone with her  Husband, and as she saw how he was 
nailed to the cross by the sins of man, love gave her strength to imitate 
him, endeavoring in her undertaking to crucify her appetites and passions, 
with such fervent severity in her penance that she had need of the prudent 
care and attention of Father Antonio, that he take her by the hand, so that 
her life not end at the hands of her fervor. 

Except for the exaggeration of the final phrase, what Oviedo relates 
must be true, for Calleja repeats that 

her counselor endeavored to persuade her to lessen the pitiless severity to 
which she subjected herself . . .  "It is necessary," said Nunez de Miranda, 
"to mortify her that she mortify herself less, taking her by the hand in her 
penitence that she not lose her health and incapacitate herself." 

It is difficult to believe that the self-confident and defiant person of 1 69 1  
and r 69 2  had turned into the raving penitent of 1 694. But we have no 
reason to believe that Oviedo and Calleja were lying. In the twentieth 
century we have seen even more astounding changes, such as Bukharin's 
confession to the fantastic crimes Vyshinsky had accused him of. 

On March 5 ,  Sor Juana signed a distressing document: "Protesta que, 
rubricada con su sangre, hizo de su fe y amor a Dios Ia madre Juana 
lnes de Ia Cruz, al tiempo de abandonar los estudios humanos para pro­
seguir, desembarazada de este afecto, en el camino de Ia perfecci6n" 
("Profession That, Signed with Her Blood, Sister Juana lnes de Ia Cruz 
Made of Her Faith and Her Love to God, at the Time of Abandoning 
Humane Studies in Order, Released from That Attachment, to Follow 
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the Road of Perfection" ) .  Despite the title, nowhere in the rather brief 
declaration is there any reference to giving up the study of humane let­
ters. The first paragraph reiterates her firm belief in the dogmas of the 
Roman Catholic Church; in the second, after saying that it pains her 
"exceedingly to have offended God"-although without detailing or 
naming her offenses-she asks forgiveness for having sinned and calls 
upon the intercession of the Virgin; the third paragraph reiterates the 
vow she had made to believe in and defend the mystery of Mary's Im­
maculate Conception. She ends by saying, "And as a sign of how greatly 
I wish to spill my blood in defense of these truths, I sign with it." There 
is not a word about humane studies. Moreover, no one has seen the 
original document. The text appeared for the first time in Fame, and the 
title, like the other titles, was the work of Castorena y Ursua. There is, 
therefore, not a single declaration in which Sor Juana formally and ex­
pressly renounces letters. I have no doubt that she defended herself to 
the last and refused to sign an abdication and nullification of her entire 
life. The purpose of the title superimposed by Castorena is to prove that 
the long process that had begun with the admonitions of Nunez de Mi­
randa, the recommendations of Fernandez de Santa Cruz, the with­
drawal of the former, and the other incidents that she recounts in the 
Response, had ended with a spectacular abjuration. 

During that time, she surrendered all her books and musical and 
scientific instruments to Archbishop Aguiar y Seijas to sell in order to 
use the proceeds to aid the poor. Calleja adds that "her cell was left bare 
except for three small books of devotions and a number of hair shirts 
and scourges." Sor Juana's contemporaries and many later critics consid­
ered this a sublime act. It seems to me the gesture of a terrified woman 
attempting to ward off calamity with the sacrifice of what she most 
loves. Relinquishing her library and her collections of instruments and 
other objects was a propitiation intended to appease the enemy, Aguiar 
y Seijas. Calleja himself, in spite of his efforts to paint all these sad events 
as wondrous acts illuminated by divine mercy, could not but write, "The 
bitter pill that Sor Juana had to swallo\\� although she did so without 
flinching, was to give up her beloved books." It seems likely, considering 
the Archbishop's ever-present need for money to fund his charities, that 
the books and other objects were sold for far less than their worth. Thus 
was the library of one of America's great poets dispersed. 

Not content with disposing of the books, instruments, and other ob­
jects, Aguiar y Seijas confiscated funds, some belonging to Sor Juana, 
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some to the convent. As bookkeeper of her community, she managed 
substantial sums while carrying out the financial transactions her post 
demanded. The convent had considerable wealth and she administered 
it. In fulfilling her duties, she dealt with agents and merchants. Dorothy 
Schons has shed light on these aspects of the last period of Sor Juana's 
life, following the sale of her books: 

It seems certain that there was some agreement between Sor Juana and the 
Archbishop that caused him to believe he was entitled to the nun's prop­
erty. Don Francisco Aguiar y Seijas had asked for money in her name. 
Diego Velazquez [one of the agents] declared that as Sor Juana had con­
tracted to buy some materials with money that she had given him [for 
building repairs], " the Senor Archbishop learned that I owed her some 
return and, although I pointed out the truth, he asked me for one hundred 
pesos for his charities. On a different occasion, according to the same wit­
ness, His Excellency having made a certain person press me to sell him a 
slave, I did so, following his command, and His Excellency received three 
hundred pesos for his just worth and when I appeared to claim them he 
said that he was applying them to the accounts of Sister Juana." 1 

Nevertheless, although Sor Juana had fallen completely under the dom­
ination of Nunez de Miranda and Aguiar y Seijas, her native skill did 
not abandon her and she was able, as we shall see, to hide away certain 
sums. Was she hoping for better days ? 

Antonio Nunez de Miranda suffered from cat�racts. The surgeon who 
attended him saw that they had matured and decided to operate, in spite 
of the priest's age-he was seventy-seven. The operation was performed 
successfully, bur several days later Father Antonio caught a cold; there 
were complications, and he died suddenly on February 1 7, 1 69 5 .  Two 
months later an epidemic broke out in the convent of San Jer6nimo­
because of the vagueness of the information we still do not know the 
nature of the disease-and the death rate was very high. Calleja says 
that nine nuns died out of every ten who fell ill. Sor Juana demonstrated 
her charity in caring for her sisters; she contracted the illness, and at 
four o'clock on the morning of April 17 she died. She had lived forty­
six years and five months. In the convent's Book of Professions, several 
months previously, she had written: 

In this place is to be noted the day, month, and year of my death. For the 
love of God and his Most Holy Mother, I entreat my beloved sisters the 
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nuns, who are here now and who shall be in the future, to commend me 
to God, for I have been and am the worst among them. Of them I ask 
forgiveness, for the love of God and his Mother. I ,  worst of all the world, 
Juana Ines de Ia Cruz. 

The frequency with which self-deprecatory formulas were used in that 
century-Nunez de Miranda's notes abound in similar expressions­
partly explains Sor Juana's extremely harsh judgment of herself; she can­
not, no matter how severe her opinion of her own life and behavior, 
have believed she was the "worst of all the world." She was simply using 
a common formula of vilification. But there was an ounce of real self­
contempt in her judgment: her narcissism was the other face of her self­
loathing, and that feeling stayed with her until the hour of her death. 

Calleja describes the final days: "The illness was extremely contagious 
and Sister Juana, by nature compassionate and charitable, attended all 
without rest and without fear of their proximity." It was useless for them 
to counsel her at least "not to go near the very ill . . .  Finally she fell 
ill . . .  but the severity of the sickness, so extreme as to claim her life, 
had not the least effect on her mind." I distrust the exemplary quality of 
this picture; nevertheless I recognize in this pious account two of Sor 
Juana's distinguishing characteristics: her generous nature and her lucid­
ity. What Calleja does not tell us is the medical treatment to which the 
sick women were subjected: purges and bloodletting. The strongest de­
fense against the plague was religious in nature: prayers, masses, roga­
tions, and processions. The priest Cayetano de Cabrera y Quintero 
wrote a book, Escudo de annas de Mexico (Mexican Coat of Anns) , in 
which he describes the measures taken to battle the epidemic that dev­
astated New Spain between 1 7 3 6  and 1 73 8.4 He reviews all the epidem­
ics suffered in Mexico City, pausing briefly at the one that took Sor 
Juana's life. He does not mention the heroism with which she nursed her 
sisters, but describes the processions, rogations, and flagellations prac­
ticed by nuns in times of plague. His descriptions paint a vivid picture 
of the ways in which religion attempted to combat natural calamities. 

The vow of seclusion prevented the nuns from going out into the 
streets and plazas as the monks did to perform propitiatory ceremonies 
and to dispense pardons and indulgences. The nuns held their proces­
sions inside the cloisters, almost always "veiled, even from one another, 
by the common mantle of night." As they wound their way through the 
corridors and patios of their convents, singing and praying, they 
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scourged and lashed themselves. To sharpen the punishment, they re­
moved some of their clothing. In the light of candles and torches, these 
processions inevitably recalled ancient pagan ceremonies. Cabrera y 
Quintero says that the nuns resembled "souls in pain from the other 
world . . .  their cries rising to the heavens . . .  their blows drawing blood 
. . .  and their harsh hair shirts, until then kept out of sight, wondering 
at finding themselves uncovered and in the open air." A Christian ver­
sion of the bacchantes and maenads: the nuns in the night shadows, half 
naked, bodies bleeding, singing and wailing. There were other, briefer 
processions, says Cabrera y Quintero, in which the nuns, shoulders 
bleeding, dragged enormous, heavy crosses. But in the most distressing 
ceremony of all, the nuns licked the ground-which was usually tiled or 
paved-"until they drew a cross, their tongues sweeping it as clean as a 
brush, but with a painful difference: the ground being harder than the 
brush, they wore away their tongues as they drew the cross." The cross 
was covered with saliva, and their tongues with blood. 

There are those who have said that Sor Juana was buried with a sol­
emn mass in the cathedral. Nonsense; she was buried in San Jeronimo, 
like the other sisters. Siguenza y Gongora, according to Castorena y 
Ursua, composed a funeral oration. No one has seen it, however, and it 
must be considered lost. It is revealing that Castorena y Ursua did not 
publish Sor Juana's posthumous works until five years after her death, 
in I]OO, in Madrid, when all the protagonists of the events that dark­
ened the last years of her life were gone: Nunez de Miranda, Fernandez 
de Santa Cruz, and Aguiar y Seijas. The survivors-Castorena y Ursua, 
Calleja, Oviedo, and Torres-attempted in their accounts of the events 
to smooth over the rough edges; even Aguiar y Seijas emerges as a kind 
and paternal figure for whom Sor Juana professed veneration and grat­
itude. It is also revealing that we have no biography of Sor Juana written 
by a contemporary, except for the summary by Calleja, who never met 
her and who wrote from hearsay. Perhaps it is all for the best: it spares 
us a hagiography like those written by Torres and Lezamis, in which we 
would have been presented with a miraculous Sor Juana practicing levi­
tation and curing the blind. 

Thanks to Dorothy Schons's research, we have a more reliable idea of 
what actually happened. On the day after her death, representatives of 
Aguiar y Seijas appeared in her cell to claim everything there: jewels, 
money, promissory notes, and other documents. Later the nuns of San 
Jeronimo estimated (and proved) that the Archbishop's agents had re-
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moved, in addition to the jewels, a sum equivalent to five thousand two 
hundred pesos.5 This shows that Calleja was not entirely accurate when 
he wrote that after Sor Juana surrendered her library and collections to 
the Archbishop she kept only two or three small books of devotions and 
a few hair shirts. How can we interpret the evidence to the contrary 
except as a sign that some part of her remained unvanquished? At the 
Archbishop's death in 1 69 8  a suit was filed against his heirs, with the 
aim of recovering some portion of the loans and requisitions he had 
coerced from different persons and institutions. Among the institutions 
petitioning for the return of monies owed them were several convents: 
Jesus Marfa, San Lorenzo, the Hospital del Espiritu Santo, and San Je­
ronimo. In the document from the nuns of San Jeronimo it says that the 
Archbishop, "in his zeal for bestowing charity, ordered that all the jew­
els, writings, and monies [of Sor Juana] be carried away, both those that 
were in the convent and those that were deposited outside it." 

The nuns make no mention of books or musical and scientific instru­
ments because these had been ceded by Sor Juana to the Archbishop. 
They add that there were other jewels and money on deposit that they 
do not claim because they have no trace of them. Among the sums Sor 
Juana was able to save from the zealous greed of the Archbishop were, 
in addition to the five thousand two hundred pesos claimed by the nuns 
(they considered themselves the legitimate heirs of her wealth), another 
two thousand pesos given to Domingo Rea to be invested, "declaring 
that the principal and interest were to be enjoyed by Sister Juana during 
the days of her life and afterward by her niece, Sor Isabel Marfa de San 
Jose." 6 Is it not strange that, fully penitent and on the path toward saint­
hood-as Calleja, Oviedo, and others claim-Sor Juana kept poetry, 
jewels, and money in her cell ?  In her so-called conversion, we see none 
of the signs that accompany this kind of psychic turnaround: no poems, 
declarations, letters, or other expressions of the soul. Only stereotyped 
formulas. The one act that might corroborate her change-the surren­
der of her library-was more likely intended to conciliate Aguiar y Sei­
jas and is partially invalidated by the sums she managed to hide from 
the prelate's charitable mania. There was a little of everything in  Sor 
Juana's actions : eagerness for a reconciliation with the Church authori­
ties, and also eagerness, no less intense, to break the siege of those ter­
rible prelates. Especially, and above all, fear, a great deal of fear. 

My generation saw the revolutionaries of 1 9 1 7, the comrades of 
Lenin and Trotsky, confess false crimes before their judges in a language 
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that was an abject parody of Marxism, just as the sanctimonious lan­
guage of the affirmations of faith Sor Juana signed with her blood is a 
caricature of religious language. The two cases-the Bolsheviks of the 
twentieth century and the poet-nun of the seventeenth-are very differ­
ent, but they share an essential and disturbing similarity: such events 
can occur only in closed societies ruled by an all-powerful bureaucracy 
governing in the name of orthodoxy. Unlike other regimes, whether 
democratic or tyrannical, orthodoxies are not satisfied with punishing 
dissent: they demand confessions, repentance, and retraction from the 
guilty. In those ceremonies of expiation, the faith of the accused is the 
surest ally of the prosecutors and inquisitors. 

Faith and ideology made Sor Juana an accomplice of her execution­
ers ; and they continue to blind her interpreters. How else can we explain 
that three centuries after her humiliation, most Catholic critics continue 
to speak of her conversion? The three texts of r 694 are examples of 
devout formulas of the time, not mystical literature-and lamentable 
both as literature and as religious language. Yet Alberto G. Salceda has 
called the "Petition," an impersonal document not worthy of her either 
morally or as literature, "Sor Juana's ultimate literary composition." A 
judgment worthy of a scribe of the Holy Office. March 5, r 694, the day 
she renounced humane letters, inspires in Alfonso Mendez Plancarte a 
kind of macabre unction:  it is her "most beautiful hour." According to 
Alfonso Junco, on that day Sor Juana, who was "always enchantingly 
good, became arrestingly saintly." Is not this desire to sanctify her an 
attempt-perhaps not entirely conscious-to hide the true meaning of 
her life and work? If her last years are misrepresented, the true meaning 
of what she wrote will also be misrepresented. A great deal of her writ­
ing was an imitation of models then in vogue and an intelligent variation 
on the rhetoric of her century, but some of it distinguishes her from, even 
contradicts, her time. The same is true of her life and her person: a 
solitary figure, Sor Juana is the image of contradiction, and she knew it. 
She said it in many poems. Nun and skilled politician, poet and intellec­
tual, erotic enigma and businesswoman, a Mexican and a Spaniard, a 
lover of Egyptian esoterica and of witty poetry, So� Juana perpetually 
contradicts herself and, in so doing, contradicts her age. She also contra­
dicts those panegyrists who prefer a plaster saint to a living writer. 

I believe that the circumstances I have spelled out earlier explain-to 
the degree that a human life can be explained-Sor Juana's conversion. 
I have tried to place personal circumstances in their historical context. 
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History includes chance, the unforeseen: those events that we humans, 
with our limited understanding, cannot measure or predict. History was 
the misogyny of Aguiar y Seijas and his rivalry with Fernandez de Santa 
Cruz; the obsessions of Nunez de Miranda, intent on making a saint of 
a woman who had no religious vocation; the politics of the Society of 
Jesus in China and Mexico; the loving friendship with the Countess de 
Paredes; Father Kircher as transmitter of the hermetic tradition; Juana 
Ines' illegitimate birth, and her lack of fortune; her years in the viceregal 
court; and her labors as a semiofficial poet for the palace and the cathe­
dral. In short, everything that was her life and at the same time the 
history of the society in which she l ived. Without the riots of 1 69 2  or 
the death of the Marquis de la Laguna, she might have found protection 
against the wrath of Aguiar y Seijas and the severity of Nunez de Mi­
randa; without her imprudent decision to follow Fernandez de Santa 
Cruz's command to write the critique of Vieyra's sermon, she might 
never have been disturbed. Her personal history was made of the same 
perpetually fluctuating substance as the history of her world. 

Among all these factors, two, as I have emphasized, are basic, al­
though insufficient in themselves to explain her final fall. The first is the 
opposition between the intellectual l ife and the duties and obligations of 
convent life. The second is the fact that she was a woman. The latter 
was the more decisive; if she had been a man, the zealous Princes of the 
Church would not have persecuted her. Deeper than the incompatibility 
between secular and religious pursuits was the perceived contradiction 
between writing and being a woman. That is why, finally, Sor Juana the 
poet does not become a theologian but a penitent who "buries, along 
with her name, her intellect." She yields, but not without a struggle; for 
more than two years, in growing isolation, she must contend with a siege 
that at times assumes the sweetness of paternal advice, at others the 
severity of persecution. As the net closes around her, the foundations of 
her world are shaken: power is exposed as both vacillating and cruel, 
great men quarrel, the people rise up and burn the symbols of authority. 
Sor Juana's faith was an accessory in her defeat. She relinquished her 
books to her persecutor, scourged her body, humbled her intelligence, 
and renounced the gift that was most her own: the word. Her sacrifice 
on the altar of Christ was an act of submission to proud prelates. Her 
religious convictions provided the justification for her intellectual abdi­
cation: the powers that destroyed her were the very ones she had served 
and praised. 



Epilogue 

Toward a Restitution 

rcHE TEM PTATION TO SH CULTURE-the ans, sciences, beliefs, 
ideas-as a reflection of society and of the forces at war within society 
is probably as old as history itself. In the last century and a half, under 
the combined influence of Marxism and positivism, many historians 
have adopted this view. I confess that I have always felt it was an aber­
ration to see Proven\al poetry as a consequence of the social system of 
the twelfth century, or Sappho's poems as a product of slavery. What has 
always struck me is the opposite phenomenon: art's relative indepen­
dence from social determinism. What ties do Courbet's splendid nudes 
have with the society in which he was fated to live, or even with the 
artist's ideology? How is it that art from other eras, expressing ideas 
different from our own, based on themes that no longer excite us, and 
invoking strange mythologies, continues to stir our passion and our ad­
miration? 

I am not the only one who has asked this question. Marx also asked 
it, and he too was unable to answer it: "The difficulty, however, does 
not lie in understanding that Greek art and the Epic are associated with 
certain social developments. The difficulty is that they still give us es­
thetic pleasure and are in a certain respect regarded as unattainable 
models." 1 I also distrust the opposite view. Plato saw reality as an im­
perfect copy of ideas. In turn, art was a copy of a copy. But I ask: how, 
in the presence of certain paintings, symphonies, and poems, can we fail 
to feel that we are before a heightening of reality, not a diminished idea? 
We shall never live in a world as perfect and joyous-one in which every 
chord is in accord-as the world we journey through when we hear 
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Mozart's Jupiter Symphony. For the Greeks, nature was the paradigm 
and art the copy, but to us the natural world is no longer sacred; science 
and technology have reduced it to a complex of forces and reactions. 
Nature, for us, is not wise or intelligent: it is a blind process. The same 
has happened to all other ideas and mythologies. Heaven has been 
stripped of its symbols and divinities; theology is an uninhabited man­
sion. The idea is not the model of art. 

In sum, I distrust both views equally: I cannot see culture-that is, 
the sum of the inventions and creations by which man has become 
man-either as the reflection of changing social forces or as the imper­
fect imitation of immutable ideas. It seems to me that what both views 
fail to take into account is the creature without whom none of these 
marvels would exist. In a given situation, and within certain limitations, 
man conceives, imagines, invents: he fashions an ax, designs a symbol, 
conceives the image of a divinity. Man is subject to the laws of social 
development and to those of thought (he cannot think a circular tri­
angle), but within those limits he invents, transforms, and creates. Cul­
ture is freedom and imagination. 

Once this has been said, how can we deny that there is a kind of 
harmony, or correspondence, among a society's tools, institutions, phi­
losophies, and works of art? I do not know whether Nahuatl poetry, 
with its obsessive reiteration of the words "flower," "blade," and "jade," 
is actually a metaphor for one of the principal institutions of Aztec so­
ciety, the Flower War, in which the heart of the victim was identified 
with the flower, and jade with the restorative power of nature. Nonethe­
less, there is a clear correspondence between the metaphorical system of 
Aztec poetry and the ritual of the Flower War. Neither do 1 know 
whether the Flower War was an enactment of the solar myth of the daily 
creation of the world, or whether the myth was an ideological projection 
of the social relationships that formed the Aztec world. Argument on 
this theme can be (is, has been, will be) unending. What cannot be de­
nied, however-regardless of Plato and Marx-is that there is a visible 
correspondence between the metaphors of Nahuatl poetry, the Flower 
War, and the Aztec solar myth. The same sorts of correspondences could 
be established in the Roman and Gothic worlds, fourteenth- and 
fifteenth-century Florence, and eighteenth-century France. The inherent 
style or manner we detect in each period corroborates what I have just 
said; however profound the differences between one artist and another, 
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something unites them: the style of their age. Style is what makes ab­
stract time concrete and historical. Yes, time passes, but it passes always 
through a "here," through a community. And style records that passing. 

The autonomy of works of art and their inevitable correlation with 
history and society seem to be contradictory or even incompatible ideas. 
Perhaps they are, but reality is also contradictory. The culture of a soci­
ety at any given moment is a fluid system of interconnections. It is im­
possible to explain those interconnections by appealing to strict deter­
minism; it is also impossible to deny their existence. Many modern 
historians seem to have given up the idea of causality; causes are too 
numerous, so numerous that it is practically impossible to detect and to 
measure them. And events are the product not only of so-called causes 
but also of chance. Perhaps what we call "chance" is a cause that our 
reason and the methods of investigation at our disposal are powerless to 
foresee or recognize. In any case, we can discount causes while retaining 
the principle of correspondence. At first a philosophical concept, then 
an aesthetic, the notion of correspondence can enlighten history. Events, 
works, and even persons "correspond." More, they "rhyme." Vermeer's 
painting rhymes with the merchant middle class of the Low Countries 
in the seventeenth century. If in Monet's landscapes nature has ceased to 
be clear outline or architecture and has become vibration, how can we 
fail to realize it is a projection of sensations and ideas, of the ideas in 
Monet's time about the innermost structure of nature? 

This brief digression has had a double purpose: first, to justify my 
attempt to establish certain correspondences or rhymes-it would be 
too much to call them explanations-between the history of New Spain, 
the person of Sor Juana, and the character of her work; second, to show 
that her "conversion" and the social and political events of 1 692  were 
joined not by an impossible causality but by a real correspondence. 

The disturbance of 1692  was not a revolution, not even a revolt, but 
a riot. Governmental indecision, excessive rain, an agricultural disaster, 
difficulties in transporting grain, hoarding to drive up prices, and an 
unfair system of distribution spurred popular discontent. Two circum­
stances precipitated the events: the sermon by the Franciscan Escaray 
criticizing the government, and social friction. In New Spain social and 
racial differences were interrelated; the resentment that had built up 
among the indigenous population, the castas and the criollos, aggra­
vated their righteous anger over the scarcity of maize and wheat. The 
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widespread belief that the Viceroy and his supporters were guilty of 
hoarding and speculation threw oil on the fire. A slightly more detailed 
examination of the events will shed further light. 

Without Escaray's sermon, that is, without religious sanction, the riot 
might not have exploded. The clergy were the people's conscience, and 
the words of the Franciscan were incendiary-up to a point. We do not 
know the text of the sermon, but however violent it may have been, we 
can assume that it criticized the errors of those who governed, not the 
principles of social order. Ortega y Gasset has made a perceptive distinc­
tion between the revolutionary and the reformist set of mind: the former 
criticizes uses; the latter, abuses. Escaray's sermon belonged in the sec­
ond category. From the accounts of the time we know that the sermon 
was heard with approval and applause. It was delivered in the cathedral, 
in a solemn ceremony at which government officials and high clergy 
were present. The Indians and groups of people who later burned the 
viceregal palace and the municipal building were not in the audience. 
Who, then, were those who received the Franciscan's critical remarks 
with such approval?  Perhaps a few Spaniards, but especially criollos, a 
group represented by a broad social and economic spectrum: property 
owners, miners, and wealthy businessmen, but also clerics, doctors, law­
yers, students, and shopkeepers, all of whom considered New Spain 
their true homeland.  In spite of their economic and social differences, 
the crioilos were united in their resentment toward the Spanish. They 
did not contribute significantly to the riot itself; but they were the ones 
who justified it with their complaints and fanned the flames with their 
invective. Criollos were the " loyal vassals" who wrote long accusatory 
letters to the King and his first minister attacking the viceregal adminis­
tration, and criollos were the anonymous authors of the pasquinades 
that slandered the Count de Galve and his family. 

The social classes and groups that participated in the uprising were 
the same that a hundred years later fought for the independence of Mex­
ico. But the riot was not a foreshadowing of independence; the forces of 
rejection had no project for reform. It was a spontaneous outburst that 
faded as rapidly as it had spread. What lack kept it from developing into 
a full-scale, modern-style revolution? First of all, an intellectual class 
allied with the lower and middle classes. The intellectual class was com­
posed predominantly of the clergy, but even the most cultured clerics, 
like Sigiienza and Sor Juana, had very unformed notions of modern 
ideas, especially in the area of politics. New Spain lacked the intellectual 
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equipment to start, if not a revolution-unthinkable at the end of the 
seventeenth century-even a timid reform. In Spain itself, such a move­
ment would not have been viable. The Spanish empire was a formidable 
political and intellectual edifice ruled by two powers, the throne and the 
Church, both armed with powerful bureaucracies. The monarchic­
Catholic orthodoxy, the foundation and the steeple of the edifice, ex­
tended via its two bureaucracies into every corner of public and private 
life. Thus there were no guiding principles on which to base a reform in 
New Spain. When, shortly afterward, with the advent of a Bourbon dy­
nasty, reform was attempted during the reign of Charles III, it originated 
at the top and remained incomplete; although it limited the power of 
the Church, the power of the monarchy increased. The end result was 
the reinforcement of one of the vices of Hispanic societies: centralism. 

Criticism of orthodoxy had begun in Europe with the Reformation. It 
was a criticism of Roman Christianity within Christianity, a religious 
criticism of established religion. This critical tradition was transported 
to the American continent by the English colonists; the religious democ­
racy of the New England Puritans eventually became the political de­
mocracy of the United States. This means that within the tradition of 
New England there existed in embryo the principles that were so sorely 
lacking in New Spain. In other countries, notably France, the criticism 
originated from outside Christianity, not within; it was philosophical, 
not religious, criticism. The target of the philosophes' attacks was Cath­
olic dogma and, especially, the Church and the clergy. Another French 
revolt, Jansenism, while remaining within the limits of orthodoxy, was 
related to both the Reformation and philosophical criticism. Spain, 
however, did not know the Reformation or Jansenism or the Enlighten­
ment. The American Revolution and the French Revolution were each a 
consequence of their respective intellectual, religious, and moral tradi­
tions. They were breaks, but breaks that in a certain way were contin­
uations of tradition: the religious democracy of Puritanism and the phil­
osophical criticism of Church and monarchy. ln both instances the 
societies were renewed from within. The same can be said of earlier 
political reforms in Holland and England. 

The riot of 1 692  is not in itself of great importance, except as a sign 
of the historical situation of New Spain and the mother country at that 
time. The lack of a philosophical and religious critical tradition in Spain, 
and in her possessions, was the reason why a century after the riots of 
1692 Mexicans looked outward rather than to their own past. They did 
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so, in the beginning, with extraordinary timidity: Hidalgo's cry initiating 
the struggle for independence-"Long l ive Ferdinand VII ! Down with 
Bad Government ! ,  -is very similar to the formula the criollos used to 
sign the letters criticizing the Count de Galve to their King: "His Maj­
esty's most loyal vassals." True, the Jesuits and criollos had conceived a 
vague idea, a transformation of the Spanish and Aztec empires into a 
Mexican empire, but this concept was more an emotion than a plan and 
it died out at the beginning of the nineteenth century. By then, as events 
demonstrated, it was unworkable. It was necessary to adopt a different 
plan, brought from outside-the models were the United States and 
France-and forced upon the country like a straitjacket. New Spain, 
which had outlived itself for a century, died of strangulation. In its place 
was born a different society, the Republic of Mexico. This accounts in 
part for the fragility of our democratic institutions and the difficulties 
we have encountered in becoming a modern nation. 

It is scarcely necessary to point out the similarities between Sor 
Juana's personal situation and the obstacles we Mexicans have experi­
enced during the process of modernization. There was an insoluble con­
tradiction between Sor Juana and her world. This contradiction was not 
merely intellectual ; it was fundamental, and can be located in three main 
areas. The first was the opposition between her literary vocation and the 
fact that she was a nun. At other moments, although not in New Spain, 
the Church had been tolerant and had harbored writers and poets who, 
often in blatant disregard of their religious responsibilities, had devoted 
themselves exclusively to letters. Their cases, however-the most no­
table being those of Gongora, Lope de Vega, Tirso de Molina, and Mira 
de Amescua-differ from that of Sor Juana in an essential point: they 
were poets and dramatists but not intellectuals. Both vocations, poet 
and intellectual, converged in Sor Juana. In late seventeenth-century 
Spain and its domains, a priest or nun with an intellectual vocation was 
restricted to theology and sacred studies. This incompatibility was ag­
gravated by the fact that Sor Juana's extraordinary intellectual restless­
ness and her encyclopedic curiosity-Sigiienza's also-coincided with a 
moment of paralysis in the Church and exhaustion in Hispanic culture. 

The second area of discord was Sor Juana's gender. The fact that a 
woman-what is more, a nun-should devote herself so single­
mindedly to letters must have both astounded and scandalized her con­
temporaries. She was called the "Tenth Muse" and the " Phoenix of 
America" :  sincere expressions of admiration that must have set her head 
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spinning at times. She tells us in the Response that no lack of criticism 
and censure accompanied this praise. The censure came from influential 
prelates and was founded on a point of doctrine. It was not by chance 
that in his appeal to Sor Juana asking her to forsake secular letters the 
Bishop of Puebla quoted St. Paul. It was one thing to be tolerant with 
Lope de Vega and Gongora, both bad priests, and another to be lenient 
with Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz. Although her conduct was beyond re­
proach, her attitudes were not. She was guilty of the sin of pride, a sin 
to which the vain feminine sex is particularly susceptible. Pride was the 
ruin of Lucifer, because hubris leads to rebelliousness. Sor Juana's critics 
saw a causal relationship between letters, which lead a woman from her 
natural state of obedience, and rebelliousness. Sor Juana had disproved 
the inferiority of women in intellectual and literary matters and made 
her attainments a source of admiration and public applause; to the prel­
ates this was sin, and her obstinacy was rebellion. That is why they 
demanded a total abdication. 

Finally, the knowledge to which Sor Juana aspired-as we have seen 
in First Dream and the Response-was not the learning religion can 
offer. Her intellectual and moral concerns were different from those of a 
St. Teresa or a St. John of the Cross. She did not seek, like St. John, to 
obliterate reason, but to sharpen it. Unlike St. Teresa, she did not long 
to be penetrated by divine light; she wanted, with the light of reason, to 
penetrate the opaque mysteries of all things. It is difficult to define ex­
actly the kind of knowledge she sought. It certainly was not union with 
God. Although not clearly defined, two types of learning can be identi­
fied in First Dream, as I have shown in my analysis of the poem. One, 
derived from Platonism, was the fruit of contemplation, not so much of 
ideas or essences as of the marvelous machinery of the universe, to use 
Sor Juana's own expression. To see what is, not in its abstract or ideal 
form but in its real motion and harmony. Another, more modern type of 
learning she yearned for corresponds to what we call encyclopedic 
knowledge: knowledge of the secrets of each individual science, as well 
as the links that join one with another. Neither of these forms of knowl­
edge was appropriate in a nunnery. In the Response we can see even 
more clearly what she was after: an understanding of the things of this 
world. Of course, she says that all such learning is preparation for the­
ology, the highest of the sciences. But she says this to ward off her critics; 
she was well aware of the fact that one need not study chemistry in order 
to speculate on efficient grace or to achieve union with God. 
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If Sor Juana had allowed herself to carry these contradictions to their 
ultimate conclusions, she would have ended up shaking her spiritual 
universe to its foundations and negating the precepts and intellectual 
convictions that had shaped her. To go forward would have been to deny 
her world and to adopt other principles. Which principles? Those of 
emerging modernity. But we have already seen in the examination of her 
library and First Dream that she had only vague notions of the two 
sciences that in her day had transformed the image of the universe: as­
tronomy and physics. Neither was she informed in the current philoso­
phy that had shattered the foundations of the Neothomism in which she 
had been educated. Like the criollos and the Indian rioters of 1692, she 
lacked the means or principles by which to complete the critical demo­
lition her situation demanded. Like them, too, she lacked a public arena 
in which to expound her point of view. The immediate response would 
have been the Inquisition. Was there a solution other than surrender and 
abdication? New Spain was teetering between rebellion and submission, 
between Sor Juana's Response and her renunciation of secular writing. 
There is a striking parallel between cultural crisis and social unrest in 
New Spain: the same historical situation is  inherent in both of them. 

My reflections on the state of New Spain are not inexact, but they are 
one-sided. In the three centuries of its existence, New Spain was a peace­
ful, stable, and reasonably prosperous society. Mexico City became 
larger, richer, and more beautiful than Madrid._ The remarkable growth 
of agriculture and mining gave rise to a class of wealthy criollo proprie­
tors, and a second group that distinguished itself in the Church, the 
university, and the military. The wealthy criollos were generous; they 
built churches and hospitals we admire today. Culture itself, within the 
stringent limitations I have defined, showed vitality. Despite the kind of 
gilded paralysis in which it lived, New Spain reached levels of achieve­
ment that we, its descendants, have not surpassed. In the social domain: 
three centuries of almost uninterrupted peace; in the forging of a com­
mon faith : the Virgin of Guadalupe, an image that has done more to 
shape our sense of nationhood than all the official and pseudo-official 
myths propagated by successive nineteenth- and twentieth-century re­
publican governments ; in the legal sphere: a series of prudent and intel­
ligent measures-not always carried out, it is true-intended specifi­
cally to protect the weakest among us, the Indians; in matters of urban 
development: amazing monuments and buildings and, especially, a num-
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ber of cities almost without parallel on our continent: Morelia, Oaxaca, 
Guanajuato (not to mention those we have ruined in the last thirty 
years) ;  in the field of letters: a group of notable poets in the sixteenth 
century and, in the seventeenth, one of the great writers of our language, 
Juana Ines de la Cruz. For all these reasons, the look we throw back 
over New Spain always ends in recognition, in every sense of that word. 

Of course we must not look upon that society as a model or a lost 
paradise. Social inequities abounded, and the narrowly hierarchical and 
authoritarian nature of the regime precluded, as we have seen, either 
denunciation or correction of injustices. We cannot close our eyes to the 
abuses of power or ignore the inherent injustice of that society that con­
secrated privilege. It must also be said, however, that New Spain was 
not an exception either in its time or in the history of the human race. 
Gibbon said that if one were asked to pick "the period in the history of 
the world, during which the condition of the human race was most 
happy and prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which 
elapsed from the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus" 
(A.D. 96-r 8o).2 Who today would subscribe to that opinion? The em­
pire of the Antonines was an enlightened despotism that engaged in per­
petual war and ruled over countless subject nations and a population of 
slaves. The age in which Gibbon wrote, the eighteenth century, was sim­
ilarly one of enlightened despotism; monarchs warred ceaselessly among 
themselves, or undertook wars of conquest on other continents: the 
slaves were now the peoples of colonized America, Asia, and Africa. In 
the areas where European powers had not yet established empires, bar­
barous and cruel governments ruled or, as in China and Japan, cultured 
despots like those of Europe. 

From the sixteenth century on, many European writers, followed in 
the nineteenth century by writers in Spanish America, branded Spanish 
and Portuguese domination with the iron of opprobrium. In order to 
right the scales slightly, we have only to recall that the Indians of Latin 
America, however terrible their plight, escaped the fate suffered by their 
brothers to the north : extermination. How then do we explain the de­
cline of New Spain and the historical stumbling blocks their descendants 
have confronted? I have already indicated the answer in Part One: New 
Spain was a society that could not move forward. Once they won inde­
pendence, Mexicans felt lost; nothing and no one had prepared them to 
confront the dominant force in the modern world: change, progress. But 
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time works its revenge. Today many Europeans and Americans, disillu­
sioned, even terrified, by the disasters of progress, are looking for ways 
to slow it. Progress has become synonymous with death. 

WHAT D ISTINGUISHES A G REAT POET? According to Eliot, three 
qualities: excellence, abundance, and diversity. Sor Juana is a prolific 
poet, even though with her, as with most poets, only a few poems can 
meet the ultimate test, perfection. She is also diverse, not only in the 
variety of her forms and meters but also in themes and tonalities. Finally, 
some of her poems, as we have seen, can be compared with the finest 
works of the Spanish language. Her work-1 am thinking of First 
Dream, The Divine Narcissus, and a handful of amatory poems-be­
longs not only to the literature of our tongue but to the great tradition 
of Western civilization. 

Sor Juana demonstrates her abundance, variety, and excellence first of 
all as a versifier. Navarro Tomas places her alongside Gongora and Lope 
de Vega in the seventeenth century. We can go further and say that 
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there is no poet who 
used with such exquisite mastery so much variety in meter and form. We 
find her equal only at the beginnings of our own century, in  the modern­
ist poets, principally Ruben Daria and Leopolda Lugones. Sor Juana 
skillfully employed a wide variety of verse forms and excelled in little­
used metric and strophic combinations. Oddly enough, there were forms 
she did not employ, the most notable example being terza rima, inherited 
from Dante and used by all sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spanish 
poets. It is also worth noting that in spite of the perfection and formal 
variety of her poems she did not influence poets who came after her. 
Tastes changed, and for two centuries her work was forgotten. Rather 
than a beginning, like Daria, she was an ending: she inherited almost all 
the forms of her age and in many cases carried them to their ultimate 
perfection. If, as is natural and predictable, curiosity about and love for 
metrics should be rekindled among our new poets-poetry is above all 
a rhythmic verbal art-perhaps one of them will discover a model and 
stimulus among the combinations of her villancicos and loas. 

Her contemporaries praised her for having followed Gongora's ex­
ample. Eighteenth-century theorists, the romantics, and early twentieth­
century critics condemned her for the same reason. They excepted only 
that part of her work not tainted by the plague of Gongorism. Then 
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came Gongora's revival and Sor Juana was once again praised for Gon­
gorism. The influence of the Cordoban poet on her was both deep and 
broad. On the one hand, she appropriated many of Gongora's processes: 
syntactic inversion, arcane terminology, periphrasis, antithesis, meta­
phor; on the other, she displayed this influence in many poems, among 
them two of her most notable compositions: the decasyllabic romance 
to the Countess de Paredes and First Dream. Most of these techniques, 
however, were used by the majority of the poets of the time, including 
those who, like Lope de Vega and Quevedo, professed enmity for Gon­
gora's literary doctrines. Gongora is not the only presence: there are 
echoes of other poets in Sor Juana's poems, as I have already demon­
strated. At times she writes poems of great purity and translucence, 
closer to the sixteenth century than to some of the poetic trends in vogue 
in the seventeenth. I am referring to parts of The Divine Narcissus and 
especially to the liras on love. Those poems reveal another facet of her 
genius: not the slightly chilly sensuality of the convoluted romance to 
the Countess nor the self-reflecting melancholy of the decimas on her 
portrait, but a limpid fluidity. 

The influence of Calderon was as decisive as that of Gongora. This 
great dramatist and mediocre lyric poet, Gerardo Diego has astutely ob­
served, "substitutes wit for sensitivity . . .  , prefers symmetry where in 
Gongora there is balance . . .  , reduces surprise to commonplace . . .  
Calderon is Gongora's academy." A severe but exact judgment. What 
did Sor Juana learn from Calderon? Method, manner, that is, the me­
chanics of poetry. Fortunately, although she uses Calderonian models 
and formulas, she is frequently saved by her sensibility. In Sor Juana, 
Calderon's "artificial flowers" suddenly bloom, release perfume, shed 
their petals. In sum, when we reread her works we note that her best 
poems -are not those that flaunt the influence of Gongora-with the ex­
ceptions I have noted-nor those that follow Calderon. The poems that 
reveal either influence are in the minority. Some of her most deeply felt 
romances on love and on her inner life, certain endechas and decimas 
(especially those on the theme of the portrait she sent to the Countess 
de Paredes),  are poems only she could have written. In them, all influ­
ences have evaporated. I shall go further and say that only in a very few 
instances, despite echoes and influences, is she other than herself. Sor 
Juana writes at the end of a great poetic era, although one tainted by 
rhetorical affectation ; she inherits the tendencies of her time and shares 
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in its style or styles. Like all great poets, she was saved by her sensibility, 
her creativity, and her instinct. Almost always she said what had to be 
said. What only she could say. 

It is not easy to express in words and concepts what we feel and think 
as we read a poem. Sentiments and thoughts, fleeting as time itself, that 
leave us more an impression than a clear idea. It is the impression that 
causes us to say we prefer one poem to another. Judgments based on 
such impressions have provoked the distrust of professional critics, who 
prefer less uncertain methods and who approach the poem with proce­
dures that range from philosophical reflection to scientific analysis. Acu­
ity of critical description, however, and precision of judgment invariably 
depend more on the sensitivity and intelligence of the critic than on the 
excellence of the method. An obtuse critic, whatever system he employs, 
will end his study of a poem with an obtuse judgment. A critic who is 
intelligent but devoid of sensitivity will write an essay in which he treats 
each and every aspect of a poem except the most crucial :  the poetry 
itself. Methods for understanding, enjoying, and judging a poem are 
legitimate when they take two factors into account. The first is the im­
pression we have as we read the poem (the word " impression" is not 
very exact and not in fashion, but others are similarly unsatisfactory). 
The second is what we think as we feel what we feel. An understanding 
of poetry, in other words, is rooted in feeling and insight, impression 
and reflection. We could add another requisite, a sense of proportion 
and number, although I believe that is included in the first two. I have 
reiterated the obvious because without bringing all these factors to bear 
we can neither understand Sor Juana's poetry nor respond to the ques­
tion of what distinguishes it from that of her contemporaries. 

It is impossible to define the distinctive element of Sor Juana's poetry 
in a word or a phrase. It is an elusive though clearly perceivable quality. 
Lucidity? Irony? Knowing how far to go and where to stop? Love of 
clarity of thought and clarity of design? Passion that ends in melan­
choly? A taste for introspection? Although this handful of words and 
phrases I have flung on the page could serve as a point of departure, I 
would rather pause briefly to consider some of her love poems and to 
compare them to poems by her contemporaries. These poems in a cer­
tain way define her. When I say love poems I include those of loving 
friendship, a few sacred romances, and those in which she reflects upon 
herself. Love is a passion, a longing that forces us outside ourselves in 
search of the desired one and then back to search within ourselves for 
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the trace of the beloved, or to contemplate the beloved's ghost in silence. 
Sor Juana's poetry reproduces this dialectic movement with extraordi­
nary authenticity. But the dialectic is fulfilled in all the good amatory 
poetry of the time, including, of course, the two poets who have left us 
the most intense love poems of seventeenth-century Spain: Lope de Vega 
and Quevedo. 

The two have opposite visions and experiences of love: Lope de Vega, 
a succession of women and love affairs; Quevedo, misogyny and Plato­
nism. In the former, diversity of experience does not deny the oneness of 
passion. Into each of his loves he put the wholeness of love. In the case 
of Quevedo we would have to speak of single-mindedness, even obses­
sion, rather than wholeness. His love is phantasmal, whether in the Pla­
tonism of his sonnets or in their complement, those satiric compositions 
in which the female body becomes corpse and corruption. Quevedo's 
love is, in truth, a meditation on mortality. Amorous passion, disembod­
ied, is transformed through antithesis and paradox into an ars moriendi. 
To know love is to know death, or to know life in death. Nothing could 
be further from Lope de Vega. For him love is neither contemplation of 
death nor meditation on life; it is fate. What does he seck in a woman ? 
Perhaps he seeks nothing; he is attracted to her as to a star. Desire and 
its recurrent images, at once motionless and in frenzied motion, the in­
terminable hours of solitude, with their ghostly presences, sudden 
thirsts, torrents of tears, jealousy and despair, meetings and leave­
takings, hopes, the river of tenderness in an empty room-all passions 
nourish Lope's passion, which is at once cynical and innocent. 

It would be pointless to look in Sor Juana's poems for Quevedo's fury, 
which resolves finally into smoke, or for the vastness, variety, and rich­
ness of Lope de Vega. Her experience was more limited. She could not 
know what Lope's senses knew from touching and being touched, dis­
covering the warmth of another's flesh, and feeling the waterfall of a 
lover's laughter on one's breast in the middle of the night-a knowing 
that knows what no philosophy knows. Neither did she, like Quevedo, 
have intimate congress with the skeleton that will one day be our part­
ner. (What is terrible in Quevedo is that the partner becomes a specter 
before the act of love.) Sor Juana's poetry is unique because passion, in 
her, means neither fulfillment, as it does in Lope, nor condemnation, as 
in Quevedo, but awareness. Sor Juana experiences intensely but never 
touches the desired person; in this she might seem to resemble Quevedo. 
The difference is that her passion is not transformed into a philosophy 



in which bodies blaze in order that souls may emerge from their ashes. 
Her love is here and now: despite her Neoplatonism, it is not, as in 
Quevedo, a transference to a beyond peopled with disembodied spirits. 
At the same time, her love is not here and now: bodies fade at her touch. 
Although she probably never, not even during her years in the viceregal 
palace, had a real-except, perhaps, a solitary-erotic experience, Sor 
Juana perceived with astounding insight the paradoxical nature of plea­
sure: we merely touch a body and it disappears; it has only to disappear 
to recover its reality. The mirror play of the decimas on the portraits 
expresses this intuition. Between the portrait and the original there is a 
transition from the real to the unreal, and vice versa, without our being 
able to perceive where the true reality lies: "of this body you are the 
soul, I and of this shadow, the body." 

What shall we call the gaze that sees the invisible transition between 
what is and what ceases to be, between what is not and then again is ? 
"Lucid" is the only word that comes to mind. If anything distinguishes 
Sor Juana's poetry from that of other poets, it is a clear-sightedness that 
is immediately transformed into awareness. Lope is vast but he is not 
lucid; Quevedo lives the opposition between passion and reason; Sor 
Juana unites them: as she feels, she thinks . Lucidity is, at the same time, 
a sense of where one's outer limits lie. Lope and Quevedo are excessive; 
Sor Juana has a keen awareness of the "thus far and no farther." That 
awareness is both existential and aesthetic. Exi�tentially, love borders on 
melancholy, that is, on absence, solitude, and self-reflection. Sor Juana 
constantly questions herself and the images of her solitary musings: love 
is knowledge. And the art made with that knowledge is neither excess 
nor verbal extravagance but rigor, restraint. The poet's imagination con­
structs a l imited space wherein spirit and passion-now converted into 
words, images, and conceits-unfold. 

Sor Juana lived toward the end of the Baroque Age and inherited all 
its manias and extravagances but never lost her basic sense of propor­
tion. Even in First Dream, her most complex poem, the design is clear. 
Among all the Spanish poets of the seventeenth century, Sor Juana is the 
best at design. The others are luxuriant; what they draw disappears be­
neath the foliage or breaks under the weight of branches and fruit. In 
Sor Juana, forms are strict and the brilliance of color restrained: a Juan 
Gris compared with a Picasso. 

Two of her distinguishing qualities, born of her ironic self-conscious­
ness and of the limits of words, were ingenuity and gracefulness. The 
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first, although outstanding, is not the stronger of her gifts; she did 
not have the ingenuity of a Gongora. The second is winged, and soars 
through water, fire, and air, as in her villancicos. Design, proportion, 
clarity, gracefulness, self-awareness, irony, lucidity. Need I add that her 
lucidity is melancholy, not tragic? 

Sor Juana was predisposed toward the theater, yet, whether because 
it was a declining art form in her day or for some other reason, she left 
no single outstanding play. The Trials of a Noble House is a pleasant 
comedy, one that can still be enjoyed-but nothing more. Some of the 
loas, although they were official art, deserve to be remembered for their 
versification and language. I know that few modern readers will care to 
wander through those artificial verbal labyrinths; it is a pity, for the 
stroll is its own reward. Her sacred drama is more substantial. These 
plays were written at the urging of the Countess de Paredes, for perform­
ance at the royal court in Madrid. But who today wants to see or read 
an auto sacramental? Unlike the Noh, which has been preserved with 
admirable fidelity by the Japanese through six centuries, the tradition of 
the auto sacramental was lost following its prohibition by Charles III in 
r 76 5 .  The loss is unfortunate; the genre has very modern scenic effects. 
The Divine Narcissus is outstanding not only in Sor Juana's work: along 
with three or four autos by Calderon, it represents the most felicitous 
moment in this theatrical form. What in The Divine Narcissus can at­
tract us today? First, the originality of the conception, with its hermetic 
resonances: the story of a creator enamored of h imself through his cre­
ation, Human Nature. It is an idea that would have delighted Schelling, 
perhaps Hegel himself. A less than Christian idea, incidentally. Second, 
some of the endechas and songs are of remarkable purity. Is all this a 
little or a lot? It is for the reader to judge. 

Sor Juana was not mistaken in awarding First Dream a special place 
in her work. I am not sure that in this case the influence of Gongora is 
fortunate: this is a taxing poem and the syntactic complications that 
increase the intellectual difficulties add nothing. I have shown that Gon­
gora's influence is superficial. We see the poetry of Gongora; we think 
the poem of Sor Juana. Gongora surprises us with his metaphors, his 
colors, his verbal associations; Sor Juana recounts her spiritual biogra­
phy. First Dream is unique in Hispanic poetry, not because it is an ex­
position-already an anachronism in her time-of the vital functions or 
of the system of the universe, but because it is a poem of the adventure 
of knowledge. There were poems in Spanish literature whose theme was 
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the contemplation of the music of the spheres and the harmony of the 
universe, such as those by Fray Luis de Leon and Francisco de Aldana. 
Or poems of union with God, like those of St. John of the Cross. Sor 
Juana's poem is totally different in subject: the desire to know; the soul's 
ascent; its vertiginous fall; and its painful, step by step, climb up the 
staircase of learning. As a poem of knowledge, there is nothing like First 
Dream until Mallarme's A Throw of the Dice, a poem that also ends in 
an ellipsis, the "perhaps" traced by the stars of the constellation as they 
revolve through the heavens. Another striking resemblance: the protag­
onists of the two poems are the same-the human spirit, nameless, with­
out history or country, confronting the starry sky. I have noted that Sor 
Juana appropriated the voices of the great Spanish poets of her century 
in order to say something only she could say. The originality of First 
Dream is of a different and more essential nature; the poem says some­
thing that no one had said before in Spanish, something that would not 
be said in other languages until two centuries later. In this sense, First 
Dream belongs to the history of world poetry. 

THERE I S  A THIRD AS PECT of the personality of Juana Ines: she was, 
in the words of Dorothy Schons, "the first feminist of America." I have 
already indicated my reservations about the use of this term; neither the 
word nor the concept existed in the seventeenth century. It is undeniable, 
however, that awareness of her womanhood is inseparable from her life 
and her work. As a girl she conceived the idea

· 
of disguising herself as a 

man in order to attend the university; as a young woman she made the 
decision to enter the convent because otherwise she would not have been 
able to devote herself to study or to letters. As a mature woman she 
proclaims again and again in her poems that reason has no gender; de­
fending her inclination toward letters, she composes long lists of famous 
women writers from antiquity on; she invokes Isis, the mother of wis­
dom, and the Oracle of Delphi, the prototype of inspiration; she chooses 
St. Catherine of Alexandria, a learned virgin and martyr, as her favorite 
saint ; she defends her right to secular learning as a preliminary to sacred 
learning; she writes that intelligence is not the privilege of men nor is 
stupidity restricted to women; and, a true historical and political nov­
elty, she advocates the universal education of women, to be imparted by 
older learned women in their homes or in institutions created for that 
purpose. 

Juana Ines quickly discovered that her gender was an obstacle, not 
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natural but social, to her learning. As a young girl, she was also aware 
of the fate of women who remained in the world: matrimony, concubin­
age, or prostitution. The example of her mother must have impressed 
and marked her forever: a mother of six children, all illegitimate; illit­
erate, but nonetheless capable of directing the affairs of the hacienda she 
had inherited. The troubled lives of her sisters, who lived, unmarried, 
with different men, confirmed her ideas about the lot of women, espe­
cially the abandonment this often meant for their children, as in the case 
of Sor Isabel Marfa de San Jose, Sor Juana's niece. All this, along with 
her difficulties with various prelates and with a mother superior, led Sor 
Juana to communicate to the Bishop of Puebla her ideas on the educa­
tion of women. Neither the Bishop nor any other prelate ever com­
mented on this idea; it was considered presumptuous. The result of all 
this was the surrender of her library and the nights spent not in the study 
of books but in penitence with scourges. 

Several factors make Sor Juana's last years seem sadly "modern." The 
first is the theological-today we say ideological-nature of her per­
sonal difficulties and quarrels. At the end of his admirable autobiogra­
phy, Trotsky affirms with innocent pride that there is nothing personal 
in his drama: history has been and is the true protagonist. Sor Juana's 
reiterated affirmations, in her critique of Vieyra's sermon, that God had 
chosen an ignorant woman (herself) to humble a proud man foreshad­
ows to some extent the Russian revolutionary's rationale. Personal quar­
rels disguise themselves as clashes between ideas, and the true protago­
nists of our acts are not we but God or history. Reality is transformed 
into an enigmatic book we read with fear: as we turn the page we may 
find our condemnation. We are an argument with which a masked per­
son challenges another, also masked; the subject of a polemic whose 
origins we are ignorant of and whose denouement we shall never know. 
Neither do we know the identity of the masked powers who debate and 
toy with our acts and our lives: where is God and where the Devil ? 
Which is the good side of history and which the bad? Like the quarrels 
of the gods, humble terrestrial quarrels are a masquerade: Sor Juana, in 
criticizing Vieyra, is actually attacking Aguiar y Seijas; Mao's campaign 
against Confucius is intended to destroy Lin-Piao and his followers. 
Men are converted into names, and names into ideological signs. 

Another resemblance between our age and Sor Juana's is the complic­
ity, through ideology, of the victim with his executioner. I have cited the 
case of Bukharin and others accused in the Moscow trials. Sor Juana's 
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attitude-on a smaller scale-is similar; we have only to read the dec­
larations she signed following her general confession in 1 694.  This is 
not surprising; her confessor and spiritual director was also a censor for 
the Inquisition. Political-religious orthodoxies strive not only to con­
vince the victim of his guilt but to convince posterity as well. Falsifica­
tion of history has been one of their specialties. In the case of Sor Juana 
the travesty nearly succeeded; several generations saw in her last years 
not a defeat but a conversion. Through the mouths of a Bishop and of a 
high official of the Holy Office, aided by a crazed Archbishop, God 
called her, and she obeyed his call. A strange call, and an even stranger 
conversion, that transformed a great writer into a mute penitent. The 
"conversion" of Sor Juana leaves us nothing, absolutely nothing, except 
three pious declarations written in prose unworthy of her and, on one 
of their pages, a thread of blood, quickly dried. 

The unfortunate last years of Sor Juana do not, as some of her com­
mentators would have had us believe, give a new meaning to her work. 
On the contrary; in the light of her work, it is her defeat that takes on a 
new meaning. Her writings, espe�ially the Response and First Dream, 
are the best antidote for the moral righteousness that would make an 
edifying example of her fall. The moment we begin to weaken, seduced 
by guilt and punishment, we remember those texts and, as if questioning 
a mirror, we ask them: what was the real meaning of her defeat? On the 
smooth surface of the mirror appears the ambiguous image of Phaethon. 
Ambiguous like most mythic figures, Phaethon is the aspiration toward 
the heights and the attraction of the abyss. He is the paradoxical image 
of freedom: flight and fall, transgression and punishment. These two 
impulses were joined in the character of Sor Juana, and thus it is that we 
can see her as the emblem of both. Contradictory impulses that perhaps, 
in some moment of rare divination, she saw as one. Rising and falling 
intersect at some magnetic point in space, and in that instant, "amid the 
letters of devastation," 3 join in the same hieroglyph. 



Appendix 

Notes on Sources 

Spanish Literary Terms 

Notes 

Index 





Appendix 

Sor Juana: Witness for 
the Prosecution 

AMONG THE MANY enigmas of Sor Juana's life and work, none has 
sparked more controversy over the years than that of her relations with 
the Church hierarchy. A recent discovery, however, has put an end to the 
debate. I am referring to a small book by Father Aureliano Tapia Men­
dez: Audodefensa espiritual de Sor Juana (Sor Juana, A Self-Defense; 
Monterrey: Universidad de Nuevo Leon, 1 9 8 1 ) .  This booklet, published 
by the Universidad de Nuevo Leon, contains a letter from Sor Juana to 
her confessor, Father Antonio Nuiiez de Miranda. The transcript of the 
letter is followed by a detailed and convincing study by Tapia Mendez. 
In the first pages Tapia Mendez relates the circumstances of his discov­
ery. In the library of the Seminario Arquidiocesano of Monterrey he 
found a large quarto volume entitled Varios Ynformes (Miscellany), con­
taining eighteenth-century manuscripts and printed documents, most of 
them from Mexico City. In looking through the volume he came across 
a five-and-a-half-page manuscript bearing the title "Carta de la Madre 
Juana Ines de Ia Cruz escrita al R.P.M. Antonio Nunez de la Compaiifa 
de Jesus" ("Letter from Sister Juana Ines de la Cruz Written to the 
R[everend] F[ather] M[aster] Antonio Nunez of the Society of Jesus") .  
The calligraphy is that of the early eighteenth century. Although the let­
ter is undated-and the omission of the date on the part of the copyist 
is unusual-this circumstance does not suffice to call into question the 
document's authenticity. 

I want to comment on the style and language of the letter. Sor Juana 
weaves long, sinuous sentences, studded with quotations and allusions, 
abounding in digressions and subordinate clauses. A love of undulations 
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and convolutions, as well as of figures of logic and ratiocination, is typ­
ical not only of baroque prose but also of legal and theological litera­
ture. Sor Juana was an irrepressible reasoner, arguer, and debater. The 
style of the letter to Niiiiez de Miranda exemplifies these intellectual and 
stylistic tendencies. If the sentences are long, longer at times than those 
in the Response to Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz, they never offend syntax or 
logic. Similarly, although the letter is not as carefully phrased as the 
Response, I find nothing in the vocabulary that suggests a forgery. 
Throughout I recognize not only most of the themes that appear in the 
Response but many of the characteristic expressions of Sor Juana's prose 
as well, such as the use of "more" for "moreover." Is my judgment de­
finitive? In these matters no judgment is definitive. I am speaking of my 
impressions and my opinions. All I can say is that the language and 
peculiarities of style are those of Sor Juana, or of someone who adopted 
her manner of writing and thinking. If the latter, why-for what reason? 

At times the letter resembles a draft of the Response to Sor Filotea de 
Ia Cruz. At first I found these similarities suspicious: how could two 
texts separated by an interval of more than ten years be so much alike? 
My doubts were ill-founded. The continuity between the themes of the 
letter to Nuiiez de Miranda and those of the Response to the Bishop of 
Puebla is that of Sor Juana's very life. There is correspondence between 
the documents because, even though separated by ten years, they mark 
two stages of the same conflict. The document discovered by Tapia Men­
dez confirms that Sor Juana's difficulties with various dignitaries of the 
Church predated the affair of the Carta atenagorica ( r69o), and must 
have begun around r68o. 

I have granted the presence of some careless phrasing. In one passage 
she writes, "The basis, then, for the anger of Y.R . . . . has been none 
other than those miserable verses granted me by Heaven so expressly 
against the will of Y.R." Obviously Heaven had endowed her not with 
the verses but with the faculty for composing them. The following 
phrase also amazes me: "I have extremely resisted in the writing of these 
. . .  " There are two or three other solecisms. We can only suppose that 
we are reading a private, almost intimate, letter (or perhaps a draft of 
one) , written with undisguised impatience and anger in reaction to the 
defamatory gossip of Father Nuiiez de Miranda. 

The letter is a major find, not only because it is a previously unknown 
writing of Sor Juana's but because it has a biographical value compa­
rable to that of the Response to Sor Filotea de fa Cruz. First of all, it 
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informs us about one of the decisive events of her life: the break with 
Nunez de Miranda. This is a subject about which the majority of her 
contemporaries kept silent, and about which we would have no infor­
mation at all were it not for an indiscretion on the pan of Oviedo, Fa­
ther Nunez' biographer. Through the letter we learn that this truly major 
decision was made not by Nunez, as Oviedo reports, but by Sor Juana 
herself: "I beg of Y.R. that if you do not wish or find it in your heart to 
favor me (for that is voluntary) you think of me no more, for although 
I shall regret so great a loss, I shall utter no complaint, because God, 
Who created and redeemed me and Who has bestowed so many mercies 
upon me, will supply a remedy in order that my soul, awaiting His kind­
ness, shall not be lost even though it lack the direction of Y.R., for He 
has made many keys to Heaven and has not confined Himself to a single 
criterion; rather, there are many mansions for people of as- many differ­
ent natures, and in the world there are many theologians, but were they 
lacking, salvation lies more in the desiring than in the knowing, and that 
will be more in me than in my confessor." These forthright words also 
shed light on the reasons for her having chosen, after the theologian 
Nunez de Miranda, the contemplative Arellano as her confessor: the 
"desiring" weighs more than the "knowing." Sor Juana continues: 
"What obligation is there that my salvation be effected through Y.R. ? 
Can it not be through another? Is God's mercy restricted and limited to 
one man, even though he be as wise, as learned, and as saintly as Y.R. ? "  
With a few phrases, unearthed three centuries after her death, Juana Ines 
de Ia Cruz demolishes an edifice of pious lies. 

The letter, furthermore, gives explicit information about matters that 
previously had been the subject of mere conjecture. For example, speak­
ing of the triumphal arch of r 68o (Allegorical Neptune), she corrobo­
rates what I had supposed: the commission from the Cabildo (the cathe­
dral chapter) was arranged by the Viceroy-Archbishop Fray Payo de 
Ribera. Nunez de Miranda's involvement in Soc Juana's decision to enrer 
the convent is known; in his biography of the Jesuit, Oviedo gives the 
impression that Nunez obtained the dowry (three thousand pesos). Sor 
Juana contradicts this: "In the matter of my dowry, long before I met 
Y.R., my godfather, Captain D. Pedro Velazquez de Ia Cadena, had ar­
ranged it." On the other hand, she adds, "I do not deny that I owe to 
Y.R. other affectionate acts and many kindnesses for which I shall be 
eternally grateful, such as that of paying for my instruction." Instruction 
in what? Probably theology. She rejects-spiritedly-the enforced saint-
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liness Nunez has prescribed for her: "Am I perchance a heretic? And if 
I were, could I become saintly solely through coercion? Would it were 
so, and that saintliness were a thing that could be commanded, for if 
that were so, I should surely be saintly; but I judge that one is persuaded, 
not commanded." These expressions are more audacious than similar 
ones in the Response. The intimate nature of the letter excuses her frank­
ness. Above all, one must remember that the letter to Nunez de Miranda 
was written at the time when she was in favor with the Countess de 
Paredes. She felt safe and secure. 

Tapia Mendez' discovery, I repeat, is a major one. There are three 
points that I find essential. First, the letter confirms that the conflict that 
clouded the last years of Sor Juana's life was not the invention of liberal 
critics. Second, the cause of the conflict (at least the apparent cause: 
what do we know of the cabals that formed and dissolved inside the 
viceregal palace, the cloisters, and the sacristies ?) was the contradiction 
the high prelates found between her situation as a nun and her literary 
aspirations. Added to this was their animosity toward women: the prel­
ates shared the ideas of their time and could only view female excellence 
with hostility. The third point is perhaps the central one. All modern 
students of Sor Juana have believed that her break with Nunez de Mi­
randa coincided with the crisis of 1 690, that is, with the scandal pro­
voked by the publication of her critique of Father Vieyra's sermon. In 
Chapter 27 of this book I ventured a different hypothesis:  that Nunez 
de Miranda might have withdrawn his support years earlier. Sor Juana's 
letter has corroborated my supposition. 

In his erudite and perceptive analysis of the letter, Father Tapia Men­
dez states its probable date of composition as r 68 1 .  My opinion is that 
it could be either r 6 8 r  or 1 68 2. Sor Juana mentions some of her public 
writings, referring expressly to the arch, that is, the Allegorical Neptune 
(November r 68o), and to two loas written for the birthday of the King, 
one commissioned by Fray Payo (before r 68o) and another by the 
Countess de Paredes (which according to Mendez Plancarte should be 
dated November 6 of either r 68 r  or r 682) .  On the other hand, the letter 
does not mention the poetry competition sponsored by the university, in 
which Sor Juana received two prizes. Thus the letter was written before 
the competition. Actually there were two competitions: one in 1682  and 
the other in 1 68 3 .  Sor Juana was awarded a prize in the second compe­
tition. It is reasonable to assume that the letter was written after Novem­
ber 6, r 68 r ,  and before r 68 3 .  The break with Nunez de Miranda lasted 
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a little more than ten years. How was Sor Juana able for more than ten 
years to defy the powerful Nunez de Miranda? First of all, with the 
support of the viceregal palace. In addition, she took advantage of the 
rivalry among high dignitaries, and very probably was protected by 
the Bishop of Puebla until r 690. 

The struggles and the last years of Juana Ines de Ia Cruz compose a 
dramatic chapter in the history of the conflict between intellectual free­
dom and authority, between the individual and ideological bureaucra­
cies. The significance of this conflict has been obscured by the doctri­
naire passion of various Catholic critics, some of them truly eminent, 
like Father Mendez Plancarte. Only now, at the end of a century that 
has known ideological persecutions on a scale greater than that suffered 
by Sor Juana, can we comprehend her life and her sacrifice. To compre­
hend is something more than to understand: it means to embrace in both 
the physical and the spiritual sense. 

March 3 I, r983 

-- THE LETTER 

Letter from Sister Juana Ines de Ia Cruz 
Written to the R[everend] F[ather] M[aster] 
Antonio Nunez of the Society of jesus 

Pax Xpti [Peace in Christ] 

O.P. 

For some time now various persons have informed me that I am singled 
out for censure in the conversations of Y[our] R[everence], in which you 
denounce my actions with such bitter exaggeration as to suggest a public 
scandal, and other no less shocking epithets. Although my conscience 
might move me to my own defense, for my good name is not mine alone 
but is linked with my lineage and with the community in which I live, 
nevertheless I have chosen to bear my suffering in view of the supreme 
veneration and fil ial affection that I have always felt toward Y.R., pre­
ferring that all your objections fall upon me rather than have it seem 
that I had crossed the line of what was proper or that I was lacking in 
respect in replying to Y.R.-in which I confess openly that I deserved no 
credit from God, for it was more human respect for your person than 
Christian patience. Not being unaware of the veneration and high es­
teem in which Y.R. (and justly so) is held by all, and that they listen to 



4 9 6 -- Appendix 

you as if to a divine oracle and appreciate your words as if they were 
dictated by the Holy Ghost, and that the greater your authority, the 
more is my good name injured; with all this, I have never wished to yield 
to the entreaties made to me, I know not whether by my reason or my 
self-esteem (which at times beneath the mantle of reason sways us all ), 
that I reply, j udging that my silence might be the most delicate way in 
which the anger of Y.R. would be cooled; until with time I have come to 
realize that on the contrary it seems that my patience irritates you, and 
thus I determined to reply to Y.R., without impugning my love, my ob­
l igation, and my respect. 

The basis, then, for the anger of Y.R. (most beloved Father and dear 
sir) has been none other than those miserable verses granted me by 
Heaven so expressly against the will of Y.R. I have extremely resisted in 
the writing of these and have excused myself in every possible way, not 
because in them I found a source of good or evil, for always I have held 
them (as they are) to be inconsequential, and although I might note how 
many holy and learned people have employed them, I do not wish to 
enter into their defense, for they are neither father nor mother to me; I 
say only that to please Y.R. I would cease to write them without seeking, 
or ascertaining, the reason for your abhorrence, for it is befitting love to 
obey blindly; in addition there was the natural repugnance I have always 
felt in writing them, as all those who know me can attest; but this was 
not possible to observe so rigorously that there were not some few ex­
ceptions, such as the two villancicos to the Most Blessed Virgin, which 
after repeated petitions and a lapse of eight years' time I wrote with the 
permission and license of Y.R., which I then held more necessary than 
that of His Excellency the Archbishop Viceroy, my Prelate, and in them 
I proceeded with such modesty that I did not allow my name to be put 
to the first and it was put to the second without my consent or my 
knowledge, and both were corrected beforehand by Y.R. 

This was followed by the Arch for the Church. This is my unpardon­
able offense, which was preceded by my having been asked three or four 
times and my having as many refused, until two lay magistrates came 
who before calling upon me called first upon the Mother Prioress and 
then upon me, and commanded in the name of His Excellency the Arch­
bishop that I do it because the full chapter had so voted and His Excel­
lency approved. 

Now it would be my wish that Y.R., with all the clarity of your judg­
ment, put yourself in my place and consider what you would have re­
plied in this situation. Would you answer that you could not? That 
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would have been a lie. That you did not wish to ? That would have been 
disobedience. That you did not know how? They did not ask more than 
I knew. That the vote was badly taken? That would have been impudent 
audacity, vile and gross ingratitude to those who honored me by believ­
ing that an ignorant woman knew how to do what such brilliant minds 
solicited. So I had no choice but to obey. 

These are my published writings that have so scandalized the world, 
and so edified the good, and so we pass to the unpublished: there are 
scattered here and there a cop/a or two written for a birthday, in honor 
of some person I esteemed, and to whom I was indebted for assistance 
in my personal wants (which have not been fev.; being as I am so impov­
erished and without income) .  A loa for the birthday of Our Sovereign 
King written at the command of His Excellency Don Fray Payo himself, 
another by order of Her Excellency the Senora Countess de Paredes. 

Well, now, my Father and dear sir, I beg of Y.R. to put aside for a 
moment your affectionate counsel (which sways even the most saintly) 
and tell me, Y.R. (since in your opinion it is a sin to write verses), on 
which of these occasions was the transgression of having written them 
so grave? For if it were an offense (for myself I do not know by what 
reason it could be called so), it was excused by the very circumstances 
and the requests in which I acted so against my will, and this is clearly 
proved, for as all know the facility I have, if to that were joined the 
motive of vanity (perhaps it is a motive of mortification), what greater 
punishment would Y.R. wish for me than that resulting from the very 
applause that confers such pain? Of what envy am I not the target? Of 
what malice am I not the object? What actions do I take without fear?  
What word do I speak without misgiving? 

Women feel that men surpass them, and that I seem to place myself 
on a level with men; some wish that I did not know so much; others say 
that I ought to know more to merit such applause; elderly women do 
not wish that other women know more than they; young women, that 
others present a good appearance; and one and all wish me to conform 
to the rules of their judgment; so that from all sides comes such a sin­
gular martyrdom as I deem none other has ever experienced. 

What else can I say or instance?-for even having a reasonably good 
handwriting has caused me worrisome and lengthy persecution, for no 
reason other than they said it looked like a man's writing, and that it 
was not proper, whereupon they forced me to deform it purposely, and 
of this the entire community is witness; all of which should not be the 
subject for a letter but for many copious volumes. Then again, what 
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things have I said that arc so blameworthy? Did I solicit the applause 
and public celebration ? And the private favors and honors bestowed 
upon me by the Most Excellent Marquis and Marquise, only out of their 
deigning and their matchless humanity-did I seek them? 

On the contrary, and Sister Juana de San Antonio, Prioress of this 
Convent and a person who would never lie, is witness to the fact that 
the first time Their Excellencies honored this house, I asked her permis­
sion to retire to my cell and not see them or be seen (as if Their Excellen­
cies had harmed me in some way), with no other reason than to flee the 
applause that now is converted into such stinging thorns of persecution, 
and I would have done so had not the Mother Prioress forbidden it. 

What fault was it of mine that Their Excellencies were pleased with 
me? And though there was no reason for their pleasure, could I deny 
such sovereign figures? Could I regret their honoring me with their 
visits? 

Y.R. knows very well I could not, as you could not during the time of 
Their Excellencies the Marquis  and Marquise de Mancera, for on many 
occasions I have heard Y.R. complain of the duties which attendance on 
Their Excellencies caused you to miss and yet you could not do other­
wise; and if His Excellency the Sr. Marquis de Mancera at will entered 
convents as holy as those of the Capuchins and Teresians, and without 
anyone's considering it wicked, how should I deny that His Excellency 
the Sr. Marquis de Ia Laguna enter this one? More, I am not in charge 
and running the convent is not up to me. 

· 

Their Excellencies honor me because they please to, not because I am 
deserving, or because I first solicited it. 

I cannot, nor would I wish to even i f  I could, be so boorishly ungrate­
ful for the favors and affection (as undeserved as poorly returned) of 
Their Excellencies. 

My studies have not been to the harm or detriment of any person, 
having been so extremely private that 1 have not even enjoyed the direc­
tion of a teacher, but have learned only from myself and my work, for I 
am not unaware that to study publicly in schools is not seemly for a 
woman's honor, because this gives occasion for familiarity with men, 
and is sufficient reason for barring them from public studies, and that i f  
women may not challenge men in such studies as pertain to  them alone, 
it is because the body politic, having no need of women for government 
by magistrates (from which service, for the same reason of honor, 
women are excluded) has not provided for them; but private and indi-



Appendix _....._ 4 9 9 

vidual study, who has forbidden that to women? Like men, do they not 
have a rational soul? Why then shall they not enjoy the privilege of the 
enlightenment of letters ? Is a woman's soul not as receptive to God's 
grace and glory as a man's ?  Then why is she not as able to receive learn­
ing and knowledge, which are the lesser gifts ? What divine revelation, 
what regulation of the Church, what rule of reason framed for us such 
a severe law? 

Are letters an obstacle or do they, rather, lead to salvation? Was not 
St. Augustine saved, St. Ambrose, and all the other Holy Doctors ? And 
Y.R., with such learning, do you not plan to be saved ? 

And if you reply to me that a different order obtains for men, I say: 
did not St. Catherine study, St. Gertrude, my Mother St. Paula, without 
harm to her exalted contemplation, and was her pious founding of con­
vents impeded by her knowing even Greek? Or learning Hebrew? Ana­
lyzing and comprehending the Holy Scriptures under the tutelage of my 
Father St. Jerome, as the Saint himself reports ? Who also, in one of his 
epistles, praised the broad learning of her daughter, Blesilla, and at a 
very tender age, for she died at twenty ? 

Then why do you find wicked in me what in other women was good? 
Am I the only one whose salvation would be impeded by books? 

If I have read the secular prophets and orators (an imprudence of 
which St. Jerome himself was guilty), I also read the Holy Doctors and 
Holy Scripture, besides which I cannot deny that I owe to the former 
innumerable riches and rules of sound living. 

Because what Christian is not ashamed of being wrathful in view of 
the patience of a pagan Socrates ? Who can be ambitious in view of the 
modesty of the Cynic Diogenes? Who does not praise God in the intel­
ligence of Aristotle ?  And finally, what Catholic is not confounded when 
he contemplates the sum of moral virtues in all the heathen philoso­
phers? 

Why must it be wicked that the time I would otherwise pass in idle 
chatter before the grille, or in a cell gossiping about everything that hap­
pens outside and inside the house, or quarreling with a sister, or scold­
ing a hapless servant, or wandering through all the world in my 
thoughts, be spent in study? 

And all the more as God so inclined me, and I have not seen that it 
was against His most holy law nor contrary to the obligation of my 
state; I have this nature; if it is evil, I am the product of it; I was born 
with it and with it I shall die. 
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Y.R. wishes that I be coerced into salvation while ignorant, but, be­
loved Father, may I not be saved if I am learned? Ultimately that is for 
me the smoothest path. Why for one's salvation must one follow the 
path of ignorance if it is repugnant to one's nature ? 

Is not God, who is supreme goodness, also supreme wisdom? Then 
why would He find ignorance more acceptable than knowledge? 

That St. Anthony was saved in his holy ignorance is well and good. 
St. Augustine chose the other path, and neither of them went astray. 

What, then, is the source of your displeasure and of your saying "that 
had you known I was to write verses you would not have placed me in 
the convent but arranged my marriage" ?  

But, most beloved Father (only compelled and with diffidence do I 
utter what I would prefer not pass my lips), whence your direct author­
ity (excepting what my love gave you and will give you always) to dis­
pose of my person and the free will God granted me? 

For when that happened I had only for a brief time had the good 
fortune to know Y.R., and although I owed to you the realization of 
many desires concerning my state, which I shall value always, as is only 
fitting, in the matter of my dowry, long before I met Y.R., my godfather, 
Captain D. Pedro Velazquez de Ia Cadena, had arranged it, and it was 
in his negotiating this endowment for me and in no other thing that God 
provided me the solution; so that such an assertion is baseless; although 
I do not deny that I owe to Y.R. other affectionate acts and many kind­
nesses for which I shall be eternally grateful,  such as that of paying for 
my instruction, and other favors; but why, then, instead of continuing, 
have these favors turned into vituperation, and why is there no conver­
sation in which my offenses are not mentioned and my conversation 
does not serve as the subject of your spiritual zeal ? 

Am I perchance a heretic? And if I were, could I become saintly solely 
through coercion ? Would it were so, and that saintliness were a thing 
that could be commanded, for if that were so, I should surely be saintly; 
but I judge that one is persuaded, not commanded, and if by command, 
I have had Prelates to so command; but precepts and external coercion 
that make one circumspect and modest when they are moderate and 
prudent cause despair when they are too strong; only God's grace and 
assistance can make a saint. 

What then is the cause of such anger? And of the injury to my repu­
tation ?  Or holding me up as scandalous before everyone? Do I offend 
Y.R. in some manner? Have I asked you to assist me in my needs? Or 
have I disturbed you in any other spiritual or worldly matter? 
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Did my correction fall to Y.R. by reason of obligation, of relationship, 
upbringing, prelature, or other such thing? 

If it is mere charity, let it be seen as mere charity and proceed as such, 
gently, for vexing me is not a good way to assure my submission, nor do 
I have so servile a nature that I do under threat what reason does not 
persuade me, nor out of respect for man what I do not do for God; and 
to deprive myself of all that can give me pleasure, though it be entirely 
licit, it is best that I do as self-mortification, when I wish to do penance, 
and not because Y.R. hopes to achieve it by means of censure, and then 
not given in secret with fatherly discretion (since Y.R. has set yourself to 
be my father, a thing in which I hold myself to be greatly blessed) but 
publicly before everyone, where each can think as he chooses and speak 
as he thinks. 

Must I not regret this, Father, from one whom I love with such ven­
eration and with such love revere and esteem? 

If these reprimands were to fall upon some scandalous communica­
tion of mine, I am so docile (notwithstanding that neither in my worldly 
nor in my spiritual writings have I been directed by Y.R.)  that I would 
set it aside and attempt to better my ways to satisfy you, even though it 
were not to my liking. 

But if you are censuring only my gainsaying an opinion by stating, in 
substance, that it amounts to the same whether I write verses or not, and 
if I abhor them so that there would be no penance greater than always 
to be writing them, whence your displeasure ? 

Because if in gainsaying an opinion I were to speak passionately 
against Y.R. as Y.R. speaks against me, innumerable times your words 
have been exceedingly repugnant to me (because after all, views on mi­
nor matters are a/ius sic, et a/ius sic [a matter of opinion] ) ;  yet I do not 
for that reason condemn them but, rather, venerate them as yours and 
defend them as my own, even perhaps those directed against myself, 
calling them kind solicitude, extreme affection, and other terms that are 
prompted by my love and reverence when I speak with others. 

But to Y.R. I cannot fail to say that by now my breast is overflowing 
with the complaints that over the course of the years I could have spo­
ken, and that as I take up my pen to state them, rebutting one I venerate 
so highly, it is because I can stand no more and, as I am not as humbled 
as other daughters in whom your instruction would be better employed, 
I am too sorely tried. 

And thus I beg of Y.R. that if you do not wish or find it in your heart 
to favor me (for that is voluntary) you think of me no more, for al-
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though I shall regret so great a loss, I shall utter no complaint, because 
God, Who created and redeemed me and Who has bestowed so many 
mercies upon me, wi ll supply a remedy in order that my soul, awaiting 
His kindness, shall not be lost even though it lack the direction of Y.R., 
for He has made many keys to Heaven and has not confined Himself to 
a single criterion; rather, there are many mansions for people of as many 
different natures, and in the world there are many theologians, but were 
they lacking, salvation lies more in the desiring than in the knowing, and 
that will be more in me than in my confessor. 

What obligation is there that my salvation be effected through Y.R. ? 
Can it not be through another? Is God's mercy restricted and limited 
to one man, even though he be as wise, as learned, and as saintly as Y.R. ? 

Surely not, nor up to now have I received special light or inspiration 
from God that He so orders; I shall therefore be able to govern myself 
by the general rules of the Holy Mother Church, until God enlightens 
me to do otherwise, and choose freely the spiritual Father that I wish; 
for if, as Our Father inclined my wishes to Y.R. with so great a love, He 
had also allowed me my choice, it would have been no other than Y.R., 
whom I beg not to regard this candor as boldness, nor as lessening of 
respect, but as simplicity of heart that does not allow me to say things 
except as I feel them; rather, I have attempted to speak in a manner that 
cannot leave Y.R. any trace of resentment or complaint; nevertheless, i f  
in this exposition of my faults there were any word written through 
culpable inattention that might seem to show a -wish to offend or even 
be disrespectful of the person of Y.R., I of course retract it, and I hold it 
badly said and worse written, and would of course erase it, if I knew 
which it was. 

I reiterate that my intention is only to beg of Y.R. that if  you do not 
wish to favor me, you not think of me, unless it be to commend me to 
God, which I believe in your great charity you will do with all fervor. 

I ask that His Majesty keep Y.R., as is my wish. 
From the convent of my Father St. Jerome, Mexico City. 

Your 
Juana Ines de Ia Cruz 
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Biographical Studies 

The first biography of Sor Juana was the narrative of Father Diego Ca­
lleja, published in 1 700 as a preface to her posthumous works. In Calle­
ja's pious and edifying account, the career of Juana Ines is the saga of a 
gradual ascent toward saintliness. A majority of the Catholic scholars 
who have written on Sor Juana's life have followed Calleja's example. 
Among them are Father Alfonso Mendez Plancarte, to whom we are 
indebted for what is still the standard edition of her works, and Albert 
G. Salceda, who ably completed the edition; also Robert Ricard, who 
wrote perceptively on her poem First Dream. The passion for edification 
blinded them. The same can be said of Ezequiel A. Chavez. Another 
critic, Genaro Fernandez McGregor, maintained that Nunez de Mi­
randa, Sor Juana's confessor, was wiser, more generous, more upright 
than she: a saint. Fortunately, he says, Nunez de Miranda's superior 
qualities finally prevailed; Sor Juana renounced writing and she, too, 
undertook the path toward saintliness. If these points of view had 
triumphed, the real Sor Juana would have been forever hidden. 

A perceptive and intelligent woman named Dorothy Schons opened 
the way to critical biography. Her research was sound and honest. In 
1926 she published an essay which was the first reasoned inquiry into 
the three principal mysteries in Sor Juana's life: Why did she take the 
veil ?  What was her real name, Juana Ramirez or Juana de Asbaje?  Why, 
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at the height of her fame and intellectual maturity, did she renounce 
literature?1  In a later essay2 she showed, beyond a shadow of a doubt, 
that Sor Juana's difficulties with the Archbishop Aguiar y Seijas and var­
ious Jesuits were not imaginary but very real. Although Pedro Henriquez 
Ureiia compiled the first bibliography of Sor Juana ( 1 9 1 7) ,  it was Doro­
thy Schons who took the definitive step with her article "Some Biblio­
graphical Notes on Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz."3 Ermilo Abreu Gomez 
followed her lead; we owe to him not only the first critical editions but 
also two works of basic research: Iconografia de Sor Juana Ines de Ia 
Cruz4 and Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, Biografia y biblioteca.5 

Schons broke new ground in attempting to place the life and work of 
Sor Juana within the context of the seventeenth-century society of New 
Spain. This American scholar tried to understand Sor Juana's feminism 
as a reaction to Hispanic society, its extreme misogyny, and its closed 
masculine universe. She was the first to show that the final conflict of 
Sor Juana's life, which ended in her defeat, was an episode in the history 
of ideas-the history of freedom, I would say-not without analogies 
to the confrontation between Pascal and the Jesuit Order. Unfortunately, 
Dorothy Schons did not gather her observations, scattered in several 
articles, into a book. Ermilo Abreu Gomez attempted to continue the 
line of her research, but his interpretations were schematic and biased. 

A far cry from Dorothy Schons's work was a ponderous volume by 
Ludwig Piandl/ ponderous both literally and figuratively. Despite his 
exaggerations and one-sided conclusions, the German professor makes 
a plausible observation: I am referring to Sor Juana's narcissism, which 
he relates to masculine tendencies. Pfandl was not the first to broach this 
subject. Sor Juana herself hints at it in several poems and in the Re­
sponse, and other scholars had taken it up before Pfandl.? It is only fair 
to say that no one previously had written a study as detailed as his, 
although one might add that it is this very excess in arguing his case that 
leaves him open to criticism. Pfandl's point of departure was the idea­
current in his time, especially in Germany-of fixed, immutable biolog­
ical types. The ideal female type was full-bodied, Aryan, blonde, with 
strong maternal instincts and no pretension to intelligence or inclination 
to study. Piandl identified intellectual pursuits with masculinity and saw 
Sor Juana 's devotion to books and writing as a sign of sexual aberration. 
Unlike other writers who had referred to her narcissism and her mascu­
line tendencies, Pfandl was blind to the fact that there are no pure types 
and that most h umans are bisexual to a greater or lesser degree. He so 
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overstated his argument-bolstering it with voluminous pseudomedical 
erudition (he was not a psychiatrist)-as to turn psychological analysis 
into caricature. I do not believe that Sor Juana's personality fits Pfandl's 
textbook description; it seems to me that her so-called masculinity was 
more psychological than biological and more social than psychological. 

Obsessed by the neurotic aspects of Sor Juana's personality, Pfandl 
ignored nearly all the social and historical circumstances surrounding 
her. Through several hundred pages he turns again and again to Sor 
Juana's psychic and physiological conflicts, from infantile penis envy to 
the disorders of menopause, but he overlooks one circumstance that was 
no less determining than psychology and physiology: the masculine 
character of the culture and world in which Sor Juana lived. How, in a 
civilization of men and for men, could a woman gain access to learning 
without becoming masculinized ? Pfandl failed to see that in individual 
destinies the influence of social and cultural conditions is no less pow­
erful than psychic and physiological predisposition. Pfandl's book is in­
adequate on another level: he did not write a concrete study of Juana 
Ines; he limited himself to applying the etiology of others to her case. 
His method was deductive and based almost entirely on analogy. If a 
biographer is hampered by an absence of documents, he must content 
himself with hypotheses. That is what Pfandl did not do: he produced a 
handful of affirmations and set them forth with an air of triumph. 
Strange as it may seem, he was not really interested either in the flesh� 
and-blood Juana Ines or in the historical and social figure. He simply 
applied the schemata of psychoanalysis-of the Jungian more than the 
Freudian variety-to the nun's biography and to her works. Occasion­
ally the theoretical model coincides with the facts and illuminates them; 
more frequently it obscures them. 

At certain moments Piandl's method verges on the inadvertently 
comic. In the Response Sor Juana speaks of the kitchen and of cooking 
eggs; the German professor gravely reminds us of the symbolic function 
of the egg in the Rig Veda and the Sioux epic, in Orphic philosophy and 
among the Gnostics. ( " In the universe the sky occupies the place of the 
white in the original egg.") One of the topoi of the poetry of her time, 
the owl Nyctimene, thief of oil (mentioned in First Dream), is trans­
formed into evidence of the nun's incestuous feelings. Bent on decipher­
ing the latent content of Sor Juana's writings, Piandl did not notice that 
almost always the manifest meaning is the richer and more vivid. Thus 
he converted extraordinary texts like The Divine Narcissus and First 
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Dream into tedious repertories of the commonplaces of psychoanalysis. 
It may be that the speculations of Descartes or the tragedies of Racine 
are masks for the pleasure or nirvana principle. No matter; these works 
exalt and beguile us in themselves. 

On the subject of Sor Juana's capitulation in her final years, Pfandl 
writes with astounding assurance that "the enigma is resolved" :  she was 
the victim of psychosomatic disturbance. A neurotic constitution, men­
opause, and, as a determining external cause, the extreme emotions 
prompted by the Jubilee of r 694  explain her great change. In contrast 
to Pfandl's conception of the ideal woman, poor Sor Juana was brunette 
and bisexual; her case was aggravated by asthenia and thinness of phy­
sique (the portraits indicate the opposite). The clinical portrait is com­
pleted with her immoderate tendency to brood, her masculinity, her nar­
cissism, and the fact that she "must have suffered the most severe and 
excruciating climacteric known." Her "manic-depressive disposition," a 
consequence of all these factors, overwhelmed her during the Jubilee of 
r 694; this external event released her masochistic tendencies. 

One cannot read rfandl's lengthy description without being struck by 
the rashness of the claims and the brashness of the conclusions. Of 
course Sor Juana was bisexual, but what does that say? All but a handful 
of humanity is bisexual. Furthermore, any somatic masculinity in her 
case is pure fantasy: look at her portraits. Neither is it psychological :  
read what she wrote. Her masculinity-if we can even use that word to 
describe her-was neither physical nor psychic ·bur, rather, a response 
to a societal prohibition that made it impossible for her to study, attend 
the University, or lead the retired and solitary life of a scholar. This was, 
without doubt, the basis of her lifelong conflict, as we have seen. I fur­
ther argue that what is surprising in her poetry is precisely the keen 
awareness of her femininity, which can range from coquetry to melan­
choly or take the form of a defiant challenge to men. Thus it would be 
more exact to speak of erotic ambiguity, which is not the same as bisex­
uality. This is a subject I have discussed at length in various chapters of 
this book, especially those dedicated to the poems of loving friendship 
for Marfa Luisa Manrique de Lara. But even those inflamed poems can­
not be described as Sapphic, except in the sublimated sense of the Ren­
aissance Platonic tradition. 

As for brooding: it is not a cause of melancholy, as Pfandl seems to 
believe, but an effect. Certain traces of the melancholic temperament are 
clearly visible in Sor Juana; so are certain narcissistic traits. The close 
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connection between melancholy and narcissism has been pointed out 
any number of times. The differences, nevertheless, are so profound as 
to suggest they may be opposing tendencies. The melancholic is not in 
love with himself but with someone who is absent; this is why Freud 
associated melancholy with mourning. The melancholic believes, fur­
thermore, that he is responsible for the absence of the beloved, hence 
the unrelenting accusations he directs against himself. The narcissist, in 
love with himself and his  unattainable (but not absent) image, suffers 
from an incapacity to love another being. He cannot objectify his desire. 
Clearly, in Sor Juana melancholy dominates over narcissism. Finally, nei-
ther melancholic nor narcissistic traits-separately or in combination­
made Sor Juana a manic-depressive, as the German professor pro­
poses. A neurotic? In the clinical sense of the word, no. Repressed and 
conflicting tendencies waged war within her, as in all of us, but in spite 
of her inhibitions she was able to live a relatively full life: not only 
was she actively involved in practical affairs-administering the con­
vent's finances, overseeing the work of building and reconstruction, and 
shrewdly managing her own small fortune-she also wrote constantly, 
leaving an admirable body of work. She transformed her tendencies and 
impulses into actions and poems. 

It scarcely seems necessary to mention the factor that Pfandl believed 
triggered her crisis: her menopause. First, because we have no idea at 
what age Sor Juana experienced the climacteric:  in 1 693 she was forty­
five, and the age of menopause varies from woman to woman. Second, 
because the effects of the climacteric are not as severe as P£andl describes 
them and, what is more important, they are stronger in married women 
and women with an active sexual life, which was not the case with Juana 
Ines. To believe that the Jubilee was the external factor that brought on 
the double crisis-manic depression and menopause-is arbitrary at 
best. The date must have been a significant one for Sor Juana, and-in 
accordance with the spirit of the times-a symbolic one for her spiritual 
director. We must not, however, overlook the surrounding circum­
stances: the admonitions of Fernandez de Santa Cruz; the Response; 
Nunez de Miranda's withdrawal ; the publication of the belligerent sec­
ond volume of the Obras and the composition of the even more bellig­
erent villancicos to Saint Catherine; the riots of June r 692 ;  the Viceroy's 
loss of influence and the resulting elevation of Aguiar y Seijas; the sud­
den death of the Marquis de Ia Laguna; and the return of Nuiiez de 
Miranda. 
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What is truly eccentric in Pfandl's interpretation (others have followed 
his lead) is the energy it expends on Sor Juana's supposed instability 
while failing to devote a single line to the mental problems of the three 
prelates who censured her. Fernandez de Santa Cruz's now-sugary, now­
sadistic leners to the nuns of Puebla are filled with disquieting expres­
sions that combine the fragrance of incense with the stench of the sewer. 
In Nunez de Miranda's notes his self-contempt over his eternal defeat in 
his battle with pride knows no bounds: " I  am a sack of corruption, 
stinking and abominable, and what is worse is that, knowing this, I am 
not humble." On one occasion, when removing lice from another priest's 
cassock, he said, "See this, my brother, our harvest: lice, corruption, and 
stench-yet we are filled with vanity." As for Aguiar y Seijas, I need not 
recall h is obsessions and manias, his hatred of women and his patholog­
ical charity. The lives of these prelates are not examples of "normality" ; 
not one of them can be termed a well-balanced man. But no one dwells 
on their lunacies-only on Sor Juana's neuroses. A curious blindness. 
To my mind, the fact that Juana Ines was able to resist so long, that only 
at the end of the siege did she abdicate and follow her critics in their 
inhuman mortifications, is glorious proof of her spiritual fortitude. 

In an essay first published in 195 1 (translated, with other essays, in 
The Siren and the Seashell, 1976), I suggested that Sor Juana's personal 
crisis at the end of her life could be explained only within the context of 
the broader crisis of New Spain in the late seventeenth century. No one 
took my reflections seriously until 1 967, when the Italian Hispanist 
Daria Puccini published a study of Sor Juana.8 In the opening pages of 
his small and valuable book he referred to my observation and devel­
oped it with insight and learning, offering a new hypothesis. I have ben­
efited from his interpretation and in Chapter 25 have discussed it in 
some detail. Other works relating to Sor Juana's life are referred to in 
the notes. 

Editions 

In her Response to the Bishop of Puebla, Sor Juana alleges that she has 
never given permission for the publication of her writings; through no 
fault of hers, others have taken the liberty of printing her poems and 
attaching her name to them, without her consent. It is a disclaimer that 
no one close to her could take very seriously, and is belied by what we 
know of her life-the endless exchange of letters with acquaintances of 
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a literary bent, the gatherings i n  the locutory of the convent, the poems 
in homage to writers and intellectuals. She lived immersed in the busi­
ness and busyness of literature. It was not for nothing that her last book 
was entitled Fame: she sought it and she achieved it. Nevertheless, taken 
out of context, this statement in the Response has served to portray her 
as an exemplar of modesty, indifferent to worldly acclaim. The Argen­
tine critic Juan Carlos Merlo, in his otherwise judicious introduction to 
his anthology of her works, maintained, "The circumstances surround­
ing the publication of the first volume of her works are a clear testimony 
that she never wrote with a desire to have her writing in print." The 
circumstances, it seems to me, point in the opposite direction. She gath­
ered her poems together, had them copied, sent them to Spain, and com­
posed a prologue in verse for the volume. The texts that make up the 
second volume of her works were similarly gathered, copied, and sent 
to Spain. On that occasion, by way of a prologue she wrote several 
pages in prose dedicating the book to her sponsor, Juan de Orve y Ar­
bieto. Unlike Gongora and others, she was fortunate enough to see most 
of her writing, including much of the best of it, published in her lifetime, 
thanks to her own efforts and those of the Countess de Paredes. 

Editions of her poems appeared very early, starting with the first vi-
1/ancicos in r 676 and continuing at intervals until 1 69 1 .  The first vol­
ume of her works, Inundacion casta/ida de Ia unica poetisa, musa de­
cima . . .  , is dated r 689.  Even in that hyperbolic century it must have 
seemed excessive to describe the inspiration of a nun from across the 
seas as an inundation from the Castalian spring; this is undoubtedly 
why the phrase did not appear in subsequent editions. On the other 
hand, in the second edition ( 1 690) a word was added that was retained: 
. . .  unica poetisa AMERICANA, musa decima. Sor Juana's editors in Ma­
drid were probably unaware that forty years earlier, in r 6 50, other pub­
lishers, Protestants and Londoners, had used the appellation "Tenth 
Muse" for a different poet who was also American and also unique, 
Anne Bradstreet ( r 6 I 2-1672) .  The book by this poet-a Puritan, a 
transatlantic disciple of the Huguenot Du Bartas, wife of the governor 
of Massachusetts and mother of eight children-was published with a 
title that rivals Sor Juana's:  The Tenth Muse, Lately Sprung Up in Amer­
ica, or Several Poems, compiled with Great Variety of Wit and Learning 
. . .  "Tenth Muse" is an expression that appears in an epigram by Plato, 
referring to Sappho, in the Palatine Anthology. Editions of Sor Juana's 
first volume came out in rapid succession; according to Ermilo Abreu 
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Gomez there were nine in all. In I 692 the second volume was published 
in Seville; this one, and also the third (Fama y obras p6stumas, Madrid, 
1 700), appeared in five successive editions. Few modern poets have had 
so many editions of their work published in so short a time. In I 725  the 
three volumes were reissued for the last time. Then there was nothing­
until late in the nineteenth century. 

The first modern edition is not Mexican but Ecuadorian: Obras selec­
tas de Ia celebre monja de Mexico, Sor Juana lnes de Ia Cruz (Selected 
Works of the Celebrated Nun of Mexico . . .  , Quito, I 873 ), with a pro­
logue by Juan Leon Mera. This was the beginning of what could be 
called, without exaggeration, the revival of Sor Juana. It is significant 
that this first recognition came from someone other than a Mexican 
writer. And the first essay of significance was written not by a Mexican 
but by the well-known Spanish literary historian and critic Marcelino 
Menendez Pelayo. This is a pattern that is repeated again and again in 
the literary history of Mexico. A South American, the poet and critic 
Juan Marfa Gutierrez, published an extensive study of Sor Juana in three 
issues of Correo del Domingo (Buenos Aires, March and April I 865 ) ,  
followed by an anthology. Finally in  Mexico, just before the turn of the 
century and during the next few decades, some studies and anthologies 
began to appear. The first worthy of mention is Manuel Toussaint's 
Obras escogidas (Selected Works, 1929) .  Two years earlier Toussaint 
had made a major contribution by publishing Poemas ineditos, desco­
nocidos y muy raros de Sor Juana lnes de Ia Cruz ( Unpublished, Un­
known, and Very Rare Poems . . .  ). It was in those years that Ermilo 
Abreu Gomez began his labors. It has been said that his work was un­
disciplined and careless; it must also be said that he was the founder of 
modern studies of Sor Juana. In addition to his Bibliografia y biblioteca 
and lconografia (both I 93 4),  we owe to him the first modern editions 
of First Dream ( I 9 28) ,  the Response to Sor Filotea de Ia Cruz ( I 9 3 0) ,  
and the Carta atenag6rica ( I 9 3 6) .  During this  same time, Sor Juana was 
being read by the poets of the Mexican "Contemporaneos" group, a 
reading that was reflected especially in the conceptista sonnets of Jorge 
Cuesta. The poet Xavier Villaurrutia published her Sonetos i n  1 9 3  I and, 
in I 940, her Endechas. ln I 9 4 I  Karl Vossler, who had already published 
a seminal essay on Sor Juana's work, translated First Dream into Ger­
man, with an introduction, notes, and a prose redaction. 

All these efforts prepared the way for the excellent edition of Alfonso 
Mendez Plancarte. In I 9 5 l  he published his edition of El Sueiio (First 
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Dream), with an introduction, notes, and a new prose version; then, 
from 1 9 5 !  to I 9 5 7, came the four volumes of the Obras completas. The 
first three (Lirica personal, I 95 1 ;  Villancicos y tetras sacras, I 9 5 2; Au­
tos y loas, 19 5 5 ) are the work of Mendez Plancarte; the fourth (Co me­
dias, sainetes y prosa, 1 9 57)  is that of his friend and disciple Albert G. 
Salceda. Without exaggeration, Antonio Alatorre writes, "The edition 
by Mendez Plancarte is truly exemplary. No Spanish poet of the Golden 
Age has received a similar tribute." Little can be added to his j udgment. 
For myself, I can say that without the versions of the texts established 
by Mendez Plancarte, without his erudite and intelligent notes, without 
his learning and his sensitivity, I would not have been able to write this 
book. I am obliged to add, nevertheless, that anyone consulting the 
Obras camp/etas must read the historical and biographical discussions 
with caution. Mendez Plancarte, an incomparable guide in literary mat­
ters, was at the same time a doctrinaire who, ad maiorem Dei gloriam, 
did not hesitate to conceal a fact or weave a pious lie. 

Two other editions in Spanish deserve to be mentioned. In 1 9 5 3  Juan 
Carlos Merlo published in Buenos Aires a critical edition of First Dream 
with a prose summary inspired by those of Vossler and Mendez Plan­
carte. In 1 976 there appeared, in Barcelona, an excellent Antologia de 
Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, edited by Georgina Sabat de Rivers and Elias 
L. Rivers . The introduction is one of the best modern studies of Sor 
Juana's work, and the book contains a new prose version of First 
Dream. 
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Advenencia : a foreword, prologue, or explanatory note. 
Aprobacion : ecclesiastical license to print or perform; imprimatur. 
Ane mayor : the principal meter of fifteenth-century Spanish counly 

poetry; characteristically a twelve-syllable line divided into two 
hemistichs. 

Auto sacramental : an allegorical or religious play. 
Baile : a poetic form based on a dance rhythm; also a very brief 

dramatic work combining words, pantomim�, and music, generally 
staged between the first and second acts of a play. 

Cantiga de estribillo : an ancient Castilian I Galician-Portuguese song; 
a forerunner of the villancico. 

Censura : ecclesiastical approval during the time of the Inquisition. 
Conceptista : a practitioner or adherent of conceptismo. 
Conceptismo : a literary style prevalent in seventeenth-century Spain, 

characterized by its reliance on the conceit, on wit, on cleverness and 
word play. 

Copla : a term with various meanings including couplet, l ine, and 
stanza, and, in the plural, ballad and popular song. 

Cosante : a Castilian I Galician-Portuguese verse form based on a series 
of couplets in which each new couplet picks up part of the sense of 
the previous one and adds some new thought. 

Culteranismo : a seventeenth-century Spanish l iterary style reliant on 
learned allusion, euphemism, preciosity. 

Decima : a stanza form of ten octosyllabic lines, with a pause after the 
fourth. 
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Eco : a stanza or series of lines in which the end-rhyme o f  certain lines 
is repeated, as if by an echo. 

Endecha : quatrain of five-, six-, or seven-syllable lines with assonant 
rhyme in the even-numbered lines. 

Endecha real : quatrain of three seven-syllable lines and one eleven­
syllable line, with assonant rhyme in the even-numbered lines. 

Ensalada [literally, salad] : poem with a mixture of meters and rhyme 
schemes. 

Entremes : a short one-act play performed between the acts of a full­
length play. 

Epinicio : a triumphal ode honoring a victory. 
Estribillo : a refrain; usually an introductory stanza repeated, totally or 

partially, following each subsequent stanza. 
Gaita gallega : a sprightly Galician rhythm used in Spanish popular 

verse. 
Glasa : poem formed with an initial statement of a theme and a series 

of stanzas that expand on the theme and usually repeat one or more 
lines of the text being glossed. 

Jacara : an irreverent and ribald ballad. 
Laberinto : a poetic palindrome. 
Letrilla : a usually light poem generally written in short lines, often 

with a refrain. 
Lira : a rhymed stanza of four to six lines, combining lines of seven and 

eleven syllables. 
Loa : a brief theatrical piece played as prologue to a principal play, 

often in praise of visiting or newly arrived dignitaries or for royal 
. . 

anmversanes. 
Modernismo : Spanish American literary movement beginning in the 

1 8 8os, influenced by French symbolists and Parnassians but 
American in essence. Its most famous figure was Ruben Daria of 
Nicaragua ( I 86?-I 9 I 6) .  

Octava real : stanza of eight eleven-syllable lines, rhyming a b a b a b 
c c, used in Spanish epic poetry. 

Ovillejo : a complicated stanza form consisting mainly of rhymed 
couplets, with shorter lines interspersed among longer ones. 

Pie quebrada : octosyllabic verses with one or more lines of each stanza 
"broken" or shortened, generally to four syllables. 

Redondillas : stanzas of four l ines rhyming a b b a. 
Romance : the Spanish ballad, in octosyllabic meter with alternate 

assonant rhyme; generally narrative in content. 
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Sainete : a lighthearted one-act play. 
Seguidilla : a popular four-line stanza with a mixture of seven- and 

five-syllable lines in assonant rhyme. 
Silva : a poem mixing seven- and eleven-syllable l ines with no set 

rhyme scheme or stanza length. 
Tocotin : an Indian-style dance form. 
Ultraismo : an avant-garde Hispanic literary movement that flourished 

briefly after World War I. 
Villancico [from villano, peasant] : originally a poem in short lines in 

the manner of the songs sung by peasants; in Sor Juana's time, one of 
a sequence of lyrics composed to be sung at matins on a religious 
holiday. 

Zarzuela : a light musical dramatic performance. 



Notes 

r. A Unique Society 

1 .  La supervivencia politica novohispana: Reflexiones sabre el monar­
quismo mexicano (Mexico City: Fundaci6n Cultural de Condumex, Centro de 
Estudios de Historia de Mexico, 1969). 

2. Historia de Ia revoluci6n de Nueva Espa1!a, antiguamente Amihuac 
(London: G. Glindon, 1 8 1 3 ). Fray Servando ( 1763-1 822) claimed that Quet­
zalcoatl was in fact St. Thomas; America, consequently, owed nothing to Spain, 
not even Christianity. The Dominican was exiled to Spain for this revolutionary 
position. 

3 ·  "The Heritage of Latin America," in The Founding of New Societies, ed. 
Louis Hartz (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1964). 

4 ·  Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1 978).  Originally published as Wirt­
schaft und Gesellschaft (Tii.bingen: ]. C. B. Mohr, 1922). 

5 ·  All poem numbers are those assigned by Alfonso Mendez Plancarte (for 
volume 4, by Alberto G. Salceda) in his edition of Sor Juana's Obras completas 
(Complete Works). 

6. Ignacio Rubio Mane, Jntroduccion a/ estudio de los virreyes de Nueva 
Espana, I5JJ-I746, vol. r ,  Origenes, jurisdicciones y dinamica social (Mexico 
City: Ediciones Selectas, 1 9  5 5 ;  reprinted by Fondo de Cultura Econ6mica, 
1982). 

7· Ibid. See especially chap. 6, "El virrey como presidente de Ia Audicncia." 
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2. The Dais and the Pulpit 

r. Baroque Times in Old Mexico (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1 959) ,  p. 1 60. (The Marquis de Ia Laguna governed for six, not three, 
years.-O.P.)  

2. The Court Society, trans. Edmund jephcott (Oxford: Blackwell, I983 ). 
Originally published as Die hofische Gesellschaft (Neuwied: Luchterhand, 
1969). 

3. In The Founding of New Societies, ed. Louis Hartz, p. I 5 I .  
4 ·  Ober den Prozess der Zivilisation (Bern: Francke, I 969). 
5. J. Corominas, Diccionario critico etimo/6gico de Ia lengua caste/lana 

(Bern: Francke, 1954) .  
6. Suarez ( I 548-1 6 1 7) was a Spanish jesuit philosopher-theologian of the 

Scholastic school. 
7· Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe, trans. Benjamin Keen, foreword by Octa­

vio Paz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976). Originally published as 
Quetzalc6atl et Guadalupe (Paris: Gallimard, I974). 

3. Syncretism and Empire 

r .  Fray Bernardino de Sahagun ( 1 5 00?-9o) was a Franciscan friar who 
recorded much of our extant information on Aztec culture. 

2.. Lafaye, Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe. 
3· Siguenza y Gongora ( 1 645-1 700) was a Mexican mathematician, astrol­

oger, humanist, and writer. 
4· Lafaye, Quetza/coatl and Guadalupe. 
5 ·  D. P. Walker, The Ancient Theology (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 

Press, I 972), p. 1 97. In Jonathan D. Spence's selection of the texts of K'ang Hsi 
(Emperor of China: Self-Portrait of K'ang Hsi [New York: Knopf, 1 974])_, one 
may glimpse the cat-and-mouse game the Chinese monarch played with the 
jesuits and their enemy, the papal ambassador. Finally, I call attention to Etiem­
ble's book Les jesuites en Chine (Paris: R. julliard, 1 976). 

6 .  See the studies on hermeticism by Frances A. Yates, especially Giordano 
Bruno and the Hermetit: Tradition (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1 964) 
and The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (london: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1972). 

7· See my Children of the Mire, trans. Rachel Phillips (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1974). Also published as Los hijos de/ limo (Barce­
lona : Seix Barra!, I 974}. 

8. Lafaye, Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe. 
9· See Irving A. Leonard, Don Carlos de Sigiienza y Gongora, a Mexican 
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Savant of the Seventeenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
I92.9). 

4· A Transplanted Literature 

I .  Leonard, Baroque Times. 
2.. Juan de Torquemada ( I  5 57-1 664), historiographer, author of Monar­

quia indiana. 
3· Alva Ixtlilx6chitl ( I 5 68-I 648), the great-grandson of the Emperor of 

the Chichimecs, was called the "Livy of Anahuac" by the historian Prescott. 
4· Mexico City: Ediciones de Ia Universidad Aut6noma, I942.-I945,  3 

vols.: Primer siglo, IJ2I-I6ZI ( 1942.) ; Segundo siglo, r6zi-I72I, I ( 1944) ;  

Segundo siglo, r 6Z I-I 72I, II (I945) .  

5 .  European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard Trask 
(New York: Harper and Row, I963).  Originally published as Europaische Lit­
eratur und lateinisches Mittelalter {Bern: Francke, I 948). 

6. Frank Warnke, Versions of Baroque: European Literature in the Seven­
teenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968). 

7· Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, trans. Joseph J. S. Peake (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, I968), p. 7 1 .  Panofsky is referring to theo­
ries about art during the second half of the sixteenth century in Italy, but his 
observation is perfectly applicable to poetry. 

8. Der gegenwartige Stand der romanistischen Barockforschung {Munich: 
Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1961 ) .  

9 ·  The Baroque Poem {New York: Dutton, 1974). 

r o. John Shearman, Mannerism (London: Penguin, 1967). 

r r .  See Alfonso Mendez Plancarte's Poetas novohispanos, r 6zr-I721, vols. 
2. and 3 ·  

I 2.. Obras, ed. Jose Pascual Bux6 (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Eco­
nomica, 1986). 

1 3 .  An example of ecos given by Leonard, "si el alto Apolo Ia sagrada 
agrada . . .  mida I de veloz tiempo en Ia jornada nada, " can be translated 
roughly as follows: "if  lofty Apollo is pleased by holy pleas . . .  I in day's swift 
time no measure may be sure. " An example of the word play called paranoma­
sias is, in Spanish, "el ingles con frascos frescos I ebrio con su baba, beba I y 
haga de Ia gula, gala I que con el se trata, treta " ;  in English, "the Englishman 
does battle with bottle, I does drip and drool, and drunk, does drink, I of rage 
and ramp he would make romp: I for fools will rise to any ruse."-Translator's 
note. 

14·  A reply by a Portuguese nun, Sor Margarita Ignacia, the Apologia a 
favor do R. P. Vieyra, came too late; it was published in Lisbon in 1 72.7. This 



s 1 8 --- Notes to Pages 6 3-70 

rebuttal was actually the work of Margarita lgnacia's brother, the priest Luis 
Gon<;alves Pinheiro. (See Robert Ricard, "Antonio Vieyra y Sor Juana lnes de 
Ia Cruz," Revista de Indias, IO [April 1 9 5 1 ] .)  

5 .  The Ramirez Family 

1 .  Poesias completas, compilation and prologue by Ermilo Abreu Gomez 
(Mexico City: Ediciones Botas, 1940). 

2. A series of laws prohibiting communal ownership of property. The In­
dian tradition of the ejido was affected, as well as the Church and religious 
orders; the effect of the laws was to diminish the wealth of the Church and 
disband communities of monks and nuns. 

3· Guillermo Ramirez Espana, La familia de Sor Juana (Mexico City: Im­
prenta Universitaria, 1 947);  Enrique A. Cervantes, £/ testamento de Sor Juana 
Ines de Ia Cruz y otros documentos (Mexico City: n.p., 1 949). The research of 
these two scholars-Ramirez Espana is a distant kinsman of Sor Juana's-has 
been very fruitful in this area. Thanks to their findings, we now have a clearer 
idea of her origin and of the position of her family. 

4· This is probably the same person Dorothy Schons mentions in her study 
Algunos parientes de Sor Juana (Mexico City: Imprenta Mundial, 1934). Also 
see Alberto G. Salceda, "El acta de bautismo de sor Juana," Abside, January­
March 1 9 5 2. 

5 ·  English translations of many of Sor Juana's poems are (with minor 
changes) from Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz: Poems, ed. and trans. Margaret Sayers 
Peden (Binghamton: Bilingual Press, 198 5) .  

6 .  Schons, Algunos parientes. 
7· Cervantes, El testamento de sor Juana lnes. 
8. Ramirez Espana, La familia de Sor Juana. 
9· Cervantes, £/ testamento de sor Juana lnes. 
10. Their two daughters, Antonia and lnes, were born in 1658  and 1659,  

i f  we accept document IV in Enrique A. Cervantes' Petici6n de Antonia e Ines 
Ruiz, primas hermanas [sic] de Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, para ingresar en el 
convento de San Jeronimo, IJ de diciembre de 1 672. It is significant that her 
father placed them in the care of Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz in order to "remove 
them from the perils of the lay world." Were Ruiz Lozano and Isabel Ramirez 
already separated by this date? We know that Don Diego later married Dona 
Catalina Maldonado Zapata. 

1 1 .  Leonard, Baroque Times, quoting Agustin de Vetancourt. A liquid 
arroba is 2.6 to 3 . 6  gallons. 

1 2. Paz, Conjunctions and Disjunctions, trans. Helen R. Lane (New York: 
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Viking, 1 974). Originally published as Conjunciones y disyunciones (Mexico 
City: Joaqufn Moniz, 1 969). 

1 3 .  Dorothy Schons, "Some Obscure Points in the Life of Sor Juana Ines de 
Ia Cruz," Modern Philology, 24 (Nov. 1926). 

6. May Syllables Be Composed by the Stars 

I .  Translations of quotations from the Response to Sor Filotea are (with 
minor changes) from A Woman of Genius: The Intellectual Autobiography of 
Sor Juana lnes de Ia Cruz, trans. Margaret Sayers Peden (Salisbury, Conn. :  Lime 
Rock Press, 1 98 2). 

2. A simple calculation justifies my hypothesis : Diego, the oldest child of 
Ruiz Lozano, must have been about eight years younger than Sor Juana, since 
the sister who followed him, Antonia, was ten years younger than she. So he 
was probably born in 1 65 6, that is, the year Juana Ines' grandfather died and 
she was sent to Mexico City to live with the Matas. Antonia was fourteen when, 
on December 1 5, 1 672, her father asked that she be allowed to enter the con­
vent of San Jeronimo to be under the care of Sor Juana, who was just twenty­
four. See Enrique A. Cervantes, E/ testamento de sor Juana lnes. 

3· As may be deduced from Sor Juana's will (February 24, r 669). But was 
it true that Asbaje had died ? There is no documentary proof. 

4· Sor Juana lnes de Ia Cruz: Bibliografia y biblioteca (Mexico City: Secre­
taria de Relaciones Exteriores, 1934) .  

5 ·  My copy of Teatro de los dioses de Ia gentilidad is  the 1 673 Madrid 
edition, although there are earlier editions. The first is dated 1 620 (vol. I) and 
r 623 (vol. 2). Sources for Vitoria's account are the same used by Sor Juana in 
her Allegorical Neptune and other writings: Vincenzo Cartari, Pierio Valeriano, 
Ravisius Textor, Natalis Comes, and others. 

7· The Trials of Juana lnes 

1 .  See Gabriel Gamazo, Duke de Maura, Vida y reinado de Carlos 11, 2d 
ed. (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1 9 54).  

2. Duke de Maura, Vida y reinado. 
3 ·  Antonio de Robles, Diario de sucesos notables (Mexico City: n.p., 

1 8 5 3) .  
4 ·  There is  a revealing relationship between this idea and that of  "the neg­

ative favors of Our Lord" expounded in the final part of her critique of Father 
Vieyra's sermon on the Mandate (the washing of feet on Maundy Thursday). 
Both are examples of the baroque love of paradox and the conceit. 

5 ·  Duke de Maura, Vida y reinado. 
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8. Taking the Vows 

1 .  Miguel de Torres, Dechado de principes eclesidsticos (Puebla de Los An­
geles: La Viuda de M. de Ortega y Bonilla, 1 7 1 6; revised edition, Madrid: 
M. Roman, 1 72.2.).  

2. Quoted by Schons in "Some Obscure Points," from Julian Gutierrez 
Davila, Vida y virtudes de Domingo Perez de Barcia (Madrid, 1 72.0). 

3· Ignacio Rubio Mane, Introducci6n al estudio de los virreyes de Nueva 
Espana, vol. 4, Obras publicas y educaci6n universitaria (Mexico City: Fondo 
de Cultura Economica, 1 9 8 3 ). 

4· Juan de Oviedo, Vida ejemplar, heroicas virtudes y apost6lico ministerio 
del venerable padre Antonio Nunez de Miranda, de Ia Campania de Jesus (Mex­
ico City, 1 702.). 

5. Oviedo, Vida ejemplar. 

9 ·  Life in the Convent 

1. Giovanni Francesco Gemelli Carreri, Giro del Mondo (Venice: Presso G. 
Malachin, 1 7 19) .  There is a translation into Spanish of the part relating to 
Mexico: Viaje a Ia Nueve Espana (Mexico City: Sociedad de Bibliofilos Mexi­
canos, 192.7). 

2.. The English American: A New Survey of the West Indies, r648 (modern 
edition, London: G. Routledge & Sons, 192.8) .  Quotations are from Travels in 
the New World (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1 9 5 8 ). 

3 ·  Josefina Muriel [de Ia Torre], Conventos de m_onjas de Ia Nueva Espana 
(Mexico City: Editorial Santiago, 1 946) .  

4· Muriel, Conventos. 
5 ·  Artemio de Valle-Arizpe, El Palacio Nacional de Mexico (Mexico City: 

Impr. de Ia Secretarfa de Relaciones Exteriores, 1 9 3 6) ,  and Leonard, Baroque 
Times. 

6. The Spanish playwright Antonio Mira de Amescua ( 1  574-1 644) wrote 
El esclavo del demonio in 1 605.  

7· Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, die zehnte Muse von Mexico: Ihr Leben, ihre 
Dichtung, ihre Psyche (Munich: H. Rinn, 1 946) .  

8. Josefina Muriel, in Conventos, says: "When the convent was opened, it 
was not given the name San Jeronimo, but Santa Paula, in honor of that saintly 
matron who gave her home to St. Jerome as a site for a temple." Nevertheless, 
it has commonly been called by the name of the male saint. 

9· Francisco de Ia Maza, "EI convento de sor Juana," Divulgaci6n Hist6rica 
(Mexico), 2., no. 5 ( 1 94 1 ) . 

ro. "La vida conventual de sor Juana," Divulgaci6n Hist6rica, 4, no. 12. 

( 1943 ). 
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I I .  Today Isabel Ia Cat6lica and Izazaga streets, respectively. See de Ia Ma­
za's "El convento de sor Juana." 

I 2. Juan Carlos Merlo in the prologue to his anthology, Sor Juana Ines de 
Ia Cruz: Obras escogidas (Barcelona: Editorial Brughera, I 968). 

I 3 .  Pope, "Rape of the Lock," III, I I ,  I6. 
I4 .  The pillar of Tepeaca (in Puebla) is not a simple stone column but an 

octagonal tower, partly Moorish, partly Gothic, constructed in the sixteenth 
century. It served as a pillory as well as a watchtower. (Manuel Toussaint, Arte 
colonial [Mexico City: Impr. Universitaria, I962).) 

I o. Political Rites 

r. Introducci6n al estudio de los virreyes de Nueva Espana, IJJJ-I746, 

vol I :  Viaje de los virreyes a su destino, 1/egada y recepci6n (Mexico City: Edi­
ciones Selectas, I 9 5 5 ;  reprinted by Fondo de Cultura Econ6mica, 1 982). 

2. Lucas Alaman, Disertaciones sobre Ia historia de Ia Republica Mexicana 
(Mexico City: Impr. de J. M. Lara, I 8 49), vol. 3 ,  appendices. 

3 ·  Alaman, Disertaciones. 
4· Rubio Mane, Introducci6n. 
5. Richard Alewyn and Karl Salzle, Das grosse Welttheater: Die Epoche 

der hofischen Feste in Dokument und Deutung (Hamburg: Rowohlt, I959) .  
6. L'Espagne de Charles Quint (Paris :  Societe d'Enseignement Superieur, 

1973) .  
7· Chaunu, L'Espagne de Charles Quint. 
8. Rubio Mane, lntroducci6n. 
9 ·  Rubio Mane, Introducci6n. 
I O. Explicaci6n sucinta del arco triunfal que erigi6 Ia Santa Iglesia Metro­

politana de Mexico, en Ia feliz entrada del exce/entisimo seizor conde de 
Paredes, marques de Ia Laguna, virrey, gobernador y capitan general de esta 
Nueva Espana, que hizo Ia madre Juana /nes de Ia Cruz, religiosa del convento 
de San Jeronimo de esta ciudad, Mexico, I68o. Modern commemorative edition 
published by the Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico, with an intro­
ductory study by Manuel Toussaint (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Au­
t6noma de Mexico, I 9 5 2) .  

I r .  Introduction to Obras, vol. 4· 

I 2.. La faye, Quetzal coat/ and Guadalupe. 

I I .  The World as Hieroglyph 

r .  This is one of the rare times when Sor Juana diverges from Vitoria, for 
whom the centaurs were not learned but abominable and lascivious monsters. 
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2. On the diua Angerona, goddess of the winter solstice, divinity of the 
angustos dies, that disquieting period when the light of the sun grows more 
faint, see Georges Dumezil, La religion romaine archaique (Paris: Payot, 1966). 
Of particular interest is his observation on the magic value of silence as concen­
trated spiritual energy. 

3 ·  Jurgis Baltrusaitis, La quete d'Isis (Paris: 0. Perrin, 1967). 
4 ·  A. J. Festugiere, La revelation d'Hermes Trismegiste, 4 vols. (Paris: Le 

Coffre, 1 9 3 3-1954) .  The hermetic texts have been edited by A. D. Nock and 
translated by A. J. Festugiere, Corpus Hermeticum, 4 vols. (Paris : Societe 
d'Edition Les Belles Lettres, 1945-1 954) .  

5 ·  M.  W. Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins (East Lansing: Michigan State 
College Press, 1 9 5 2) .  Quoted by Frances A. Yates in Giordano Bruno and the 
Hermetic Tradition. 

6. Yates, Giordano Bruno, pp. 223,  263.  
7· In 1 974 the Jesuit priest Conor P. Reilly published Athanasius Kircher: 

Master of a Hundred Arts (Rome: Edizioni del Mondo, 1 974), an excellent 
source of information for Kircher's innumerable scientific works and for his 
intellectual evolution. Reilly does not deal with Kircher's hermeticism except in 
passing; nor, perhaps for religious reasons, does he discuss his syncretism. 

8. Yates, Giordano Bruno, pp. 4 17-4 1 8 ,  quoting Kircher's Oedipus Aegyp­
tiacus. 

9· "Architecture and Magic: Consideration on the Idea of the Escorial," in 
Essays in the History of Architecture, Presented to RudolfWittkower, ed. Doug­
las Fraser (London: Phaidon, 1 967). 

10. See Frances A. Yates, Theatre of the World (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1 969) .  This English scholar quotes an article by Hugh Tait, "The 
Devil's Looking Glass: The Magical Speculum of Dr. John Dee,"' collected in 
Horace Walpole: Writer, Politician and Connoisseur, ed. Warren Harding Smith 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1 967).  

I 2 .  Sister Juana and the Goddess Isis 

1 .  Franz Cumont, Les religions orientales dans le paganisme romain (Paris: 
P. Buenther, 1 929; previously published by E. Leroux). 

2. See Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 2d ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1 963) ,  and H. D. Leisegang, La gnose (Paris: Payot, 1 9 5 1 ) .  

3 ·  Baltrusaitis, La quete d'lsis. 
4 ·  Ibid. 
5· Auguste Viate, Les sources occultes du romantisme (r no-r8zo), 2d ed. 

(Paris: Champion, 1969). 
6 .  Amsterdam, 1 699 .  



I 3 .  Flattery and Favors 

1. Duke de Maura, Vida y reinado. 

Notes to Pages ISo -209 - 5 2 3  

2.. See Manuel Rivera Cambas, Los gobernantes de Mexico (Mexico City: 
lmprenta J. M. Aguilar Ortiz, 1 872.) ;  Vicente Riva Palacio, Mexico a traves de 
los siglos: El virreinato (Mexico City: G. S. Lopez, r940); Rubio Mane, lntro­
ducci6n, vol. 2.: Expansion y defensa ( 1959). 

3· J. H. Elliott, Imperial Spain, I469-I716 (New York: St. Martin, 1963) .  
4·  Ibid. 
5· Ibid. 
6. "Loa a los ari.os del rey, IV." The Reflection represented Jose, son of the 

Viceroy and Vicereine, who had not yet had his first birthday. 
7· La pensee chinoise (Paris: A. Michel, 1 9 50). 

I 4· Council of Stars 

1 .  That was the Duke de Medinaceli's position in the royal palace before 
he was named first minister. 

2. Number 1 6. 
3· Rene Nelli, L'erotique des troubadours (Toulouse: E. Privat, 1 963) .  
4· Robert S. Briffault, The Troubadours (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1965) .  
5 .  Nelli, L'erotique des troubadours. 
6. Mendez Plancarte says of these verses : "This is one of the passages for 

which the Inquisition-had it chosen, as some have fantasized-could have, 
and not without justification, looked for a quarrel with her." Sor Juana had said 
in her Response to Sor Filotea that she "wished no quarrel with the Holy Of­
fice." 

7· In a commentary on the sonnet honoring Father Kino, and in comment­
ing on verses 303-308 of First Dream. 

8. C. S. Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964). 

9· Diogenes Laertius, Vies et opinions des philosophes (Book 7, La doctrine 
stoi"cienne), in Les Stoiciens, Bibliotheque de Ia Pleiade (Paris: Gallimard, 1962).  

ro. The Anatomy of Melancholy. 
r 1 .  Lewis observes that Coleridge, like all moderns, inverted the positions 

of fantasy and imagination. When I examine First Dream, I shall return to this 
question. 

1 2. Stanze: La parola e il fantasma nella cultura occidentale (Turin: 
G. Einaudi, 1977). 

1 3 . Robert Klein, Form and Meaning, trans. Madeline Jay and Leon Wie-
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seltier (New York: Viking Press, I 979). A number of these essays are contained 
in La fonne et /'intelligible (Paris: Gallimard, I970). I have referred especially 
to the section entitled "Spirito Peregrina." Another author who has dealt 
knowledgeably with these themes is D. P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic 
(London: Warburg Institute, I 9 5 8). 

I4. See the song "Donna mi prega." 
1 5 . Klein, Form and Meaning. 
1 6. "Quand'elli e giunto Ia dove disira, I vede una donna che riceve onore I 

e luce si, che per lo suo splendore l lo peregrina spirito Ia mira." Translation 
into English by Mark Musa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1 962) .  

1 7. See Paul Oskar Kristeller, The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, trans. 
Virginia Conant (New York: Columbia University Press, I943) .  

r 8. Ibid., p. 277f. 
1 9. See my Conjunctions and Disjunctions. 

I 5. R eligious Fires 

r .  The caption of poem I S  reads: "The Lady Vicereine was wont, so jeal­
ously infatuated was she with the Poet, to reproach her for any interruption in 
her expressions of regard. 

2. Poetes du XVI siecle, texts established and with an introduction by Al­
bert-Marie Schmidt (Paris: Gallimard, 1953 ) .  

3 ·  "Throughout the ages our love will stand I A s  proof that woman's love 
for woman I Surpasses any love offered by man." 

4· Antonio Alatorre, "Ava tares barrocos del romance (De Gongora a Sor 
Juana Ines de Ia Cruz)," Nueva Revista de Filologia Hispanica, 3 6, no. 2 ( 1977). 
Alatorre calls this decasyllabic romance "an erotic poem," and briefly under­
scores the interest of the "Advertencia" in poem I 6. He is the on I y person, as 
far as I am aware, who has noted this aspect of the poem. Or the only one who 
has been open enough to say so. 

5· See Chapter 2 1 ,  "Music Box." 
6. The cumulative effect of the Spanish dura!durezalduraci6n carmot be re­

created in English.-Translator's note. 
7· In Spanish there is a pun on retratada, appearing in a portrait, and re­

tractada, repenting of affection.-Translator's note. 
8. Jose F. Montesinos in his introduction to Poesias liricas de Lope de Vega, 

vol. I (Madrid: Ediciones de " La Lectura," I92 5) .  

r 6. The Reflection, the Echo 

r. The poem is preceded by this note: "This paper was found without the 
name of its author; it seems to have been composed immediately following the 
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arrival in Spain of the news of the poet's death." Castorena y Ursua, in his 
introduction, intimates that the poem is by Calleja. It is my opinion that Calleja 
also wrote the anonymous sonnet that follows his imprimatur: " On Sister Juana 
Ines' Disillusion at the Time of Her Death." In addition to the fact that Father 
Calleja uses the same naive stratagem to conceal his name, the sentiments, ideas, 
and language recall those of the tercets. These are two truly felt poems, and this 
distinguishes them from the other compositions in Fame and Posthumous 
Works. 

2. "Primer retrato de sor Juana," in Historia Mexicana, 2, no. 1 Uuly-Sept. 
1 9 5 2). 

3 ·  Pietro Cerone ( r 56 5-r625 ?), a Neapolitan musician, lived in Spain for 
many years and was Kapellmeister for Philip II and Philip III. He wrote a trea­
tise on music in Italian in addition to El melopeo y maestro, which was famous 
in Cerone's time but written in a Spanish plagued with ltalianisms. (In Spanish 
we have melopea and melopeya, but melopeo is not listed in any of the standard 
sources-the Diccionario de autoridades, the dictionary of the Academia, or 
Corominas' etymological dictionary. ) 

4· Jose Subira, "La musique en Espagne (siecle XVII)," in Histoire de Ia 
musique, Encyclopedie de La Ph�iade (Paris: Gallimard, 195 5) .  

5 ·  See Alice M. Pollio's essay "Toward an Understanding of Cerone's El 
melopeo y maestro, " Romanic Review, 5 J ,  no. 2 (April 1962), for an examina­
tion of Cerone's Platonism. 

6. Macrobius, Book II, first chapter of his Commentary on the Dream of 
Scipio, trans. William Harris Stahl (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1 9 5 2) .  

7· Joscelyn Godwin, Athanasius Kircher: Renaissance Man and the Quest 
for Lost Knowledge (London: Thames and Hudson, 1 979). 

8. Kircher claimed as his own the invention of the megaphone, or "speaking 
trumpet" (tuba stentorophonica), and devoted to the subject another treatise on 
acoustics, Phonurgia nova ( 1 673) .  On the question of the polemic between 
Kircher and Samuel Morley, see the book by Conor P. Reilly, Athanasius 
Kircher: Master of a Hundred Arts (Rome: Edizioni del Mondo, 1 974). 

9· According to Godwin, Athanasius Kircher. 
ro. "Sor Juana y el regateo de Abraham" ( 1 979). 
1 1 . Reilly, Athanasius Kircher. 
1 2. Godwin, Athanasius Kircher. 

r 7. Realm of Signs 

r .  Leonard, Baroque Times. See the chapters "Scenes, Writers, and Read­
ing, r 62o" ; "The Strange Case of the Curious Book Collector"; and "On the 
Book Trade, r 68J ." 
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2. A number of collections of romances-narrative poems-published be­
ginning in the sixteenth century. 

3 ·  Tomas Navarro Tomas, Metrica espanola (New York: Syracuse Univer­
sity Press, 1 95 6) ;  Alatorre, "Avatares barrocos del romance." 

4· A curious misconception: Spain did not yet exist. We do the same with 
Nezahualcoyotl and Nahuatl poetry. A literature is defined not by nation-an 
imprecise and rather late, modern concept-but by language. 

5. Vision y simbolos en Ia pintura espanola del siglo de oro (Madrid: Agui­
lar, 1972). 

1 8. Different from Herself 

1 .  Leonard, Don Carlos de Siguenza y Gongora: A Mexican Savant of the 
Seventeenth Century. 

2. Leonard reports that it was Sigiienza who most frequently brought visi­
tors to the locutory of San Jeronimo, where they were received by Sor Juana. 
Other authors mention this practice. In his biography of Sor Juana (Mexico 
City: Jose Porrua, 193 6), Juan Jose Eguiara y Eguren states that Juan de Are­
chiga took the Spanish theologian Antonio Gutierrez to San Jeronimo, as was 
his custom whenever persons of intellectual standing arrived in Mexico. Casto­
rena y Ursua also refers to these visitations. 

3 ·  See Elias Trabulse, Ciencia y religion en e/ siglo XVII (Mexico City: El 
Colegio de Mexico, 1974).  

4 ·  The Count de Monclova died in Lima, as Viceroy of Peru. One of his 
daughters, Josefa, fervently inclined toward the religious life, had vowed to be­
come a nun but was prevented by her father from doing so. At the death of the 
Count, while his widow and daughters were still living in Lima, the girl renewed 
her entreaties but met with the no less categorical refusal of her mother. One 
night, as if in a romantic play, she climbed over a balcony in the palace and, 
sliding down a rope, fell into the arms of an awaiting priest, who immediately 
led her to a convent. She was the founder of the convent of Santa Rosa in Lima. 
Never suspecting what was to be her fate, Sor Juana mentions this daughter of 
the Count de Monclova in a line of her loa to the play Love Is the Greater 
Labyrinth. 

5 .  Rubio Mane calls attention to the Count de Calve's indiscriminate use 
of his names and titles. 

6. See Duke de Maura, Vida y reinado. 
7· See Rubio Mane, Introduccion, vol. 3 :  Expansion y defensa. 
8. "Nuevas datos para Ia biografia de sor Juana," Contemporaneos 9 (Feb­

ruary 1 929). 



19.  Hear Me with Your Eyes 

r. See sonnets 1 59-1 63.  
2 .  Agudeza y arte de ingenio, Discurso II. 

Notes to Pages 275-308  -- 5 1. 7 

3· The lines quoted arc the last two lines of Ruben Darfo's sonnet "Cara­
col" (Seashell): "un profundo oleaje y un misterioso viento: I el caracol la forma 
tiene de un coraz6n . " -Editor's note. 

4· Translation by Alan S. Trueblood from A Sor Juana Anthology (Cam­
bridge, Mass. :  Harvard University Press, 1988).  

5 .  Phyllis, I dreamed this night, within my chamber showed 
As lovely as erstwhile beneath the light of day, 
Seeking to give her ghost again to amorous play, 
That, like Ixion, I should couple with a cloud. 

Her ghost crept in my bed, naked, without a shroud, 
And said: "Dear Damon, back to thee I find my way. 
I am but grown more fair whilst I did darkling stay 
In that grim region whence at last I am allowed. 

"I come to kiss again the handsomest of blades, 
I come to die again within thy body's mesh." 
Then, when the image had exacted its full toll, 

It said, "Farewell !  And now I go back to the shades. 
Since thou hast boasted oft of lying with my flesh, 
Now canst thou boast anew, of lying with my soul." 

Translated by Norman Cameron. 

20 .  Ink on Wings of Paper 

r. See E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1 965 ) .  According to Dodds, the first Christian 
mystic was St. Gregory of Nyssa, who was familiar with the work of Plotinus 
and appropriated his vocabulary. To that extent and in that sense Christian 
mysticism springs from a pagan source. 

2. Angel Valbuena Prat, Historia de Ia /iteratura espanola, vol. 2, 8th ed. 
(Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 1 968) .  

3 .  There are many examples in seventeenth-century poetry of humorous 
poems in rhymed couplets-for instance, these ballads by Quevedo: "A una 
dama hermosa, rota y remendada" ;  "A una mujer tlaca" ;  "A una mujer pe­
quciia" ;  "A Marica." Mendez Plan carte criticizes Henriquez Urena for calling 
Sor Juana's poem in couplets a silva; Lope de Vega, nevertheless, titled the first 
canto of La gatomaquia, composed almost exclusively of couplets, "Silva pri­
mera." 

4· Translation by Alan S. Trueblood, A Sor Juana Anthology. 



5 2 8  _..._ Notes to Pages 3 09-3 25 

2 1 .  Music Box 

r. Navarro Tomas, Metrica espanola. 
2.. See Oth6n Arr6niz, Teatro de evangelizaci6n en Nueva Espana (Mexico 

City: Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico, 1979), and Jose Rojas Gar­
ciduenas, El teatro de Nueva Espana en el siglo XVI (Mexico City: Secretarfa 
de Educaci6n Publica, 1 973) .  

3 ·  In his  "Estudio liminar," val. 2. ,  Obras completas. 
4· Small roman numerals indicate poems attributed to Sor Juana by Men­

dez Plancane. 
5· In the Spanish word play, voladoras, "flying," is echoed in doras, "you 

gild," and rhymed with horas, "hours."-Translator's note. 
6. It is curious that Mendez Plancarte says, in regard to this villancico, "We 

find no evidence of a cross on the breast of Serapis." Jurgis Baltrlisaitis states 
that "the history of the figure of the cross found among the hierogl�hs of the 
temple of Serapis has been told by Rufinus (3 I I-42.o), Sozomen (3 84-42.5) ,  
Socrates Scholasticus (3 79-440), Cassiodorus (480-575) .  It was collected by 
Suidas (tenth and eleventh centuries) ,  Nicephorus Callistus (fourteenth cen­
tury), and Marsilio Ficino" (La quete d'Isis). I would add the mythologists, 
especially Cartari ;  in his book many engravings of Egyptian and Christian gods 
are presented on facing pages. In the Allegorical Neptune Sor Juana quotes 
Cartari; in the Response, Cassiodorus. 

7· Marsilio Ficino, De vita coelitus comparanda, quoted by Yates in Gior­
dano Bruno. 

8. Ibid. 
9· Frances A. Yates must be credited with pointing out the ties that link 

Kircher to the hermetic tradition of the preceding century, in contrast to his 
biographer Father Reilly, who overlooks this basic aspect of his personality and 
work. 

r o. An example of Kircher's attitude on this subject is the elaborate defense 
his disciple Gaspar Schott made of the orthodoxy of his points of view in the 
second edition of Iter exstaticum ( r 67r ) .  A Dominican priest, Melchior Car­
nam, had denounced some of the statements of that book as heretical, saying 
that Kircher was falling into the same fatal error as Bruno: postulating an infi­
nite universe and a plurality of inhabited worlds. This belief had led Bruno to 
the stake. In his biography of Kircher, Father Reilly confuses Melchior Carnam 
with Melchor Cano, who lived a century earlier. 

r 1 .  The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University 
Press, 1936) , p. 1 1 3 .  



22. The Stage and the Court 

Notes to Pages 3 26-3 3 7  ,..._ 5 2 9  

1 .  The Spanish word comedia i s  the general term for dramatic work; i t  does 
not mean comedy in the modern sense.-Translator's note. 

2. E. M. Wilson and D. Moir, The Golden Age: Drama L49 2.-L 700 (New 
York: Barnes and Noble, 1972), vol. 3 of A Literary History of Spain. 

3· Sainetes de sor Juana (Mexico City: Editora Intercontinental, 1945) .  
4 ·  The Spanish pun is  on casas . . .  pasadas par agua, literally, "passed 

through water" (as foodstuffs imported from Spain would be) ; idiomatically 
the phrase means "soft-boiled."-Translator's note. 

5 ·  Spanish-American Literature: A History, trans. john V. Falconieri (De­
troit, Mich. :  Wayne State University Press, 1963) .  Originally published as His­
toria de Ia literatura hispanoamericana, I (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Eco­
n6mica, 1954) .  

6. The learned Francisco Fernandez del Castillo believed that Guevara was 
a cousin of Sor Juana's, a supposition that has since been rejected. The priest 
Juan de Guevara was born in Mexico-date unknown-and died around 1 692.. 
In his time he was a well-known and appreciated poet. A fervent Gongorist, he 
was awarded prizes in several poetry competitions. Few of his works have sur­
vived. The few examples Mendez Plancarte was able to include in vol. 3 of 
Poetas novohispanos reveal a clever, competent, and impersonal imitator of the 
ruling poetic styles of his day. 

7· In an address delivered at a literary celebration honoring Sor Juana, on 
November 1 2, 1 874, in Mexico City. Vigil finds a vague prefiguration of the 
ideas of Hobbes in the words of Theseus. The Mexican critic did not know the 
writings of Suarez and his disciples on the origin of the state. 

8. See Quentin Skinner, The Foundation of Modern Political Thought, vol. 
2: The Revival of Thomism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) .  

9· Armando de Marfa y Campos, "El teatro de sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz 
en Manila, en 1 709," Sunday supplement, Mexico en Ia Cultura, of Novedades, 
145  (November I I , 1 95 1 ) .  

ro .  Angelic intelligences cannot know the future, the realm of  freedom, 
says Mendez Plancarte, finding his authority in St. Thomas. Nevertheless, there 
is a minor theological problem here: Dante tells us that the souls of the wicked 
condemned to hell have the gift of dual vision and can know the future. 

1 I. "La correlaci6n en Ia estructura del teatro calderoniano," in Damaso 
Alonso and Carlos Bousono, Seis calas en Ia expresi6n literaria espanola (Ma­
drid: Editorial Gredos, 1970). 
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23 . The Float and the Sacrament 

r. "Explicacion del auto sacramental " ( 1940). This essay was included by 
Manuel Duran and Roberto Gonzalez Echevarria in their excellent collection 
with a perceptive introduction, Calderon y fa critica: historia y antologia (Ma­
drid: Editorial Gredos, 1976).  

2. Las peras del olmo (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Econ6mica, 1957) .  
3 ·  Rojas Garciduenas, E/ teatro de Nueva Espana. See also h is  Autos y 

coloquios del siglo XVI (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de 
Mexico, 1 939). 

4 ·  The villancicos to St. Peter sung in the cathedral of Mexico City in 1 692 
and included by Mendez Plancarte among the attributed compositions: are they 
really hers? 

5· A slightly less prejudiced version of the events is found in Modesto La­
fuente's Historia general de Espana, vol. 1 (Barcelona: Montaner y Simon, 
1877). Lafuente follows the version of the chronicler Juan de Vidara, "a con­
temporary writer, the person closest to the theater of events," although he also 
accepts "Gregory of Tours, also a contemporary, but writing farther from the 
scene." 

6. Two centuries after the rebellion of the Comuneros of Castile the Dic­
cionario de autoridades ( 1 726 edition) still offered the definition: " Comunero: 
He who in the name of the commoner or people joins with others to rise up and 
conspire against his sovereign." 

7· Festugiere, La Revelation d'Hermes Trismegiste. 
8 .  Quoted by Yates in Giordano Bruno. 
9· Corpus Hermeticum, Book I. The summary given here is a paraphrase 

based on the Nock and Festugiere edition. 
10. Mendez Plancarte footnotes the long and complex symbolism of the 

hyacinth, including Pliny's report that the Greek letters AI can be read in its 
veins : "Thence, those hyacinths, on the hands of Christ, are both rich jewels 
and purple flowers (his wounds) and, in his Ales, allude to the suffering of his 
Passion." 

24. First Dream 

r .  I render the Spanish title as it appears in the first editions, although 
modern usage demands Primer sueno. 

2. Eunice Joiner Gates, "Reminiscences of Gongora in the works of Sor 
Juana lnes de Ia Cruz," PMLA, 54 (September-October 1 939);  Emilio Carilla, 
"Sor Juana, ciencia y poesia: el l'rimero sueno," Revista de Filologia Espanola, 
3 6  (July-December 195 2);  Alfonso Mendez Plancarte, E/ sueno (Mexico City: 
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lmprenta Universitaria, I 9 5 I ) ; Jose Pascual Bux6, Gongora en Ia poesia novo­
hispana (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico, 1 960). 

3· The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley : University of California Press, 
1 96 3 ) .  

4·  El "Sueiio " de Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz (London: Tamesis, 1 9 77).  

5·  See Antonio Gallego Morell, Garcilaso y sus comentaristas (Madrid: 
Editorial Gredos, 1 972).  

6. Vossler published two essays on Sor Juana, "Die Zehnte Muse von Mex­
ico" (Munich, 1 93 4 )  and "Die Welt im Traum," which appears with his trans­
lation of First Dream (Berlin, 1 94 1 ). The former, as "La decima musa de Mex­
ico," translated by Carlos Claveria, was collected in Vossler's Escritores y poetas 
de Espaiia (Buenos Aires : Espasa Calpe, 1 947). The second, as "El mundo en el 
sueiio," translated by Gerardo Mondenhauer, appeared in Juan Carlos Merlo's 
edition of Primero sudio (Buenos Aires: Universidad de Buenos Aires, I 9 5 J ) .  

The dream of Scipio, the only surviving fragment of the sixth book of De Re­
publica, comes to us through the commentary of Macrobius. For commentary 
on Scipio's dream-in addition to Macrobius, and William Harris Stahl's intro­
duction to his translation of Macrobius' Commentary-see Pierre Boyance, 
Etudes sur le songe de Scipion (Paris: Boccard, 1 9 3 6 ) .  The essay by Robert 
Ricard ("La poesie savante: 'El sueno,' deuxieme lec;on")  is one of a series of 
lectures on Sor Juana given by the French historian in Paris in 1 9 5 7 ·  They were 
collected in a mimeographed pamphlet entitled "Une poetesse mexicaine du 
XVII<m• siecle." 

7· The ideas I present in this chapter were first formulated in 1 9 7 I  during 
a course I offered on Sor Juana at Harvard University, and repeated in 1 9 7 3  and 
1 9 7 5 ·  They took on something close to their present form in the fifth lecture in 
a series, "Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, Her Life and Her Work," delivered in I 974 

at the Colegio Nacional de Mexico. 
8. There are three editions. The first is Itinerarium exstaticum (Rome, 

1 6 5 6).  The title varies slightly in the subsequent editions: Iter exstaticum 
(Wiirzburg, 1 66o, and Nuremberg, 1 67 1 ), both annotated and with scholia by 
Schott. I have used a microfilm copy of the 1 67 1  edition. I want to take this 
opportunity to thank my friend the poet Ruben Bonifaz Nuno for his transla­
tion of the second chapter. The wording of the title page is worth quoting, at 
least partially : "The ecstatic heavenly voyage of the Reverend Father Athanasius 
Kircher, Society of Jesus, in which, with new hypotheses, is expounded, in 
strictest truth, the workings of the world . . .  through the veil of a feigned rap­
ture, the Interlocutors being Cosmiel and Theodidactus . . .  with the consent of 
the author, the work was elucidated with headnotes and scholia . . .  and expur­
gated, by Father Gaspar Schott, Society of Jesus, of the errors that had been 
introduced in the first edition in Rome . . .  " I wonder whether the first edition 
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termed the "ecstatic rapture" as "feigned." As for the ·"errors" :  this refers to 
the accusations that Kircher held theories similar to those of Bruno and others 
on the infinity of the universe and plurality of inhabited worlds. 

9· Festugiere, Revelation, voL r, chap. ro:  "Lcs fictions litteraires du logos 
de revelation." 

IO. Hermetica, ed. and trans. Walter Scott (repr., Boulder, Colo.: Hermes 
House, 198 2) .  

1 1 .  After this book was written, Jose Pascual Bux6 published a thought­
provoking essay, "El sueno de Sor Juana: Alegorfa y modelo del mundo," in 
Sabado (August I 5 , 198 1) .  Bux6 also favors the tripartite division. He indicates 
that it corresponds to a medieval "model of the world" prolonged in the Ren­
aissance tradition: "The three parts of El sueno conform to a tripartite model 
of man and the world, in which the world is conceived of as divided into three 
orbs, or spheres (the earth, the sun and the planets, and the empyrean), which 
in turn are homologous to the parts of the human body"-the inferior, the 
location of the reproductive organs; the intermediate, the heart and lungs, seat 
of the vital spirits; and the superior, the head, "simulacrum of the spiritual 
world." Bux6 analyzes only the first part of the poem and finds that Sor Juana, 
to describe night in the sublunary world, uses the emblems current in her time­
for example, in Saavedra Fajardo-following the pattern of Alciati's famous 
Emblemata. He argues that the other parts of First Dream pertain to the same 
emblematic system. The poem, he concludes, "displays not only a considerable 
number of symbols sanctioned by humanist tradition . . .  but also a Neoplatonic 
model of the world." Bux6 is correct in underscoring the importance of em­
blems in First Dream, and he makes a perceptive analysis of the symbols and 
allegorical figures of the first part of the poem. More questionable, in my opin­
ion, is his view of the poem as merely a representation of a "Neoplatonic model 
of the universe." The tripartite division of the world is not exclusive to Neopla­
tonism. furthermore, the second part of the poem does not correspond to the 
zone of the vital spirits (the heart and lungs) or to that of the sun and the srars; 
neither is the third part homologous to the empyrean and, in man, to compre­
hension and the intellect. Finally, in conceiving of the poem as an allegorical 
"model" of the cosmos, its most essential theme is omitted: the adventure of 
the soul liberated from the body during sleep. Sor Juana is telling us of an 
action, a feat: the saga of the soul in stellar spaces and personal abysses. This is 
why First Dream can justly be called an epic of the spirit. 

1 2. The book is Obeliscus Aegyptiacus (Rome, I666). In the Oedipus Ae­
gyptiacus (pages 1 I 5 and 4 I 8 of the second volume) and in the Musurgia uni­
versalis (page 3 93 of the second volume) appear engravings representing pyra­
mids of light and shadow that, according to Kircher, emblematically sum up 
Egyptian philosophy. Joscelyn Godwin says that Kircher took the theme of the 
intersection of the pyramids of light and shadow from Robert Fludd. 
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1 3 ·  Jose Gaos, "El suei10 de un sueiw," Historia Mexicana, Io, no. I (July­
September I 96o). 

14 ·  See Chapter I4, "Council of Stars." 
I 5 .  Authors generally mention common sense (sensus communis) in addi­

tion, but Sor Juana omits it. 
I 6. Klein, "L'imagination comme vetement de !'arne chez Marsile Ficino et 

Giordano Bruno," in La forme et /'intelligible. 
I7 .  See my Apariencia desnuda, 2.d ed. (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, I978) .  

In  English, Marcel Duchamp: Appearance Stripped Bare, trans. Rachel Phillips 
and Donald Gardner (New York: Viking Press, I978).  

I 8 .  Jurgis Baltrusaitis, Le miroir: Essai sur une Jegende scientifique (Paris: 
Elmayan, I 978) .  

I9. Lovejoy, Great Chain of Being, p. 49· 
2.0. Proclus carried this idea to its extreme: negation is part of the process. 

Hegel's admiration for Proclus is well known. 
2. 1 .  The Republic, Book IV. Jesus Tomas Garda, Spanish translator of The 

Republic, points out that the Greek corresponds to the Latin animus. Leon 
Robin translates it as ardeur de sentiment, and calls this faculty Ia fonction 
mediatrice. In the Timaeus, the soul is also composed of three parts: an indivis­
ible, immutable substance identical to itself, which is the One and corresponds 
to the intelligible; another, divisible, subject to change, which is the Other and 
corresponds to the sensible; and a third, which is a combination of the other 
two and which relates them one to another, since it belongs to both the sensible 
and the intelligible. In Renaissance Neoplatonism the mediating function is ef­
fected by comprehension or reason in the rational soul, and fantasy in the sen­
sory. 

2.2.. Ramon Xirau, Genio y figura de sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz (Buenos 
Aires: Editorial Universitaria de Buenos Aires, 1967). 

2.3. Lovejoy, Great Chain of Being. 

2.4. Ibid., p. I 2.6. 

2.5. Obras of Juan de Tarsis y Peralta, Conde de Villamediana, edited with 
an introduction and notes by Juan Manuel Rozas (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 
I969) .  

2. 6. London: Nelson, I964. I call attention to two essays that rectify certain 
points and open new perspectives: Robert Klein, "Saturne: croyances et sym­
boles," in La forme et /'intelligible, and Giorgio Agamben, " I  fantasmi di Eros," 
in Stanze. 

25. An Ill-Fated Letter 

1. A translation is available in pp. 86-1 2.0 of Fanchon Royer's The Tenth 
Muse (Paterson, N.J.: St. Anthony Guild Press, I 9 5 2.). 



2.. See Robert Ricard, "Antonio de Vieyra y sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz," and 
Dario Puccini, Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz: Studio d'una persona/ita del Barocco 
messicano (Rome: Edizioni dcll'Ateneo, 1 967). Ricard believes that Vieyra de­
livered the sermon between 1 64 2.  and 1 65 2.. Puccini states that Sor Juana must 
have read it in a translation that appeared in editions published in 1 678 and 
r68o. 

3· Omphale, who dressed Hercules in women's clothes and forced him to 
spin and weave while she, clad in a lion's skin, wielded his war club (Macrobius, 
Saturnalia, 3 ) .  Sor Juana refers to the same passage in First Dream. 

4· Carta abierta a/ seiior Alfonso junco (Mexico City: Imprenta Mundial, 
1 934) .  

5 .  Torres, Dechado de principes eclesiasticos. 
6. Las cinco piedras de Ia honda de David en cinco discursos predicados a 

Ia serenisima reina de Suecia, Cristina Alejandra, en lengua italiana. Por el re­
verendisimo padre Antonio de Vieyra . . . Dedicados a/ ilustrisimo seiior don 
Francisco de Aguiar y Seijas, obispo de Michoacan . . . (Madrid: I. Fernandez 
de Buendia, r 67 5 ). And the second volume: Sermones varios del padre Antonio 
de Vieyra de Ia Compaiiia de jesus, dedicados al ilustrisimo seiior don Francisco 
de Aguiar y Seijas (Madrid: I. Fernandez de Buendia, 1 678). 

7· In a letter to the Marquis de Gouveia Uune 2.4, r 683 ), Vieyra refers to 
the honor with satisfaction. Relations between the university and the Arch­
bishop, Puccini indicates, were excellent. 

8. jose Mariano Beristain y Souza, Biblioteca hispanoamericana septen­
trional (Mexico City: A. Valdes, r 8 1 6-r82.r ) ;  second edition, in facsimile, 
1980. 

9·  According to Torres, when Fray Payo departed, the "cedula de arzobispo 
de Mexico" was sent to Fernandez de Santa Cruz, but he, "poised on the bright 
speculum of disillusion," did not accept the post. Torres neither copies nor men­
tions any document to prove his claim. He adds that the Viceroy Count de 
Galve informed him that he had named Fernandez "interim Viceroy," but that 
the Bishop again refused. In this instance he does reproduce the cedula in which 
Charles II accepts the rejection (Madrid, April 8, I 698). I emphasize that Fer­
nandez de Santa Cruz refused the Viceroy's temporary position, not a perma­
nent appointment. Torres' account is unclear, and purports to show that the 
I 698 appointment is a consequence of the Archbishop's supposed refusal six­
teen years earlier ! (See chapter 41 ,  pp. 2.66-70, of Dechado de principes ecle­
sidsticos.) 

IO. jose de Lezamis, Breve relaci6n de Ia vida y muerte del limo. y Revmo. 
Seiior Doctor Don Francisco Aguiar y Seijas (Mexico, 1 699).  

I r.  Francisco Sosa, El episcopado mexicano (Mexico City: H. Iriarte y 
S. Hernandez, r 877-1 879) .  
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1. I stated earlier that an Apologia a favor do R.P. Antonio Vieyra was 
published in 1727, in Lisbon, signed by an Augustinian nun, Sister Margarita 
lgnacia. The author of this booklet was actually her brother Luis Gon<;alves 
Pinheiro. Again, pseudonyms and sex changes-unusual symbolic "transves­
tism." 

2. Lines 1-1 2.8. (I refer to the line numbers in volume 4 of the Complete 
Works. )  

3 ·  Lines 1 29-1 8 3 .  
4 ·  Lines 1 84-2 1 5 .  
5 ·  Lines 2 1 6-289. 
6. Macrobius, chapter 14 of his Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, ed. 

William Harris Stahl. The image comes from the Iliad (VIII, 9). It also appears 
in Proclus. 

7. Lines 290-440. Kircher did not write a book entitled De magnete. Sor 
Juana may be referring to Magnes, sive de arte magnetica (Rome, 164 1 ) ,  which 
is Kircher's most extensive study on magnetism. I previously pointed out the 
origin of the image of God as a circumference: Nicholas of Cusa. The frontis­
piece of Magnes contains, among other images, that of the chain descending 
from the heavens. This symbol appears in two additional books by Kircher: as 
a frontispiece in Magneticum naturae regnum (Rome, I 667) and in Mundus 
subterraneus (Amsterdam, 1 678) .  

8. Lines 44 1-5 3 2. 
9· Lines 5 3 3-844. 
10. Between Hypatia and Sor Juana there are clear similarities of which she 

was undoubtedly aware. Beautiful, young, chaste, and learned, both were per­
secuted by intolerant prelates, although those who victimized the Alexandrian 
were incomparably more cruel and barbaric. Hypatia was the daughter and 
disciple of the Neoplatonic mathematician and philosopher Theon. She was 
perhaps the first woman to excel in the physical sciences: mathematics and as­
tronomy. She lectured in the Platonic school of Alexandria, which rivaled that 
of Athens, and wrote several scientific treatises, now lost, commentaries on Dio­
phantus, Apollonius of Perga, and Pwlemy. It is probable that, like all Neopla­
tonists of her day, she combined astronomy with astrology. She was the teacher 
and friend of Synesius of Cyrene, Bishop malgre lui and author of a famous 
book on dream, De insomniis, which Sor Juana might have read, or known 
indirectly through quotations and commentaries. Hypatia, friend of another 
pagan, the prefect Orestes, a rival of the awesome patriarch of Alexandria, St. 
Cyril, a contentious and bloodthirsty theologian, was the target of the animos­
ity of the groups of fanatic, patriarch-led monks who terrorized the city. One 
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day in 4 I 5 ,  during the Lenten season, these monks stopped her carriage, killed 
the coachman, stripped her of her clothes, and raped her. They then wok her to 
the church, where they tore her body to pieces. Gibbon adds a horrible detail: 
"Her flesh was scraped from her bones with sharp oyster-shells." Her murder 
was the beginning of the end of Alexandria's position as the world center of 
learning. Her fate inspired the ancients. In one of his letters, Synesius speaks of 
her as "mother and sister, teacher and benefactress in everything and of every­
one." A century later the poet Palladas dedicated a poem to her memory (Pala­
tine Anthology, IX, 400). In modern times Hypatia has been memorialized by 
historians, philosophers, and scholars. Gibbon devoted a moving page to her, 
and the now-forgotten Charles Kingsley made her the heroine of his historical 
novel Hypatia; or, New foes with an old face ( 1 8 5 3 ) .  Leconte de Lisle wrote 
two poems in her honor and, more recently, Charles Peguy delivered an exalted 
elegy of that soul "si parfaitemente accordee a l'ame platonicienne." On the 
subject of her relationship with Synesius, I cite the essay of H. I. Marrou in The 
Conflict Between Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century, ed. Arnoldo 
Momigliano (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I963 ) .  As in the case of Sor Juana, all 
these writers speak of Hypatia's beauty and love of learning. Gibbon writes 
with his customary eloquence, "In the bloom of beauty and in the maturity of 
wisdom, the modest maid refused her lovers and instructed her disciples." She 
probably died a virgin, for in the poem Palladas dedicated to her, he sees her as 
one of the stars in the constellation of Virgo. 

I 1. Lines 84I-I I 50.  
I 2. .  Lines II  so-I 2.67. 
I 3. They are interesting neither as literature nor as examples of ascetic or 

spiritual writing. 
14 ·  Lines 1 2.67-14 3 2.· 

27 .  And the Responses 

I .  Vida del venerable padre Pedro de Arellano y Sosa (Mexico City: En Ia 
Imprenta Real del Superior Gobierno, I 75 J ). See Francisco de Ia Maza, Sor 
Juana ante Ia historia (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mex­
ico, I 9 8 I ) .  

2. Villancicos to St. Catherine (3 r 6). 

2 8. The Siege 

1 .  Alboroto y motin de Mexico el 8 de junio de 1692.  Relacion de don 
Carlos de Siguenza y Gongora en una carta dirigida al almirante don Andres de 
Pez, ed. Irving A. Leonard (Mexico City: Talleres Graficos del Museo Nacional, 
I9J 2 ) .  

2.. " Rclaci6n del tumulto acaccido en Mexico e l  ano de I 692. por un testigo 
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presencia!," in vol. 10 of Documentos ineditos o muy raros para Ia historia de 
Mexico, ed. Genaro Garcia (Mexico City, 1 907). 

3· Ignacio Rubio Mane, lntroducci6n, vol. 2., Expansion y defensa ( 19 59). 
4· Letter from the Count de Galve to his older brother, Gregorio Maria de 

Silva y Mendoza, Duke del Infantado, August 2.3, 1692.. Quoted by Rubio 
Mane. 

5· "Letter written by a monk in Mexico City to an intimate gentleman 
friend in Puebla de los Angeles, recounting the uprising in that city, June 8, 
1 692.," in Documentos para Ia historia de Mexico, series 2., vol. 3 (Mexico City: 
Impr. de J. R. Navarro, 1 8 5 3-1 857).  Quoted by Rubio Mane. 

6. Torres, Dechado. Manuel Fernandez de Santa Cruz was noted for his 
belligerence, and Francisco de Ia Maza, in Sor Juana ante Ia historia, refers to a 
watercolor in which Fernandez appears dressed as a musketeer, sword in his 
belt, probably painted during the expedition of the Armada de Barlovento 
against the French in the Antilles. Santa Cruz tried to form a small army com­
posed of clerics and laymen, to join the Hispano-Mexican troops. 

29. The Abjuration 

I .  Such pious accounts were standard, and Lezamis writes a similar report 
of Aguiar y Seijas' penances. In a different passage Oviedo attributes the same 
zeal to Sor Juana. 

2.. The "Petition" appears at the end of volume four of the Complete Works. 
But it is undated, and Salceda does not indicate why he placed it where he did. 
I prefer Calleja's version: the " Petition" derives from the confession. 

3· Schons, "Nuevas datos." 
4· Mexico City: Impressa por la Viuda de J. B. de Hogal, 1 74 6. Written to 

commemorate the end of the tragic epidemic. Facsimile edition with a historical 
study and a chronology by Victor M. Ruiz Naufal (Mexico City: lost. Mexicano 
del Seguro Social, 1981 ) .  

5 .  Schons, "Nuevas datos." 
6. Ibid. 

Epilogue 

1 .  On History and People, trans. Saul K. Padover (New York: McGraw 
Hill, 1977) .  Originally published as Kunst und Epos. 

2.. Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, chap. 6. 
3· First Dream, line 8 10. 

Notes on Sources 

I .  " Some Obscure Points in the Life of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz," Modern 
Philology, 2.4 (November 192.6), 1 4 1 .  
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2. .  Carta abierta al senor Alfonso Junco (Austin, 1934) .  
3 ·  University of Texas Bulletin, 2. 5 2.6 lJuly 8, 1925) .  
4 ·  Anales del Museo Nacional de Arqueologia. Historia y Etnologia, 1 

(Publicaciones del Museo Nacional de Mexico, 193 5 ) .  
5 ·  Mexico City: Secretaria de  Relaciones Exteriores, 1934). 
6. Juana Jnes de Ia Cruz, die zehnte Muse von Mexico: Ihr Leben, ihre 

Dichtung, ihre Psyche (Munich : H. Rinn, 1946). Spanish-language edition, Sor 
Juana Ines de Ia Cruz, Ia Decima Musa de Mexico; Su vida, su poesia, su psique, 
translated by Juan Antonio Ortega Medina (Mexico City: Universidad Na­
cional Autonoma de Mexico, 1963} .  

7· For example, Ermilo Abreu Gomez in his Semblanza de sor Juana (Mex­
ico City: Ediciones Letras de Mexico, 1 93 8). E. Urzaiz Rodriguez published his 
essay "EI espiritu varonil de sor Juana" in El hijo pr6digo, 2.5 (April 1 945), a 
year before Pfandl's book; and in an essay written in 1950, published in Sur in 
1 9 5 1  and later collected in Las peras del olmo (Mexico City: Imp. Universitaria, 
1 9  57) ,  independently of Pfandl and without dwelling on psychosomatic "mas­
culinity," I alluded to questions relating to Sor Juana's psychology, especially in 
regard to the ambiguity of her emotional relationships with several female 
friends. 

8. Sor Juana Ines de Ia Cruz: Studio d'una persona/ita del Barocco messi­
cano (Rome: Edizioni deli'Ateneo, 1967) .  
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