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Introduction

Saints Textual: Embodying Female Exemplarity in 
Spanish Literature

María Morrás

también se pueden imitar los santos
Teresa of Ávila, Libro de la vida, cap. 13

The interplay between gender, sanctity, and exemplarity has received little at-
tention in regard to literary production in the Iberian Peninsula. However, the 
way they intertwined was crucial not only for the evolution of spirituality and 
social values in the medieval and early modern period, but also for the con-
struction of the female subject and a distinct women’s literary tradition. From 
Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) right up to the seventeenth century, these 
three vectors upheld a model of auctoritas and authorship that in large meas-
ure shaped the role and aspirations of both religious and lay women across 
Europe. Hence religious exemplary discourse in life-accounts mediated heavi-
ly in women’s conduct, experiences, and writings. These latter subjects and 
their satellites—power, identity, women’s history—have provoked an ava-
lanche of studies in the last half century, on religion and gender on one side 
and women’s writing on the other; yet comparatively few studies have explored 
the place of exemplarity in female literary writing, or its role in developing and 
shaping social and cultural identities and conduct both within and also be-
yond the religious sphere.1 In the medieval and early modern period women 
who read or listened to pious life-accounts formed a textual community that 
transcended not only the walls of convents and courts, but also geographical 

1 Exceptions are Aragüés Aldaz 2007, Gatland 2011, Weber 2013, and various studies by 
Sanmartín Bastida, specially 2012 and 2016; important also are Surtz 1995 and 2010, Piera 2019 
(to keep bibliographical lists to a manageable length, references in this Introduction are by 
author-date; full details are to be found under “Works Cited”, pp. 18–30, below). For the meth-
odological approach of these pages I am greatly indebted to Suydam 1999 and 2004; Riches 
and Salih 2012. Also valuable have been Jost 1998; Warren 2010; Cotter-Lynch and Herzog 2012; 
De Rentiis 1996; Contzen and Bernau 2016, especially Contzen’s “Introduction”, pp. 1–17, and 
Barr 2016 in the same volume. The ground-breaking work was done by Caroline W. Bynum; of 
special interest here is Bynum 2001.
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and linguistic barriers.2 Life-accounts of historical figures in chronicles and ro-
mances, collections of exempla, and (auto)hagiographies configured a continu­
um, a family of related genres (in Wittgenstein’s sense) sharing the same hori-
zon of expectations.3 Not by chance, the Book of Margery Kempe, the first 
autobiography in English, has also been entitled the first vernacular autohagi-
ography (Kieckhefer 1984: 6). The studies in this book show that by ranging 
beyond the restricted category of hagiography (a generic term, besides, of 
quite recent invention), we can enrich our interpretation of both spiritual and 
lay biographies. A transversal consideration of women’s (auto)hagiographies 
and secular (auto)biographies under the more general label of “life-accounts 
informed by religious discursive practices” may open up new perspectives on 
women’s writing and spirituality, despite these fields being so well-trodden in 
the last decades.4

Contamination between the sacred and the profane in narrative has been 
noted in all medieval Western literature, not only in that which can be consid-
ered female-gendered (Newman 2013a). The motto utile dulci, “to teach and 
entertain”, applied to both secular and religious audiences; adventure (includ-
ing the supernatural and the marvellous) clothed in exemplarity was a require-
ment for both literary and didactic success. In Hispanic medieval literature the 
footprint of the legend of St Eustace in Libro del caballero Çifar (Book of the 
Knight Zifar) illustrates how what was apparently a chivalric romance could 
become a hagiographical work (or maybe the other way round).5 Two centuries 

2	 The term “textual community” was coined by Stock (1983) and defined as a reaction to pro-
tect and control the community against heresies; for a broader context see Stock 1993. The 
notion has since been applied to many other spaces and periods of literary production and 
reception (20,700 hits on google), and yielded a number of important studies on Hispanic 
female conventual writing (n. 14, below).

3	 On “family resemblance” see Wittgenstein 2009: 66–69; on the “horizon of expectations”, 
Jauss 1970: 31 (Thesis vii). In this approach I have been inspired by Gilmore 1994 on Julian of 
Norwich and Teresa of Ávila; Schenck 2008: 20–25; and Ashley 2007. For the concept of auto-
hagiography see Greenspan 1996 and Fleming 2014.

4	 Contemporary terms for saint’s lives were “legend”, “life/vita”, “passion”, “miracle” (Strohm 
1975, Philippart 1994, Mendes 2013). A major expert on this field in Spanish literature changed 
the title of his thesis from La hagiografía como género literario en la Edad Media to Las vidas 
de santos en la literatura medieval española (Baños Vallejo 1989, 2003); nevertheless, the 
anachronism, “hagiography” (a term created by the Bollandists) is still useful as a category of 
historical and religious analysis; see A. Taylor 2013. From a literary point of view, “biography” 
in its broad sense (life-accounts) remains the generic literary frame, though it has not wholly 
displaced “hagiography” in scholarship; see Heffernan 1988, or the monumental work of 
Philippart and others 1994–2017.

5	 This was pointed out by its first editor, Wagner (1903); see now Talbotier 2009; Valero Moreno 
2010. For a parallel text, Baranda 1997; on hybrid works, Gómez Redondo 1999: 1339–461 and 
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later, the famous anecdote of a young Teresa of Ávila (1525–1582) wanting to 
die with her brother Rodrigo as a martyr in “Moorish lands” like heroes in  
a chivalric romance (told in her Libro de la vida, cap. 1) confirms that both 
genres shared readers with a common horizon of expectation (Slade 2002). In 
the context of these pages, however, the most meaningful case is the early 
fifteenth-century compilation of life-accounts of holy women and queens pre-
served in Esc. ms h-i-13, which has been related to a textual community of 
women.6 Containing both romances (mainly pious) and vitae sanctae, it of-
fered women—presumably of noble estate—ideal exemplars of the refined 
lady as saint.7 The influence could also, of course, migrate in the opposite di-
rection; the deployment of courtly love imagery to describe her desire for and 
union with the Divinity by Hadewijch of Antwerp (d. 1248), or the inclusion of 
love songs in Margaret Porette’s Mirouer des simples âmes (d. 1310), are well 
known examples.8 A genre so embedded in ecclesiastical culture as the exem­
plum was taken over to teach courtesy.9 Likewise, in fifteenth-century Castile 
certain powerful noblewomen established literary coteries that mirrored con-
ventual religious communities. For instance, in her palace in Plasencia, Leonor 
Pimentel y Zúñiga (1437?–1485) gathered a circle of ladies-in-waiting and col-
lected pious books under the guidance of her confessor, fray Juan López de 
Salamanca, who wrote for her a dialogue between himself and the Virgin and 
some Evangelios moralizados. This helps explain why most known poetry on 
Christ’s Passion copied in courtly cancioneros (“song-books”) in the late Middle 
Ages was addressed to lay noblewomen.10

	 1914–2000; and for the adoption of hagiographic narrative patterns in other genres in me-
dieval and Golden Age texts, Gómez Moreno 2008.

6	 For women as its main addressees see Francomano 2003: 131–37; and for other evidence of 
textual communities in similar collections, Francomano 2004.

7	 For a parallel see Cazelles 1991. In the Legenda aurea by the Dominican Jacobus de Vora-
gine (1230–68) most of the female saints are of noble lineage, a trait maintained in the 
successive Iberian adaptations initiated at the end of the thirteenth century (Catalan 
1290–1320, Portuguese 1380–1425, Castilian 1440 ad quem), a fact overlooked in the valua-
ble essays by Beceiro Pita (1999) and Hernández Amez (2004).

8	 For instance, Reynaert 1994; further examples in Lindgren 2009; Newman 1995 and 2013b. 
In general see Vauchez 1987: 288–325, and Fudgé 2016.

9	 Heneveld and Uhlig 2012. It is interesting to note Gower’s rewriting of the legend of St 
Eustace along these lines (Robins 1997).

10	 See Juan López de Salamanca 2004 and 2009 (Leonor Pimentel), and the other cases in 
Surtz 2002; for a later period, Barbeito Carneiro 2007. The phenomenon was not exclusive 
to women: Pedro Fernández de Velasco (1399–1470), count of Haro, founded the Hospital 
de la Santa Cruz, a house for old retired knights, endowing it with a large library of both 
secular and religious texts (Lawrance 1984); Leonor’s son, Juan de Zúñiga, following in his 
mother’s footsteps, founded a convent in Villanueva de la Serena (Badajoz), where he 
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The cloister was indeed permeable, and so was the court. With their self-
contained lifestyle and opportunities to access culture, convents presented an 
archetype for women’s secular communities; but the court brought to convents 
its hierarchy and an extended network of political influences and cultural con-
tacts. It was in the convent of La Santísima Trinidad of Valencia where Queen 
María of Aragon (1401–1458) spent her last years; to her entourage belonged 
writers like Isabel de Villena, Jaume Roig, and Joan Roís de Corella. In the fol-
lowing two centuries the convent of the Descalzas Reales in Madrid would be-
come a refuge for widows and single women from the Habsburg family, and a 
formidable centre of political power and cultural patronage and production. 
The influence between court and convent was mutual, and the interplay of 
secular and religious no less two-way. Leaving aside the probable competition 
for the same audience, thematic and formal elements shared between reli-
gious narrative and secular lyric and prose literature were a natural conse-
quence of the common cultural and literary context, especially in texts ad-
dressed to women. Attendance at what might now be called literary functions 
was part of daily life in religious communities. Reading or listening was a form 
of prayer, and putting in writing the deeds and words of the outstanding mem-
bers of the community often became a collaborative, collective, and institu-
tional effort; its actual configuration depended on their level and forms of lit-
eracy.11 It was the text which performed as the connecting membrane between 
the sacred and the profane, male and female literary genres.12 At the centre of 

professed with three other monks and three knights, and established a reputed literary 
court, albeit of a humanist bent (Villaseñor Sebastián 2013). For female dedicatees of reli-
gious poems in profane collections see García-Bermejo Giner 2004.

11	 Women’s literacy and education in the medieval period is less known than in the Golden 
Age, which has led to some speculative generalizations, as observed by Ferrante (1984). 
For medieval Iberia see Segura Graíño 2007, Zaragoza 2017, Howe 2008, Cruz 2017. Seminal 
guides to the large bibliography on women and religious writing and reading are Cátedra 
and Rojo 2004; Cátedra 2005; Zarri and Baranda Leturio 2011; Baranda Leturio and Marín 
Pina 2014; Baranda and Cruz 2018; Garí 2017; Garí and Jornet-Benito 2017. For an approxi-
mate idea of the number and status of female writers the database bieses is indispensa-
ble. On autobiographies see Poutrin 1995, Durán López 2007; for life-accounts, Catálogo 
de santas vivas; further bibliography, Hagiographia Hispanica; transnational views at 
Feminae, Matrix, Donne e cultura scritta nel Medioevo, Perdita Project, and Early Women 
Writers, among others.

12	 On historical and social aspects of convent writing see Rucquoi 2000; Lehfeldt 2005; Mes-
tre Navas 2018. Male readers were not alien to this interest in exemplarity, albeit of a dif-
ferent character: B. Taylor 2010.
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liturgical and devotional practices in their communities, all religious women 
had contact with texts, aurally or visually.13

From this perspective female readers and writers formed a “textual commu-
nity” that shaped their identities through the medium of written life-accounts 
and spiritual writings, often of transnational character circulating across Eu-
rope. It goes without saying that, being fully aware of the power of textual ex-
emplarity, church and secular authorities contended fiercely with its produc-
ers about its configuration, and with its consumers about its interpretation 
(without always getting their way). For that reason, at the local level texts were 
often interpreted for the female communities and co-composed with them by 
individuals with institutional authority—confessors, and in lesser measure the 
rest of the conventual community, the abbess or other literate nuns.14 Evidence 
about the performative effect of life-accounts, especially of “living saints”, is 
widespread but scattered, and we still lack an overview focused on the circula-
tion of their writings across Europe. For instance, Catherine of Siena (1348–1370) 
became the model of sanctity to be followed by female Dominicans, as formu-
lated in her biographies and her own writings.15 Bridget of Sweden (1303–1373) 

13	 The intensity and modes of female conventual literacy varied in time and place. First 
Cistercians, then Dominicans (especially in German-speaking territories) seem to have 
engaged actively with scriptural culture; the example of St Teresa of Ávila explains the 
wealth of materials produced by Carmelites in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
However, most practised what Ong (1982, 1984) termed “oral literacy”, a concept supple-
mented by that of “aural literacy” (Coleman 2007; also pertinent are Gill 1994, Coleman 
1995 and 2005). There are important observations about kinds of readers/listeners in 
Green 2007: 84–115; and on oral and aural literacy in conventual culture in Smith and 
Taylor 1995; Blanton, O’Mara, and Stoop 2013, 2015, and 2018. For analyses of the role and 
function of aurality for religious women see Atherton 1993 and Jeay 2012.

14	 The role of confessors as mediators in the composition of these texts has been extensively 
studied, but mostly for the early modern period (Coakley 2006 and 2010; Griffiths and 
Hotchin 2014); for Spanish cases see the studies in n. 11 above, especially Poutrin and 
Durán López. The conventual community’s collaboration in drafting life-accounts was 
also extensive, but has not been studied systematically except for German sister-books 
(Winston-Allen 2004, Van Engen 2010); some relevant cases outside the German-speaking 
area are examined in Field 2007. Cases in the Hispanic world are well known for the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Arenal and Schlau 2006; Malena 2012); examples 
from the late medieval period show it was an extended practice, for instance, the Libro del 
conorte of Juana de la Cruz (1481–1534), put into script by a “María Evangelista” among 
other nuns, or the life of María de Silva/Marigómez in the Libro Becerro of the monastery 
founded by her, by at least two different writers, edited in Sanmartín Bastida and Morrás 
2018: 266–67.

15	 To mention just two salient cases, the life-account of María de Silva, founder of the Do-
minican convent of Madre de Dios (1482) in Toledo, attributed to her miraculous deeds 
based on those experienced by St Catherine that deeply modified the historical character 
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enjoyed remarkable popularity in Spain due to the nationality of one her con-
fessors, Alfonso de Jaén, and her journeys to Santiago de Compostela and 
Rome; her influence was lasting, and may have been one of the models for St 
Teresa of Ávila.16 Besides Catherine and Bridget, whose works were translated 
and imitated throughout Europe, writings by or about visionaries who lived far 
away in time and space such as Mechthild of Hackeborn (1240/41–1298), ab-
bess of the famous house in Helfta (Saxony), were also notably popular in the 
Iberian Peninsula, as both a partial Catalan translation of her Liber specialis 
and its publication in 1505 under the patronage of the powerful Cardinal Cis-
neros suggest.17 Evidence points to the text, the written word, as central to 
communal identity, affecting also the non-literate through its dissemination 
and acceptance by the members of religious communities and beyond.

Thus the concept of a “genealogy of spiritual female writers” from Leonor 
López de Córdoba (c. 1360–1430) to St Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582), forged in the 
wake of Surtz (1995), though appealing, turns out to be too narrow. Because 
readers of hagiographies were not only mulieres sanctae but also laywomen 
and “ordinary” religious women in search of a guide or reference, nor all wom-
en’s life-accounts—even (auto)biographies rooted in religious hermeneutics 
and written in the image and likeness of hagiographies—can be categorized 
as mystical, or even spiritual or devotional.18 Nonetheless, the concept of a 
“genealogy” is fruitful if understood as the soil in which a new literary field 
and social habitus would grow: that of female exemplary textuality. Devotional 

of her activities; and the beata María de Santo Domingo imitated the same saint to self-
fashion her image and public activities (Sanmartín Bastida 2013a; Sanmartín and Morrás 
2018: 259–62, with bibliography). Overviews of the parallelisms between European and 
Spanish visionaries are given in Sanmartín Bastida 2012, 2016, and 2017: 33–36. For critical 
perspectives on Judith Butler’s model of the transference of performance and its capacity 
to analyse religious identity see Biddick 1993, Hollywood 2002, the editors’ introduction to 
Riches and Salih 2005: 15–22, and Salih 2007. Obviously the imitation/recreation could be 
a fiction, a simulation of sanctity (Zarri 1991); and the same can be said of the narrative 
that delineated the model (Peters 1988).

16	 Giles 2016, Rychterová 2019. The fullest study of the reception and circulation of the foun-
dational visionary models and texts is still Voaden 1996.

17	 Howe 2002; Martínez Romero 2017 and 2019; Sanmartín Bastida 2013b.
18	 This fact is sometimes skirted in studies of female mysticism; elision of the distinction 

between mystical discourse and mystical experience has led, for instance, to Teresa de 
Cartagena being categorized as a mystic (Cortés Timoner 2004 and 2016; Navas Ocaña and 
Torre Castro 2011: 104 n.19). Wogan-Browne (2001: 31) acknowledges hagiography as a way 
of empowering exemplary biography, but only mentions mystics (Margery Kempe, Chris-
tina of Markyate); cf. Chance 1999.
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hermeneutics provided a method that could be creatively interpreted by indi-
vidual women for purposes that often transcended religious practice, including 
those of a literary, political, and social nature. Imitating holy women’s writings 
was the flip-side of following their devotional practices; if the latter provided 
a master narrative for women’s “right” behaviour, the former offered a viable 
way to build literary discourse. Pragmatic reasons—the fact that women were 
perforce more familiar with such readings than men—explain the ubiquity 
of life-accounts of female saints. The genre supplied a common language for 
readers and writers, lay and ecclesiastical, literate and illiterate, male and—
above all—female. That women writers would resort primarily to devotional 
language, neither excluding nor exclusively that of mystical experience, was 
almost inevitable, since it was also practically the only female authorial model 
they had at hand. Furthermore, women writers could use the symbolic capital 
of “holiness” to overcome their lack of social and cultural capital in the literary 
field.19

Female textual communities constituted not only a creative matrix for  
the production and interpretation of texts but also a frame in which their per-
formative dimension was regulated in social and devotional practices. Both 
dimensions went hand in hand, and can only be isolated for analytical pur-
poses. The strength and durability of this model has been observed in relation 
to female religious houses:

the relationship between the oral and the written, and the relationship 
developed between text and life, word and deed, in the interpretive mod-
els that developed out of texts and came to be applied to the lives of the 
readers or auditors, are two areas which are not the exclusive preserve 

19	 Bourdieu (1977: 78) defines habitus as “the set of acquired patterns of thought, behaviour 
and taste that result from internalizing culture or objective social structures that shapes 
the parameters of people’s sense of agency and possibility”. The concept sprang from his 
seminal essay on the “champ religieux” (1971), where he defined holiness as an ideology 
perpetuated in embodied practice, champ “field” referring to the formal and informal 
norms governing a particular social sphere of activity (family, school, higher education, 
art, politics, economics) organized around specific forms or combinations of capital that 
are “both the process within, and product, of a field” (Bourdieu 1996). The concept harks 
back to Aristotle and is closely related to the training in virtue, which makes it specially 
appropriate: Breen 2010 (esp. Ch. 2). For other applications of Bourdieu’s theory to medi-
eval spirituality and literacy see Beckwith 1993: 1–20 “The Transcendent and the Histori-
cal: Inventing the Discourse of Mysticism”, and 104–11 “‘Dyverse Imaginaciouns of Crystes 
Lyf ’”; Krug 2002: 4–8; and for Spain, Beresford and Twomey 2018.
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of eleventh- and twelfth-century France, but are continuing concerns 
throughout the Middle Ages.20

The role of texts, and especially life writings, in shaping nuns’ lives “transcend-
ed those of authorizing particular forms of spirituality by providing examples 
of recognized female holiness, or even of enabling imitatio. Textual accounts of 
past holy lives played quite literally formative roles” for all kinds of women—
not just nuns—, and intensified after the Reformation (Warren 2010: 3, refer-
ring to eighteenth-century Carmelites). The extraordinary impact of textual 
culture on medieval mentalités goes back to classical paideia, but it became 
prevalent due to the father of medieval mysticism, St Bernard of Clairvaux. As 
Mary Carruthers points out, meditative reading was a “craft of thought”, a 
mechanism to explore and create one’s identity by memorizing and meditat-
ing on dicta et facta memorabilia, exemplary deeds and words, by which the 
soul and judgment were shaped and character formed. Between real experi-
ence and bookish recreation in the imagination there was hardly any differ-
ence, given that the “medieval understanding of the complete process of read-
ing [did] not observe in the same way the distinction we make between ‘what 
I read in a book’ and ‘my experience’”.21

The link between reading (aurally or visually), experience (imagined or 
lived), social identity and—in a few cases—composing texts (alone or in col-
laboration) was especially intense among women, and encompassed genres 
well beyond hagiography, though it had its roots in devotional practices. The 
mental operation that led from word to deed and from deed to word was the 
foundation of Christianity, and the conception of exemplary life-accounts 

20	 Grisé 2002a: 149. See also Krug 2002: 153–212 “Reading at Syon Abbey”; Warren 2010; and 
the analytic differentiation between lay, religious, and “semireligious” female readers in 
Green 2007: 115–76. The exemplary value of reading aloud is underlined in Grisé 2002b, 
Poutrin 2003, Henneau 2006; for important methodological precisions see Contzen 2015. 
The assumption there were no women readers in Spain before St Teresa overlooks the 
existence of “aural/oral literacy” and the way textual communities worked in liturgical 
and other devotional activities (Sanmartín Bastida 2017: 32–33).

21	 Carruthers 1990: 71; see also 156–88 “Memory and the Ethics of Reading”, and Carruthers 
1998; Minnis 2005; for Spanish literature, Dagenais 1994: 8–29. Bynum (1982a) focuses on 
the multiplicity of female roles, while the transfer of meditative reading from the reli-
gious to the profane sphere and the practical ethics it entailed have been traced by Stock 
(1995, 2011). The role of discursive practices in the construction of individual identity and 
character is recognized as central by Foucault (1988); he starts by mentioning its roots in 
medieval religious spirituality and monastic principles, an idea explored more fully by 
Clark (2001) and Morgan (2013). The tension in life-accounts between practising textuality 
to explore and shape the inner self, and then as a way to externalize behaviour through 
performance—a requirement for being recognized as a saint—is explored in Minnis 2010.
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stemmed from it. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God”, and “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 
1:1, 14): these verses make it the Christian’s prime duty to follow Jesus’s words 
and life, contemplated as a unity from a theological and ontological point of 
view. To follow Christ means to enact His life in one’s own, to replicate his suf-
fering and his scars in the same way that He embodied Godhead. Christianity’s 
ideological power lies in textuality, and manifests itself in the centrality of 
reading aimed at achieving an emotional identification with and participation 
in Christ’s humanity and divinity; the ultimate goal is to perform the book of 
Jesus’s life, which is not exactly the same as mimicking it. In this light, saints 
were looked upon as sequels and figural echoes of Christ.22

Since the central message of Christian doctrine was to become “followers” 
of Jesus—that is, to imitate Him—it may seem platitudinous to remark on the 
importance of examples and exemplarity in life-accounts of the Middle Ages 
and the early modern period. Some, indeed, may consider it preposterous to 
“think with exemplarity” instead of thinking, for instance, with gender when 
exploring religious and female identity, so deviating from the “example” of pre-
vious scholarship.23 However, “exemplarity is too obvious and too subtle to fall 
within the range of most literary scholarship” (Lyons 1989: p. ix). To approach 
female religious life-accounts as instances of the exemplary mode is not as 
banal as it might seem, since the exemplary function of female hagiography 
has often been challenged. How could the virgin martyrs’ frequent defiance of 
their parents’ wishes be imitated by young women? How could supposedly 
meek and subservient female readers be expected to make such anti-social be-
haviours as extreme fasting, enclosure, and self-harming part of their “normal” 
life? Some have gone so far as to argue that the role of hagiographies even as 
models for sanctity was null.24

22	 Constable 1998; on the equivalence between ἀκολουθεῖν sequi “follow” and μιμεῖσθαι imi­
tari “imitate” see n. 27, below. The extension of this model was due to reforms introduced 
by the Lateran Council of 1215 to extend lay religiosity, a mandate of which the Mendicant 
Orders were the main agents (Füser 1999).

23	 Brown (1988: 153–55) was the first to “think [holiness] with gender”. He was also the first 
to underline the “exemplarity” of holy men, which he traced back to Greco-Latin paideia 
(Brown 1983 and 1998). The idea’s limits for understanding female holiness in Late Antiq-
uity are pointed out by Clark (1998); and for medieval and early modern Spain, by Morrás 
(2015). The bibliography on gender and hagiography is too extensive to cite here; for a 
summary see Riches and Salih 2012. There are insightful cautions in Bennett 1993, much 
expanded and updated in Bennett 2006; Frantzen 1993; McNamara 1999.

24	 For Hayward (1999: 123), the “vast majority of saint’s Lives are difficult to construe as seri-
ous attempts to provide instruction for would-be saints”. The issue is raised in an inter-
faith context in the Introduction to Hawley 1987: pp. xii–xvi; for an excellent summary of 
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However, most recent scholars grant, at least to some extent, that exempla-
rity was the axis around which the representation of women in religious life-
accounts and its performative dimension revolved. This provides the modern 
reader with a standpoint to judge how far religious exemplarity and gender 
identity intersected.25 The exemplary angle illuminates how the reception of 
female life-accounts shaped authorship, authority, and self-construction and 
representation in medieval and early modern women writers. As the chapters 
in the first Part of this volume show, it was precisely a consciousness of the 
power and dangers of exemplarity that led to the writing and rewriting in 
Spanish of the lives of St Mary the Egyptian or Mary Magdalene, Angela of Foli-
gno or Catherine of Siena. Likewise, as those in the second Part bring out, it is 
the references—overt or elusive, textual or ethical—to saintly exemplars and 
their narratives in Leonor López de Córdoba, Teresa de Cartagena, Isabel de 
Villena, and St Teresa of Ávila which set apart these pre-modern texts from 
their modern and post-modern counterparts. The crisis of exemplarity that has 
been detected in the early modern period—tout exemple cloche (“every exam-
ple is lame”), in Montaigne’s famous phrase (Essais iii.13 “De l’expérience”)—
has often misled modern readers, and alas also critics, into taking exemplum in 
a negative sense as a reductive didactic concept whose truth lies in its reality, 
when in fact it might better be regarded as “a way of taking beliefs about reality 
and reframing them into something that suits the direction of a text”. Exem­
plum may therefore “qualify as the most ideological of figures, in the sense of 
being the figure that is most intimately bound to a representation of the world 
and that most serves as a veil for the mechanism of that representation” (Lyons 
1989: p. ix). In the case of female life-accounts, their protagonists could em-
body a lesson in morality and virtue, but, as mentioned above, the imitation 
could be eschatological and spiritual, and saintly figures could function as a 
catalyst or epitome for the revelation of God’s love. All in all, life-accounts pre-
sented to the reader other possible lives that might or might not appeal to the 
imagination, and with or without perlocutive effect, as will be remarked 
below.

A detailed account of current theories on the ethical function of literature 
lies beyond the scope of these pages, but some remarks may be helpful. The 
pedagogy of exemplarity goes back to Antiquity, but it underwent a profound 
change with the coming of Christianity. Imitating the behaviour, virtues, or 

the controversy see Cunningham 1992; on female exemplarity in particular see the studies 
cited in the next note.

25	 See Bynum 1999; Mooney 1999; Graham 1999; Wogan-Browne 2001 and 2003; Kinane 2005; 
Sanok 2007; Winstead 2007 and 2017; Ashton 2012.
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reactions of a person was already commended by the great Roman rhetori-
cians; the distinction between exemplum as a narrative form and as a term to 
describe a person who serves as an example was already present in Cicero and 
Quintilian. Seneca, in turn, elaborated on the interweaving of story and ethics; 
in Letters to Lucilius 95, 98, and 104 he remarks on the necessity of inscribing 
the individual in a text in order to turn them into an exemplary figure, for a 
person who serves as an example becomes exemplary precisely by the trans-
formation of his or her actions into a moral narrative. Seneca also acknowl-
edged that an exemplar could be either historical or a product of imagination, 
and that the intensity of imitation of a given exemplar could be of diverse 
kinds.26 In Christian doctrine God himself, incarnated in the historical persona 
of Jesus, is proposed to humankind as the exemplar of exemplars. Citing as 
doctrine Jesus’s exhortations to be taken as an example and the call for univer-
sal perfection preached by St Paul, “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor 
11:1)—quid est enim sequi nisi imitari? (“For what is to follow but to imitate?”), 
commented Augustine, in words directed to women—, the Fourth Lateran 
Council (1215) appealed to the laity to participate in this process, a mission that 
became the main goal of Dominican and Franciscan preachers, who included 
a deluge of exempla in their sermons.27

The result of this process was to present human history as a sequence of 
exemplars, male and female, who made real, in varying degrees and ways, the 
potentiality of Christ. “Dios es el autor primero de los ejemplos” (“God is the 
first author of examples”), and Jesus was the first of them to incarnate His 
words, in turn using parables and examples to persuade others to follow 
(Aragüés Aldaz 1999: 13). History thus became a sum of paradigms, both before 
Jesus (biblical, classical figures) and after Him (saints, real or legendary); all 
could be models for historical (literal), moral, eschatological, or spiritual imita-
tion, according to the exegeses they underwent, or simply symbols of God’s 

26	 Barchiesi 2009, Langlands 2018. On the medieval exemplum as a specific literary genre the 
standard reference remains Welter 1927; see also Brémond, Le Goff, and Schmitt 1982.

27	 Jn 1:43 “[Jesus said:] Follow me”, Mt 5:48 “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect”, and 16:24 “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me” (also Mt 9:9, 2:14, 8:14, Lk 14:27, 1 Pet 2:21, etc.); the 
quotation from Augustine, De sancta virginitate 27 (pl xl, col. 411). The Vulgate trans-
lates Paul’s words μιμηταί μου γίνεσθε as “Imitatores mei estote”, but imitatores is rendered 
in other versions as “followers” (e.g. Douay-Rheims); for the history of the equipollence 
imitari/sequi see Constable 1998 (on Augustine’s dictum, p. 144 n. 4). On the subsequent 
“novelization” of the exemplum see Tubach 1962, and on the adoption of exemplarity as 
a narrative device in secular literature, Goldberg 1999; for female hagiography and ex-
emplarity, n. 25, above. Stierle (1979) adds valuable theoretical concepts on the role of 
context.
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love. To track down the real intentions of the life-accounts may be an impos-
sible task, but to discern their function from the point of view of reception is 
feasible in some cases. Of course, many critics have pointed out the difficulties 
of interpreting the moral lessons offered to noblewomen and nuns in life-
accounts of females distant in time, class, and circumstance, from Biblical 
heroines to virgin martyrs or visionaries. Nonetheless, there was a link between 
the models and their followers: what Paul Ricœur called a “hermeneutic arc” 
between the original meaning and its reception, between the world of the 
readers and the world of the text.

The sense of a text is not behind the text, but in front of it. It is not some-
thing hidden, but something disclosed. What has to be understood is not 
the initial situation of discourse, but what points towards a possible 
world […]; to understand a text is to follow its movement from sense to 
reference: from what it says, to what it talks about.28

This surplus of meaning was provided by readers’ imagination, which recog-
nized in the text a possible world to be re-enacted, performed, in their own 
words and deeds. As Garber concludes in her comparison of the sister-books 
by the Dominicans Margareta Ebner (1291–1351) and Adelheid Langmann 
(1306–1375), there is a double exemplarity in which text and figure mirror each 
other, composing a sequence of chained imitations:

Imitation forms the core of these texts: the protagonists both imitate a 
particular exemplary model of behavior within the works, and are them-
selves considered by their contemporaries worthy of imitation by those 
reading the texts. There exists then a doubled layer of imitability: that 
performed by the authors (Ebner and Langmann) of the texts, who in-
scribe the lives of Margaretha and Adelheid into accepted and acceptable 
patterns; and that expected from the audience, who find in the written 
record of the women’s Leben models to recreate in their own lives.29

28	 Ricoeur 1976: 71–88 “Explanation and Understanding” (87). The objections posed by some 
scholars regarding the unfeasibility of saints’ lives as examples betray a limited under-
standing of how analogical imagination and the hermeneutics of imitation function; on 
this controversial issue see Benvenuti Papi 1991, Scorza Barcellona 1994, Kinane 2005; and 
now Barr 2010. The dichotomy proposed by Vauchez (1991) between saints to admire and 
saints to imitate, with the Council of Trent as boundary, turns out to be questionable 
when medieval texts and their aftermath are examined.

29	 Garber 2003: 206; and for some of the ideas in the following paragraph, p. 158. See also 
Contzen 2015.
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Both employ religious images, literary motifs, and inscribed structures to 
compose a model familiar enough to their audiences to confirm their claims to 
exemplarity, and yet distinct enough from the original to accord with their own 
personalities. In so doing, they reveal that women religious claimed the au-
thority to appropriate and alter literary models in accordance with their con-
ceptions of exemplarity. Caroline Walker Bynum has observed that “twelfth-
century religious discourse generally was characterized by an intense interest 
in roles, stimulated in part by new possibilities for making life choices”. She 
points out not only that the twelfth century created a “stunning array of new 
religious roles, many of them hybrid (the military orders, the quasi-religious 
status only a little later called ‘beguines’, and so on), but also that many of the 
‘reforms’ of older roles and statuses were a kind of hybridizing as well”, a con-
clusion that may easily be applied to later centuries.30

Compared to this plastic notion of exemplarity, the terms “women”, “gen-
der”, and “religion” are inherently unstable, and less useful for this reason. Any 
attempt to fix their meanings has to take into account political, institutional, 
and material variables; being semiotic objects constructed historically and dis-
cursively, each term represents “a powerfully ‘troubled’ category”.31 The ap-
proach advocated here avoids any a priori position on gender or religion be-
yond their cultural status/semiotic value, posing instead such questions as: 
How were narratives about holy women rewritten, and why? To what extent 
did they represent not just sanctity, but also virtue (that is, an ideal of female 
conduct for the laity)? Were they used for apologetic purposes, as arguments of 
defence or rhetorical shields? How did the pre-existing exemplar of a figure 
determine its aggiornamento? Were Biblical and legendary characters such as 
the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, or Mary of Egypt treated differently from 
contemporary “living saints” such as Angela of Foligno, Catherine of Siena, or 
Bridget of Sweden? Or in broader terms, to paraphrase Peter Brown (1998: 371), 
what sort of “imaginative alchemy” could transform a historical or literary 
person into an exemplary holy women? The approach that takes saintly textu-
ality as a “generic imitation in expansion” is a useful lever, since examining 
exemplarity as a literary trope disposes of the divide between the sacred and 
the profane, and bridges the gap between the narrated example and its uses by 
analysing texts in which women are simultaneously subjects and authors.

Taking exemplarity as a central axis does not imply, however, ignoring the 
gender factor. The two categories are linked; indeed, it would appear that 

30	 Bynum 2001: 147–48; see also eadem 1982a and b.
31	 Castelli 2001: 3. For critical views of the use of gender as a category of analysis in pre-

modern history and literature see n. 23, above.
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distinguishing female from male models of sanctity is necessary. After 1200 
there was a notable rise in the overall percentage of recognized female saints, 
which suggests a shift in the way in which sanctity was being conceived and 
understood.32 The fact that women were excluded from the clergy, and there-
fore could not be considered alongside clerical saintly types, limited the ways 
they could display—or learn and teach—saintly behaviour. From Antiquity 
onwards, mimesis and affective identification were specially recommended as 
didactic tools for the rude and simple, a group which for clerics prominently 
included women.33 Exempla were favoured over doctrinal instruction or ab-
stract paradigms as the ideal narrative and didactic form to educate the moral 
imagination of children and illiterati. The combination of the exemplary first-
person narrative of autohagiography and the fact that most women accessed 
texts aurally bolstered the vividness of the acts, gestures, and emotions de-
picted, increasing their performative dimension and perlocutive effect. As 
Gregory Snyder (2000: 36) observes, “reading aloud may contribute to the idea 
that the person whose text is read is present”, thus enhancing the ethical im-
pact on the listener.34 Moreover, saints’ lives were the object of communal 
readings, usually in the convent refectory, designed to entertain, to create a 
sense of collective memory, and to induce meditation on the community’s 
founder figures. Since women were barred from exercising as priests or formal 
teachers, they had to resort to other forms of instruction. Presenting them-
selves as exemplars, abbesses and other outstanding mulieres religiosae could 
surmount the prohibition against teaching and speaking in public; but for that 
goal they needed the authority of previous models sanctioned in texts. By col-
lating her life with an existing canon, the author established such authority by 
showing precisely that she was not an original creator, but one who upheld 
pre-existing models of traditio and auctoritas.35 Because medieval views of au-
thorship and authority differed so substantially from our own, what modern 
readers may take as marks of inauthenticity became the means of legitimating 
the text.36 The process was circular: it was only by being inscribed in a text that 
women could become exemplars to be imitated and replicated; but “iterabili-
ty” in Derrida’s sense was in turn only possible if the model was already fixed 
and authorized in a narrative written or recorded in the collective memory. 
Thus, observes Minnis, women could only gain spiritual and moral authority 

32	 See Weinstein and Bell 1982: 62–63, 220.
33	 Petitfils 2016: 17–51; Roller 2018: 265–89.
34	 On affective reading’s effects see also Stock 1994 and 2001.
35	 Summit 2003: 98, referring to Margery Kempe; Vauchez 1981.
36	 See Foucault 1969; Minnis 1988.
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by becoming textualized or through “live performance”, because “flesh exem-
plarity was the only permissible way to teach”. The paradox, then, lies in the 
fact that to attain authority women had to veil their magisterium: to make it 
public, their texts had to be supervised and perhaps also written down by male 
clerics, and their discourse passed off as private forms of communication, ei-
ther confessions or letters.37 By becoming public gestures—to use Minnis’s 
felicitous expression—, even if the audience was reduced to an enclosed com-
munity, the lives narrated, the miracles performed, the words professed were 
more akin to theatre than to any doctrinal treatise or devotional form of prayer. 
This does not imply that female sanctity would not be used to model male holi-
ness, or that male saints were not the object of imitation by women; some 
features of St Francis of Assisi’s life (casting off his clothes, stigmata) were al-
most universally replicated by Franciscans and mulieres religiosae from the 
thirteenth century onwards.38 Social (and religious) identity took form and 
expressed itself both in textual and bodily performance: reading, writing, and 
enacting the examples experienced on the page.

To be sure, textualization was not the only factor involved in becoming ex-
emplary. Throughout the history of Christianity sanctity has required institu-
tional and social sanction to be accepted as an ideal. Under the blanket protec-
tion of already sanctioned saints’ authority, women could construct spaces for 
agency both within the Church and in society at large; hence, while social val-
ues relating to gender and class determined the definition of sanctity and ex-
emplarity, the exemplary lives of saints in turn influenced how gender and 
class roles were conceived. However, while communities projected their values 
onto saints, holiness could be identified either in individuals who showed the 
professed values in the highest degree, or in those others who excelled so far 
above the average as to display qualities that made them extra-ordinary, at the 
margins of the conventional or the imitable. These two types, the “common” 
and the “exceptional” saint, constituted the two poles of a continuum that al-
lowed for a variety of profiles according to age, social extraction, regional tradi-
tions, and historical period. In other words, sanctity, especially when female, 
did not stick to a static pattern. On the contrary, models of sanctity evolved 
according to paradigms tightly linked to social and devotional trends, and in 
their turn the former reciprocally influenced and shaped the latter. The 

37	 Minnis 2005 and 2010: 48–50, 62; Minnis and Voaden 2010. See also Elliott 1998, and Poor 
2014.

38	 Gelber 1987 and 2000; Coakley 2014b. Sanmartín Bastida (2012: 271–89) labels the charis-
matic actions of some visionaries a “teatro del trance” (“theater of rapture”); see also ea­
dem 2016.
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dynamics of sanctity oscillated between stressing the admirable traits of 
exceptionality—what made the saint unique—and the exemplary conjunc-
tion of imitable virtues; that is to say, hagiography sometimes served as a spe­
culum populi providing examples to be followed, sometimes as a map of what 
was to be regarded as abnormal behaviour. The lives of the saints signalled the 
boundaries of the admirable; if “common saints” were models to be imitated, 
“exceptional saints” were unique, to be identified with emotionally, touch-
stones of other forms of life that might authorize one’s own exceptionality (Le-
onor López de Córdoba), one’s texts (Teresa de Cartagena, St Teresa), or one’s 
thought (Villena’s narrative theology). Reconciling the exceptionality of the 
unique individual with the conventionality of the ordinary community was 
essential to becoming exemplary, since an example is a “figure which [is] set 
apart (ex-emplum), and yet stimulates imitation and generalization”.39 None-
theless, this exceptionality could also be used to justify actions on the margins 
of the conventional norm, from Leonor López de Córdoba presenting herself 
as a typological figure of the Virgin Mary to Teresa de Cartagena modelling 
herself alternately as a strong biblical women and virgin martyr. Charisma was 
the common factor that identified its possessors as holy, but equally, it could 
attract suspicions of fraud or demonic possession; virtue alone was difficult to 
detect. Holiness had to be externalized in words and deeds, for without public 
gestures it was reduced to a private experience; a record of conspicuous, even 
flamboyant, performance became vital to claim sanctity, but might also bring 
alienation from the rest of the community.

The fluctuation between the two models of sanctity, exceptional and com-
mon, and the practical problems posed by performing one or the other, first 
became noticeable in the thirteenth century, and increasingly so during the 
fourteenth and fifteenth, the main focus of the studies here gathered. To be-
come a saint demanded conforming to an established set of traits recognized 
by the communities that controlled the process: the ruling class of nobility 
and royalty, the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the religious orders. The aforemen-
tioned problems of definition were the main reason that led in the Counter-
Reformation to the establishment of specific regulations on the veneration of 
saints at the Council of Trent (1545–1563), which brought about a radical shift 
in the way saints were sanctioned and created, removing many hundreds from 
the official Roman calendar. But earlier, as we see in Leonor López de Córdoba 
and Isabel de Villena, there was a tendency to transform the Virgin Mary into 
a female counterpart of Jesus as a model of saintly life and figure to identify 
with in His suffering. In writers such as Juana de la Cruz (1481–1534), María 

39	 Starobinski 1985: 15. Exemplum derives from ex-ĭmo “take out, remove (as a sample)”.
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de Santo Domingo (1480/86?–1524), and St Teresa, Mother and Son became, 
alternatively or simultaneously, figures to be imitated in their divine personae 
and in their humanity. As a consequence, gender as a decisive aspect of exem-
plarity became blurred or eclipsed. On the other hand, the humanization of 
Christ and the Virgin resulted in a perception of the Sacred Family as feasible 
models of perfection for lay men or women. This very fact, together with the 
emergence of lay sisterhoods of religious women living outside the Church’s 
regular control, led to a need to distinguish the virtuous from the saint. Cha-
risma became not a mark of sainthood, but the aspect that made visible the 
fact of having been elected, touched by God’s hand. However, stigmata, visions, 
and miracles were ambivalent, since they could be the result of demonic temp-
tation or sheer hoaxes. In a period when women enjoyed a growing degree of 
freedom, to dispel suspicion and be considered virtuous they had to act ac-
cording to acceptable and accepted models. The series of saints provided a 
whole set of them: exemplary in chastity, humility, wisdom, courage, and even 
in exceptionality and liminality. To avoid accusations of witchcraft or charla-
tanism, charismatic women had to conform as closely as possible to these ac-
credited forerunners.

Both charismatic and virtuous women, then, had to perform—that is, to act 
and to project themselves textually—in accordance with a set of conventions 
that defined their authenticity, rendered them admissible, and protected them 
from being pointed at as unruly, arrogant, or deceitful. Their authority was es-
tablished by negotiation between the self-representation of the individual and 
the social and religious requirements of the particular interpretative commu-
nity in which the performance took place, since it was in this context that its 
authenticity was proven. Hence, as the cases examined in this book demon-
strate, there was no fixed model valid across all periods, places, and cultures. 
As I have already mentioned, gender, social class, and condition (as nun, beata, 
laywoman) were decisive for the success of those aspiring to sainthood, or 
even just to be accepted within society; enjoying the protection of powerful 
patrons, lay or ecclesiastical, and the ability to claim authority while still show-
ing humility, submission, and conformity to the code were important as well. 
In short, to remain on the safe side of the line that divided real sainthood from 
fraud, holiness from devilry, exemplarity from heresy, exceptionality from ab-
normality, women had to adjust their behaviour, their words, and their deeds, 
even radically innovating ones, to certain patterns so as not to be accused of 
being impostors, fake or defective copies of the archetype.

In the medieval and early modern age, then, performing virtue and sanctity 
(i.e. exemplarity) correctly by choosing the right model for the right occasion 
and purpose and thus creating a paradoxically unique model that guaranteed  
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its authenticity—mechanical or too deviant imitations rapidly attracted 
suspicion—became crucial for exceptional women to forge agency. Any loss 
of legitimacy—that is, of authority to play a role model—would involve any 
women not conforming to the correct kit being condemned as marginal, a 
dangerous outsider to be neither imitated nor admired. Hence the long-term 
popularity of any saint—legendary, biblical, or historical—involved constant 
shifting of their image. This also explains why some saints were particularly 
popular in certain periods, or among distinct social groups or communities. 
For women, especially those of humble origins, fallen from grace, or cast out 
from the circles of power, learning to negotiate between communal conven-
tion and personal innovation was essential to the difficult enterprise of stand-
ing out and exercising agency and influence.40

...
The present volume aims to contribute to the debate on gender, sanctity, and 
exemplarity with a sustained focus on Hispanic literary texts from the late 
Middle Ages and early modern period by, for, or about women. The first Part 
examines how women were construed as saintly examples through narratives, 
mostly composed by male writers; the second focuses on the use made of ex-
emplary life-accounts by women writers in order to fashion their own social 
identity and their role as authors. By taking exemplarity as a pivotal concept 
and as an historical rather than regulatory hermeneutic, the texts examined 
allow us to delve into questions about the poetics of self-construction, the 
place of gender in vernacular literary culture, female textual practices, and 
the continuities and discontinuities of the fonction-auteur from the Middle 
Ages to the early modern period along lines drawn up by scholarship on other 
European literatures. The eight case studies range from the thirteenth to the 
sixteenth century; ordered chronologically, they share the premise that there 
was no unique exemplar of holy women, but rather examples. Even when in-
carnated in a name and a story, examples are dynamic; but to be effective as 
models they have to be fixed in a text. The successive versions of an exemplar 
were, then, stories in which authority and authorship sustained each other. 
Hence both the conduct itself and its literary expression may be understood as 

40	 Though, following Bynum’s lead, most scholars agree on the “empowerment” thesis of 
female charismatic sanctity, the evidence is subject to controversy: Coakley (2014a) now 
believes the charismatic events (stigmata, miracles, etc.) were usually inserted by male 
collaborators who forced the “exceptional” model on women in order to control them. For 
different interpretations see the chapters in this volume by Pablo Acosta-García and Rosa 
Vidal Doval.



19Saints Textual

<UN>

performances. “Performing” the book meant following the pattern established 
in the text, translating into action the ethics conveyed through the exemplary 
woman; but also inscribing it in a performance to acquire a religious, gender, 
social and cultural identity.

Under the heading “Rewriting Models”, the first Part offers a set of cases that 
show the dynamic nature of the exemplar of the mulier sancta, displayed in a 
variety of paradigms inscribed in successive rewritings that cannot be reduced 
to a unique textual version or a unique ideal. The diversity reflects the different 
ways in which the ideal of the holy woman was adapted to successive times 
and audiences, secular or religious, female or male. Male authors chose to de-
velop or repress certain potential aspects of the model, trying to control per-
formative effects that—in their view—might result in bad or mistaken exam-
ples. While it is difficult to measure the extent to which hagiographies and 
other didactic stories modelled the actual behaviour of their female readers, 
their success is evident from their persistence in new contexts; that is, in the 
successive rewritings of a vita and its imitations in other genres, as testified by 
the endurance of stories such as the life of St Mary of Egypt, the increasing 
devotion to the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene in the fifteenth century, or 
the dissemination throughout Europe of the letters, visions, and biographies 
by Angela of Foligno, Catherine of Siena, and Mechthild of Magdeburg, to 
name but a few. These examples functioned as a point of departure for many 
women to forge their own identities and craft their own texts, capturing their 
literary imagination. Iterability being paramount in exemplarity, the bygone 
figures functioned as a sanction and a mirror—sometimes a distorting one—
for women’s self-representation. Exemplarity, or “exemplarization” as it is 
termed by Bruno Gelas (1981, cited by Lyons 1989: 21–24), occurs within dis-
course, not outside it. Hence the interest of some women in inscribing them-
selves in the text: to claim authority for themselves as exemplars. More often 
than not, however, these same figures and works were also taken up by male 
authorities for their own purposes, promoting exemplars of female mysticism 
embodied in one or more holy women at the service of political and religious 
reforms. Cardenal Cisneros, studied in two of the chapters included in this 
volume, was by no means a unique case.

The poem Vida de Santa María Egipciaca (Life of St Mary of Egypt), composed 
in the thirteenth century and preserved in a single copy of the mid-fifteenth, is 
an apt example of how a performative model of exemplarity assumed a mod-
el of cultural authority that was equally performative. As Andrew Beresford 
shows in his analysis, the authority that the heroine of the poem enacts—in 
this case incarnated by the eremitic penitent and Desert Father St Antony—is 
not a static, self-contained entity defined by some abstract proposition, nor  
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a gendered one. On the contrary, it is defined, at least in part, by her perfor-
mance as delineated by the gaze of the characters and of readers. Through the 
gaze of others she rejects her own narcissistic self-contemplation of her body; 
by looking at the image of the Virgin as in mirror, Mary of Egypt is converted 
to an act of imaginary union with it. However, Beresford rejects the standard 
critical view of this as a potentially homoerotic union; leaving aside “precipi-
tously sexualized interpretations [of] texts that were composed originally as 
catalysts for the exercise and display of exemplary ascetic piety”, he reads it as 
a queer medieval image of religious devotion. He argues that Mary embodies 
an eremitic model which transcends the gendered body, as opposed to the coe-
nobitic mode of asceticism embodied by Zosimas. His interpretation under-
lines the fluidity of gender identity in sanctity. Mary becomes a figure covered 
in hair and so tanned by the sun that it is impossible to distinguish her sex. By 
collapsing the boundaries she transcends the societal constructions of gender.

Blurring gender was not the option taken by Álvaro de Luna in his depiction 
of the most famous sanctified repentant prostitute, Mary Magdalene. On the 
contrary, I argue that he placed her under suspicion. Among the host of exem-
plary women in his Libro de las virtuosas e claras mugeres (Book of Virtuous and 
Illustrious Women) of 1446, Mary Magdalene stands out from the other tradi-
tional holy harlots there included (Pelagia, Mary of Egypt, Thaïs of Alexan-
dria); only she is the object of authorial comments, which highlight her hyper-
sexuality and insinuate an anti-exemplary character. To understand why Mary 
Magdalene was refused her recognized status as an exemplary figure, the so-
cial, political, and literary context of the book is considered. It was written as 
part of the querelle des femmes initiated at the behest of Queen María of Cas-
tile, the major opponent, along with her brothers the Infantes of Aragon, of the 
king’s favourite Álvaro de Luna in his endeavours to fortify royal power. In the 
rarefied atmosphere of the Castilian court, casting suspicion on Mary Magda-
lene, Christ’s advisor and favourite, might be construed as an oblique attack on 
María’s pretension to exercise influence over King Juan ii, her husband. Mag-
dalene’s ambiguous nature enabled Luna to include her as suspicious case in 
his catalogue of illustrious and virtuous women; the political angle suggests an 
answer to the thorny riddle of why he did not just leave her out.

Records of the perlocutive effect of these kinds of texts are sporadic, but we 
do at least have evidence of authorial intentions. Cardinal Francisco Jiménez 
de Cisneros’s religious reforms and his interest in promoting female sanctity 
are well known and much studied, but his motives for the latter were complex, 
as the next two articles show. Rosa Vidal Doval examines the implications of 
including the Tractatus de vita spirituali (Treatise on the Spiritual Life), attrib-
uted to St Vincent Ferrer, alongside the translations he commissioned of 
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life-accounts of visionary women, in order to analyse Cisneros’s view on the 
place of female mystics in a reformed Christianity. In the Tractatus visions and 
revelations are placed within the frame of the cultivation of humility and obe-
dience favoured for monastic communities. However, conjoining this with 
women visonaries’ lives drew attention to the topic of female mystics’ subjec-
tion to male authority. For Vidal, the key to understanding Cisneros’s intention 
lies in the Tractatus’s stress on the necessity of basing spiritual authority on 
strict observance of monastic rules. The point was originally addressed to men; 
Cisneros’s purpose was precisely to place the process of discretio spirituum in 
the hands of male theologians. Vidal concludes that the aim of focusing on the 
need for obedience and humility was to take the authority to interpret and 
validate visions and other extraordinary religious experiences out of the hands 
of women. Female mystics could be accepted only if controlled by the patriar-
chal Church; spiritual, social, or cultural authority was to remain under male 
tutelage.

Another side of Cisneros’s enterprise is examined by Pablo Acosta-García. 
His study traces how the publication (1505) and then translation (1510) of the 
“living saint” Angela de Foligno’s autohagiography commissioned by the Cardi-
nal defined “new collective models to be remembered and imitated by com-
munities in search of reform”. This fixing of the image of Angela as a prophet-
ess in the Castilian collective memory coincided with Cisneros’s profound 
involvement in the crusade to conquer and evangelize North Africa and the 
continent of America; its aim was to stimulate and authorize other charismatic 
female prophets directly involved in that enterprise such as María de Santo 
Domingo. In line with Vidal, however, Acosta also perceives a certain scepti-
cism towards feminine language and ideas, a distrust that can be related to the 
emergence of heterodox groups in Castile. Nevertheless, his study shows clear-
ly how the continuity between late medieval and early modern spirituality was 
maintained and enhanced through texts.

Following on from this point, Jimena Gamba Corradine’s study shows how, 
in parallel with the growing presence of women in written culture in Reforma-
tion countries, reading became the main channel for the construction of a new 
female spirituality in sixteenth-century Spain. In contrast to immediately pre-
ceding models of female mysticism such as Juana de la Cruz and María de 
Santo Domingo or women pertaining to the early alumbrado movement (Fran-
cisca Hernández, Isabel Ortiz), who were illiterate, the new female religiosity, 
strongly associated with heterodox currents outside the control of the Catholic 
Church, is characterized by Gamba as “intellectual”; it arose in literate circles 
where cultivated women shared texts and ideas. Cases exhumed from Inquisi-
torial archives reveal how the urge to experience new forms of spirituality and 
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the appetite for intellectual activity went hand in hand. In parallel to the 
Northern countries, at the forefront of these activities lay the discussion and 
interpretation of texts, including the Bible, displacing the personal, private 
charismatic experiences of earlier beatas and aspiring saints. The forbidden 
written texts circulating among these women became emblematic guardians 
of truth, elements of ideological transformation. “The absence of mystical ex-
periences and a form of spirituality based instead on reading were the charac-
teristics most apparent among ‘Lutheran’ women in the Spanish context”, ob-
serves Gamba; though this, she adds, did not extend to any such ultra-radical 
Protestant “transformation” as the marriage of nuns or the abolition of wom-
en’s convents.

Even before the sixteenth century, and increasingly during it, however, 
women not only participated in culture as readers and patrons, but also put 
into practice what they learned in order to fabricate their own texts. They were 
few, and belonged by rank or lineage to a privileged elite with access to texts; 
even so, in search of the protection of a familiar and accepted discourse they 
often turned to the religious sphere. These first female writers are the subject 
of the second part of this volume, “Inscribing Models”. Though the bibliogra-
phy on them is now extensive, our approach aims to be innovative. By tracking 
down the uses of religious discourse in fifteenth and sixteenth-century women 
writers, it seeks to analyse how their reading aroused their literary imagination. 
The authors here studied all vied to “in-scribe” themselves and their voices in 
their life-accounts, presenting themselves in one way or another as examples 
by reshaping and transforming the images they read, heard and learned from 
previous models; a process which culminated in the writings of the first female 
Doctor of the Church, Teresa of Ávila. The texts document the fertile recep-
tion and recreation of the exemplary female ideal directed at them. Female 
hagiographies, however, were not their only source; other modes of exemplary 
life-accounts in the Bible, sermons, visions and revelations, vitae Christi and 
vitae Mariae provided early Hispanic women writers with a language to ex-
press themselves, a point of view to explore their feelings and their beliefs—to 
construct their self, and represent it. So equipped, and with the endorsement 
of a genealogy of precedents, they could not only depict their own actions as 
exemplary but also introduce themselves into the public sphere through the 
authority of the written word. Though in the first instance our medieval and 
early modern female writers addressed their works to a close textual commu-
nity in their immediate entourage (convent or court, or convent and court), 
most went beyond it, intentionally or not. The way female writers used their 
models also varied greatly: from Leonor López de Córdoba’s notarial pseudo-
autohagiographical memoirs to Teresa de Cartagena’s treatise-cum-sermon  
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or Isabel de Villena’s theological doctrine cloaked in biblical narrative, the al-
most always hybrid generic approach of the texts and the truth of the por-
trayed character’s actions or nature differed greatly, despite being always cast 
in autobiographical terms. What all shared was that they represented them-
selves as followers or figural projections of a previous archetype which they 
had renewed so as to become, in turn, exemplars to be imitated in deeds or in 
words, in behaviour and in virtue. The fact that virgin martyrs, holy sinners, 
and the Virgin Mary herself were read as models to be imitated, as the respec-
tive chapters on St Mary of Egypt, Luna’s Libro de las virtuosas e claras mugeres, 
and Leonor López de Córdoba’s Memorias show, indicate that the gap between 
the sacred and the profane could quite easily be bridged when dealing with 
authoritative models rooted in past history and fixed in textual narratives. To 
replicate the behaviour of a saint and adapt it to a new time and space through 
typological or figural interpretation, or to transfer the qualities embodied in 
an exemplary figure to new historical, biographical, or social circumstances, 
necessarily implied writing a new narrative; it was in action that the imitator 
displayed her conduct and her qualities.

Leonor López de Córdoba’s brief Memorias (Memoirs), the first female auto-
biography in Castilian, are a salient example of how exempla, hagiographic ac-
counts, and identification with the Virgin Mary could be used as powerful tools 
for moulding her own identity and sanctioning her life. Ryan Giles’s article ex-
pounds Leonor’s Marian strategies to explain her adoption and conversion of a 
Jewish child, Alonso, which led to the cruel sacrifice of her own biological son, 
Juan Fernando, by exposing him to the plague. Her motive, to gain not only 
personal redemption but also royal pardon, is revealed in the care she takes to 
link her actions to devotional stories about the Virgin of Guadalupe, whose 
shrine was closely associated with the Crown. However, Giles suggests her 
strategy was “irremediably complicated and confuted by the problem of the 
convert’s contagiousness”, which caused Juan Fernando’s death. It is interest-
ing to compare Leonor with the most famous medieval writer in Castile, Teresa 
de Cartagena (c. 1425–after 1478). Like Leonor, whose family suffered persecu-
tion after the death of Pedro i, Teresa, deaf and from a family of recently con-
verted Jews, might be considered a marginal or liminal figure. Yet Leonor was 
to become the favourite of the Queen Dowager Catalina, regent of Castile, and 
Teresa had the protection of the powerful García de Santa María family. The 
differences are also obvious: while Leonor aspired to live at court and was an 
illiterate noblewoman, Teresa was raised under the wing of her uncle, the bish-
op of Burgos Alfonso de Cartagena, a brilliant scholar and writer, and though 
we know little for certain about her education or circumstances, she became a 
nun and writer.
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Context and women’s difficult position as teachers in the Church explain 
the similarities in their way of confronting theological themes in Constanza de 
Castilla (d. 1478), Teresa de Cartagena, Isabel de Villena (c. 1430–1490), and Te-
resa de Jesús (1515–1582). Lesley Twomey takes as a point of departure the anal-
ysis of how these writers from diverse linguistic areas, periods, and religious 
orders envisioned salvation as a journey to God. For all of them, sight seems 
the crucial sense for representing Heaven as the end of that journey, and beau-
ty as the element that allows them to discern it. Using their own judgement in 
visions and relying on their bodily experience, they acquired the self-authority 
to form personal, though orthodox, theologies.

The final study by Christopher van Ginhoven Rey focuses on Teresa of Ávila. 
It is a fitting closure to this compilation on the correspondence between words 
and deeds, flesh and text, in female exemplary life-accounts. In a complex and 
detailed analysis van Ginhoven Rey examines the stunning frequency with 
which Teresa’s Libro de la vida (Book of Her Life) imagines its own destruction. 
This feature has received scant attention, and is routinely explained as the re-
sult of self-censorship. But, as van Ginhoven Rey argues, it can be interpreted 
in other much more creative and convincing ways. It sprang not so much from 
fear of being heterodox, but from Teresa’s struggle to express the ineffable of 
human and mystical bodily experiences—bodily disintegration due to illness, 
her desire for annihilation in Christ—and from the actual process of composi-
tion, which required the destruction of all the component pieces in the unsta-
ble unity of a book.

The studies here included present a diversity of critical methodologies; but 
taken together, they reveal the function of imagination and exemplarity, in 
both its ethical and literary dimension, in texts for and by women. Our theo-
retical and comparative framework owes a large debt to concepts and method-
ologies developed by scholars working beyond the Pyrenees on the construc-
tion of female identity and the role of sanctity in that process, as I have sought 
to show in the first section of this Introduction. Our hope is that these chapters 
will contribute to setting the texts, authors, and figures studied in a wider 
transnational context, and at the same time stimulate an interest in them by 
scholars from beyond the Hispanic field. The comparative approach should 
broaden our understanding of life-accounts and their relationship with the ex-
emplary mode, both in their divergences and peculiarities and also in their 
shared traditions and mutual influences; and hopefully, beyond that, illumi-
nate the nature of exemplary discourse about women, for women, and by 
women—and hence of their self-representation as women and as authors.
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