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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, [ 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, “but 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
atenagorica 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 la 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 la
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
Fernindez 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 Fernindez had just arrived in New Spain and Juana had but re-
cently taken her vows in San Jerénimo. 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
Inés and of José Miguel de Torres, a poet and secretary of the university.
It seems reasonable to conjecture that Fernindez de Santa Cruz, Sor
Juana, and others—among them, perhaps, Castorena y Ursia—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 Fernindez de Santa Cruz y Sahagun was born in Palencia in
1637. 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.® 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 Gonzilez, 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 1673 and in 1675 was conse-
crated by Fray Payo Enriquez de Rivera. According to Torres’ account,
the young Bishop enjoyed Fray Payo’s friendship and protection. In
1676, at the age of thirty-nine, he was named Bishop of Puebla, a post
he held until his death in 1699. 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 Niinez de Miranda and Aguiar y
Seijas written by Juan de Oviedo and José 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 Fernindez 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 1692, 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
1686 (it was their only encounter). Fernindez de Santa Cruz commented
on the interview as follows:

I distribute among the poor any proceeds fromthose 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
[ 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-
niandez’ 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 1608 and died in
Salvador, Brazil, in 1697. 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-Guarani
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 1950, 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 1967 the Italian critic Dario 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 1675 and 1678 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.s In 1683, Conclusiones a toda la teologia (Some
Conclusions on Theology) was published, dedicated to Vieyra by the
Real y Pontificia Universidad de México—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 “Hericlito 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 Fernindez de Santa Cruz and Aguiar
y Seijas remains to be examined. Fernindez 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 Ferndndez de Santa Cruz should
aspire to his post as well as to the post of Viceroy. In an effort to prove
Fernindez 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.”® This information, com-
ing from an author with as little credibility as Torres and repeated with-
out further proof by Beristdin 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 Michoacién. 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 Il, 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 1680, 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 1681.

What happened between May 1680 and March 16812 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 atenagorica 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 atenagorica? 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 his wildly eccentric temperament, his 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 José 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.!® 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 Michoacdn, 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 Michoacidn. 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 Jerénimo 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
la Laguna. In the /oa, 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 Pérez de Montalban, E! valor perseguido y la traicion 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 Ninez de Miranda, Sor Juana’s confessor. The
tribunal often banned plays; Irving Leonard attributes the action taken
against Montalbéan’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 Consuelo 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 Consuelo 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 1698,
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and he 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 Goéngora; 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 1692, 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
11. As Don Carlos de Sigiienza y Géngora, 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.”"
Sosa overlooks several facts 1 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 cook 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. Nufiez
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 Fernindez 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.



26

The Response

Qﬁor& JuANA AND FERNANDEZ DE SANTA CRrRUZ must have fore-
seen that the publication of the Carta atenagérica 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.! 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 Ursia re-
fers only in passing to the incident, although we know that he was one
of Sor 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 Ninez de Miranda and tries to show that
Sor Juana did not return his affection; Torres, similarly, exalts and de-
fends the memory of Santa Cruz; as for José 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 Gémez was a pamphlet entitled
“La fineza mayor” (“The Greatest Act of Love”), a sermon delivered on
March 20, 1691, by the Valencian priest Francisco Xavier Palavicino
Villarrasa in the convent of San Jerénimo itself. Sor Juana had sent off
her Response to Sor Filotea de la 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 atenagérica. 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 his 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 Jerénimo, 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 Jerénimo 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 Ursiia, to whom she also dedi-
cated a poem of gratitude, in which she says gracefully: “you must let
the light of your intellect / shine brightly in my defense.” Castorena y
Ursia’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 la Cruz. First, the pseu-
donym. The famed Juan de Palafox y Mendoza, Fernindez de Santa
Cruz’s predecessor as the Bishop of Puebla, had in 1659 published “Pe-
regrinacién de Filotea al Santo templo y monte de la 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 Filo-
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. | 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. José Maria de Cossio
assumes that there was a prior agreement between Sor 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
Sor 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.

Sor Juana was not long in replying; the Carta atenagorica appeared
at the end of November of 1690, and the Response to Sor Filotea de la
Cruz was dated March 1, 1691. 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 relating 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. Sor 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
Fernindez de Santa Cruz and Nuiez 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-
gorica 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.
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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, “l 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.?

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 1669. 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 Jer6nimo 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, Niifiez 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: Nufiez 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 Nufiez 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 Nufez 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 [Nifez de Miranda).” These
pained words reveal a private disagreement, until then kept secret, be-
tween her and her confessor.*

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 Panoayén, 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 antpathy 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 Jerénimo, in spite of “all 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.”’
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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, it 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 José Maria
de Cossio’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 Lévi-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 | 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 linked 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.”¢ 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 recaches 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 quarrels. A small world possessed
by a fever for the trivial. But the difficulties of communal life—she calls
them “incvitable and accidental obstacles”—were but a small part 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.®

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 Gracidn 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? Niinez 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 . . . ?”



422 ~ The Traps of Faith

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.?

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 415 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.°

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 limitation: 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 . . . cling to that ‘Let women kecep
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
atenagorica? 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 E! suesio.” 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.”?

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. Fernindez 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 Fernidndez 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-
cién” (“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.”

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.’ Thus she ends this remarkable document. The form of her
argument is that of a spiral; 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 la Cruz is not only a confes-
sion but a defense of her intellectual bent; Manuel Fernindez de Santa
Cruz was seeking a retraction, but Sor Juana’s answer was a refutation.
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And the Responses

CHE RESPONSE TO SOR FILOTEA DE LA CRUZ was not pub-
lished until after Sor Juana’s death, in Fame and Posthumous Works
(1700), although it must have circulated in manuscript among her
friends and admirers. The attitude of Fernindez de Santa Cruz revealed
a caution that bordered on duplicity and hypocrisy. He did not answer
the letter of his protégée, 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 Fernidndez
de Santa Cruz but never once mentions the Response.

It is difficult, nearly three centuries after the events, to offer an expla-
nation of Ferndndez 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, Fernindez
himself was persuaded of the justice of the criticism Sor Juana was re-
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ceiving. The Response to Sor Filotea de la Cruz confirmed his 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 responsc; 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. Nifiez 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 fcar of the tribunal of the Holy Office. The
desertion of Nufez 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 Nufiez 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 Nifez de Miranda’s
withdrawal from her as that of the Response, that is, the early months
of 1691. 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 all. Determined to clear Nuiicz de Miranda of any
blame for his lack of understanding or excessive severity toward Sor
Juana, Oviedo committed thc 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 1693, 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 1680
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 1680 and 1690 her literary and worldly life
reached its greatest intensity, with the salon of San Jerénimo, 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 Nunez de Miranda with-
drew his ministrations during this period.*

How did Sor Juana feel about Nunez 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 Nifez 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 la
Maza discovered a strange bit of information in a biography of Father
Pedro Arellano written by Juan José de Eguiara y Eguren.’ Eguiara says
that after the death of Nifez 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 Nufiez de Miranda’s place without any disadvantage to Sor
Juana. Probably he was less severe than the Jesuit: he was an extdtico, a
contemplative, not an intellectual. Eguiara, however, says that Arellano
was Sor Juana’s confessor after the death of Niifiez de Miranda. That is
not possible. Nufez de Miranda died on February 17, 1695, and Sor

* For a new light on this matter, see the Appendix.
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Juana on April 17, 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 Nuiez de Mi-
randa. So we may reasonably assume that Arellano replaced Father An-
tonio from the time of his withdrawal until his return in 1693.

In her final years, Sor Juana had to face up 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 life—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, Géngora, Calderén, among many—was very simple: she was a
woman. Lope and Géngora were not good priests, but no Fernindez de
Santa Cruz scolded them publicly for not writing theological treatises,
nor did a Nunez de Miranda withdraw his spiritual aid because they
were writing love sonnets and décimas. 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 la 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
la Laguna in 1688 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.
Maria Luisa’s husband, the former Viceroy, had been named chief ma-
jordomo to the necw 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 1689
and a second, corrected and enlarged edition in 1690. It was very well
received in Spain and enhanced her reputation and consolidated her po-
sition.

The incident of the Carta atenagdrica 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 sprcad across the seas, gradually gath-
ered support until it became an issuc that touched on the very principles
of ccclesiastical 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 Scijas 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 gencral 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
friecnds 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 period, 1691 and 1692, reveal a tranquil Sor
Juana fully in control of 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 endcavors.

Early in 1691 Siglienza y Géngora published his anthology celebrat-
ing the victory 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 1691 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 /oa
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, 1692) 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 Arbieto,”
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 | have expended, what difficulties | 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 1689 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 la La-
guna. Probably Juan de Orve y Arbieto, like Camacho Gayna, was a
relative, friend, or protégé 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 Valdés: 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. Valdés ob-
viously was inspired by a portrait of Juana Inés shown him by the
Countess de Paredes, perhaps the miniature that was the subject of sev-
eral décimas.

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 Maria Luisa Manrique de Lara, Countess de Paredes and Mar-
quise de la Laguna. In the third of those anagrams he ingeniously incor-
porates lines from the romance Juana Inés dedicated to the “great wis-
dom of the Sefiora Duchess de Aveyro.” Each of the four lines of this
copla 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 aprobacion
(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 Vélez, 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



And the Responses ~ 433

Dream, which Navarro Vélez 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 Binez 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 aprobacién, 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
José Pérez 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 illustrious 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 Fernindez de
Santa Cruz and Nifez 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



434 ~ The Traps of Faith

[critica) sobre 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, Géngora
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, décimas, 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 |
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 1691, and the aprobacion, permission,
and tax, May 1692. 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 Scptember 1691 to April 1692. 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: 1692 was a year of
radical changes in New Spain that affected Sor Juana’s personal fate.
On November 2§, 1691, the villancicos written in honor of St. Cath-
erine of Alexandria were sung in the cathedral in Oaxaca. [ 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,” Catherinc 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 Inés, 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 between
Catherine and Juana Inés 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 (317), 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 (322), written in everyday language, is mischie-
vous, swift-moving, stinging:

Once there was a girl,
as | 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, listen 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.

Well, 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 1691 ended with the villancicos to St. Catherine: self-
portrait, defense, mockery, and defiance. Also a prophecy of what

awaited her:






2.8

The Siege

@URING THE SUMMER OF 1691 it rained incessantly in the Val-
ley of Mexico. The crops were ruined and the capital was flooded. Si-
glienza y Géngora 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.” ' Bread and maize especially were in short supply.
Many adobe houses collapsed and for several weeks the city was again
a lake. On August 23 there was a solar eclipse, and the people believed
that its malign influence was the cause of a new calamity: a plague of
chabuixtle 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 protégés and intimates were involved in the shortages and
speculation.

This situation lasted into 1692; 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 court: 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 reported, discontent was widespread and embraced all
social classes. Those most affected by the shortages 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.?

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 Sigienza y Géngora—
“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-
gienza alleges maliciously, some students ascertained 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, Siglienza y Géngora 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 lifeless, 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 men armed with pikes. This
detachment charged the rioters, who at first retreated but soon counter-
attacked, forcing the militia 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 Sigiienza y Gén-
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 Cortés, 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 if 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 11 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 Mané, 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 life 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.”* 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 Géngora 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, sefior, 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 part when we rebelled.”*

A fantasy; it makes the hapless Indians guilty for the abuse committed
by wealthy criollos and Spaniards: hoarding wheat and maize. Further,
it converts 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 1692—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 Fernindez 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 16 93—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.”¢ 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 his 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 Inés, 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 Fernindez de Santa Cruz and Nufiez
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.
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The cruelest, most crushing—and equally unexpected—blow came
from Spain: on April 22, Tomds de la Cerda, Marquis de la 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 Niinez
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 melancholics 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, Ninez 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 Nufiez 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: Nifnez 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 cnd 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. Nufiez 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
Jer6nimo may have urged her to take this fateful step.

Reconciliation 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 la
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 | 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 dificult 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 Maria 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, “I,
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 1692, 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 1693:

Moved by Heaven, and ashamed of not having responded as 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 Ferndndez 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 ill-wishers. The cautious
reaction of Nuinez de Miranda—the agent God had chosen to convert
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;
Nufez 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 his 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
Nifez de Miranda was equivalent to a tacit retraction. So it was under-
stood by her contemporaries, not excluding Nuiez 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 1669—Niifiez 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.
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The Abjuration

ﬁ;m ANTONIO NUNEZ DE MIRANDA was a criollo, like Sor

Juana. Her elder by thirty years, he was born in 1618 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
Tepotzotlin 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 Congregacion de la Purisima Concepcidn de la
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-
fiez de Miranda, however, had exactly the oppositc 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 Niinez 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 werc 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, Ninez 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 following 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 Ferndndez de Santa Cruz wrote “spiritual letters” to the
nuns of Puebla, Nifez 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 Ninez
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 Ferndndez de Santa Cruz to correct it.

The activities to which Ninez 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
hygienc 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 linked 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. Niinez de Miranda knew that: “Make me, O Lord, humble of
heart, of heart. Not this pretentious humility of mine.” Was he sincere?
Yes and no. He wanted to be humble but, surreptitiously, 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 besicged 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 valuc 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.” Niifnez
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.” ! 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