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The concept of women’s confinement in early modern Spain introduced by 
the contributors to this riveting collection, edited by Emily Colbert Cairns and 
Brian Phillips, has as its origin the social delimitation of physical movement, 
whether of individuals or groups, beyond certain established barriers. In me-
dieval Europe, perimeter walls enclosed as much as defended city dwellers: 
the terms extra- and intra-muros defined both the concrete and symbolic areas 
created by the separation of cities and towns from the surrounding country-
side. At times, even fortified towns attracted attack instead of providing ref-
uge.1 Walls, therefore, were the material manifestations of communal zoning 
by divisions that not only marked a city’s or town’s visible boundaries, but 
also isolated and grouped its residents according to regulated social behav-
ior. Within cities, circumscribed spaces were partitioned by certain activities, 
whether secular or religious, public or private. The spaces were further re-
stricted in accord with their inhabitants’ specific characteristics, such as social 
class, status, religion, and gender. Political interests were never far divorced 
from religious concerns: medieval cities in Spain, for example, enclosed cer-
tain groups in quarters such as the Juderías (Jewish quarters) of Seville and 
Barcelona or the Alcaná of Toledo, known for its commerce and populated 
by both Jews and Muslims. Yet while social and historical changes affected a 
group’s uniformity over time, exposing its fluidity, the adherence to long-es-
tablished norms made difficult any sort of rapid transformation or liberation 
from traditional customs.

As the subordinate sex in a patriarchal culture that controlled both men 
and women, the latter in particular were prohibited from moving outside, 
within, or through certain spaces. Making the case for the need to revisit their 
complexity, the essays in this volume of Hispanic Issues investigate not only 
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the physical loci of enclosure, but also the social, religious, and political mo-
tivations that brought about women’s confinement.2 My afterword intends 
to contribute to the authors’ discussion by systematizing both thematically 
and historically the highly gendered conditions under which the enclosure of 
women took place, as well as the numerous and different kinds of enclosures 
to which they either willingly ascribed or were involuntarily submitted. To 
be sure, the spaces enclosing medieval and early modern women were mul-
tiple: while walls encircled entire cities and towns separating them from the 
open countryside, spatial divisions were created intra-muros by a city’s layout 
of public zones, such as streets and plazas, and within the enclosed areas of 
buildings that divided their spaces by gender, as in the case of private resi-
dences and convents. 

Ironically, women in positions of power were often actively involved in 
establishing divisions and in punishing other women. One early example is 
that of María of Castile, queen of Valencia, who in 1444 walled in the city’s 
brothel, the Pobla de les fembres peccadrius (City of Sinful Women; Vázquez 
García and Moreno Mengíbar 61). While rigorous separation by gender was 
breached at different historical occasions, female behavior was frequently 
checked in order to protect the group’s honor. Many medieval women, for 
instance, crossed city borders to undertake pilgrimages whose purported mor-
al laxity then brought about female pilgrims’ condemnation (Craig 3–4). In 
the Renaissance, normative treatises such as Juan Luis Vives’s Instruction of 
Christian Women admonished young women to remain inside their homes; 
when having to go out of doors, they were expected to cover their faces. The 
spatial division of indoor versus outdoor, therefore, contributed to the notion 
of “good” women—whose honor was protected by her house walls—versus 
“bad” women, who were free to roam the streets (Perry, Gender 48–49). 

As the medieval world became increasingly reordered by a more rigid 
masculine hierarchy, the need to confine the “bad” women within regulated 
spaces led to the construction of mancebías, or brothels, within certain city 
zones or isolated outside their walls. “Bad” women such as prostitutes were 
thus in time constrained by spaces allocated to them to practice their pro-
fession (Perry, “Deviant Insider”). Theologians’ attitudes toward prostitution 
were nevertheless notoriously conflicted: some viewed it as a necessary evil 
that safeguarded the honor of marriageable girls, and shielded men from con-
tracting venereal disease. Others, like Juan de Mariana, thought that brothels 
did not decrease adultery or sexual sins, but encouraged them.3 Yet if the state 
restricted prostitutes within enclosed spaces, it also provided them with a live-
lihood and protected them from disease and from abusive treatment by pimps 
and customers (Perry, “Lost Women” 195). Brothels, whose earnings supplied 
an important source of income for municipal councils (Ruiz), were careful to 
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only take in girls older than twelve who had already lost their virginity and 
were orphaned or abandoned. 

Nonetheless, regulations were not always obeyed, as there remained 
women who worked on the street or in their homes. After the first epidemic of 
syphilis, Spain’s brothels were ordered closed by royal decree in 1623, pre-
cipitating the stance that prostitution was both sinful and a crime. The decree 
stipulated that “there is no reason that [the brothels] should remain in such a 
Christian nation, which has such an obligation to ask forgiveness for its of-
fenses to God, especially those of this nature.”4 The arguments on the social 
containment of prostitution that erupted during the Counter Reformation be-
came textualized in the male-authored female picaresque novels, which ended 
by punishing the pícaras for their loose behavior, as well as through norma-
tive treatises that exalted charity.5 The evolution after Trent of attitudes to-
ward prostitution saw its practitioners as sinners to be converted or reformed. 
Beyond the brothel, therefore, there were two other means of attempting this 
dual control: the Magdalen house and the prison, also known as the galera. As 
with the brothels, these institutions served to impose order on the moral and 
social instability created by woman’s perceived threat to society. 

Magdalen Houses

The Counter Reformation fostered the prostitutes’ spiritual redemption through 
Magdalen houses for repentant women (Perry 1992). Also known as casas de 
arrepentidas, the appellation of Saint Mary Magdalen to these houses was not 
coincidental, since the legend of the prostitute-saint symbolized the lives of re-
deemed “lost” women. On the saint’s holy day, priests would preach to women 
to give up their sinful lives and enter the houses. Their enclosure, however, 
was often interrupted by the houses’ deployment of specularity, as the women 
were exhibited in processions.6 While such a display separated these repentant 
women from those outside its walls, it allowed for them to be seen as examples 
of their past sinful life and of the possibility of redemption. The redemptive 
move was encouraged not only by the Church, but also by pious women who 
combined their patronage of religious institutions with their zeal for women’s 
social integration, whether through marriage or profession in a religious order. 
In Valladolid, the beata Beatriz Zamudio, who took the name of Sor Magdalena 
de San Jerónimo despite not professing as a nun, founded the Casa Pía de la 
Aprobación in 1573.7 Later known as the Casa Pía de Santa María Magdalena, 
the house received significant support from other wealthy women and expanded 
several times in different sites as the numbers of enclosed women increased 
(Boyle 123–26; San José Díez 85; Archivo Histórico Nacional). 



HIOL u Hispanic Issues On Line 25 u Spring 2020

 CRUZ u 253

Frequently constructed and maintained by virtuous matrons, Magdalen 
houses thus provided a gendered intent to solve the moral and health hazards 
of prostitution, as much for women as for men. The numerous allusions to 
Magdalen houses in this volume’s essays highlight their importance in early 
modern Spain in that they consolidated a centralized response to the cities’ 
concerns. The religious houses’ enclosure held redemptive value for women 
for their rehabilitation by enforcing conventual rules, and as an intermediate 
step toward their social reintegration through marriage.8 As several contribu-
tors to this volume note, the Magdalen houses’ secular function was thus also 
evoked in the popular plays staged in the public corrales, or playhouses. Tirso 
de Molina engages Madrid’s famous Magdalen house, Santa María Magda-
lena de la Penitencia, as the site of dramatic specularity in his play, Marta la 
piadosa. The house’s inclusion in the play would resonate with audiences, not 
only reminding them of its construction on the grounds of a previous hospital 
for women, but also for the need for a future hospital, as one of theater’s social 
roles was to contribute revenue for the upkeep of these institutions.9 

One real-life example, recounted in this volume, that stands out for its 
singularity is the history of the black slave known as Chicaba, who took the 
name Sor Teresa Juliana de Santo Domingo. She entered the Convent of Santa 
María Magdalena in Salamanca, the only site that accepted her despite the 
fact that she was of African noble blood.10 Her entry not only exposes the 
racialization experienced by non-Europeans by the seventeenth century, but it 
reveals as well a non-European woman’s degradation by being accepted only 
in a Magdalen house specified for “repentant women” (Kent 77). A social 
anomaly once her noble patron had died, Chicaba could neither integrate com-
pletely within the convent nor could she live outside its walls without falling 
prey to abuse and denigration. The miracle of her skin’s transformed white-
ness corroborates her final assimilation within the Church. Magdalen houses, 
therefore, symbolized the combined forces of the both Church and State in 
redeeming, but also in forever marking, the bodies and souls of lost women. 

Convents and Beaterios 

For women who had not fallen into a life of sin, other means of enclosure, 
such as monasteries and houses for beatas or beaterios, proliferated where 
they could be secluded, some due to poverty, others sent by their parents from 
childhood for lack of a marriage dowry, and still others as young women or 
as widows following their religious vocation. Moreover, and most import-
ant, such enclosures were not instituted with an attempt to castigate women, 
but to offer them protection from destitution and the opportunity to practice 
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their religious beliefs. While early modern convents allowed spiritual shelter 
for women—from the nobility to the lower classes, from rich to poor—they 
also ensured religious orthodoxy. The origins of such kinds of houses date to 
the thirteenth century, when Europe’s economic growth was countered by a 
renewed spiritual response that encouraged ascetic monasticism (Rapley 55). 
Male religious orders, especially the Franciscans, from early on allowed the 
establishment of female religious communities called tertiaries. Indeed, Saint 
Clare, the founder of the Poor Clares, was a contemporary of Francis of Assisi 
(Francis and Clare 170–72). Tertiaries could be either secular or religious, 
yet even those within religious communities were not required to remain 
cloistered. Thus, despite the perceived intent of isolation by these religious 
orders, the social importance of women’s participation cannot be overstated. 
Until the cloistering of convents was decreed by the Council of Trent in 1563, 
women who professed in religious orders fulfilled a substantial number of 
social needs, including the education of young girls, like they themselves had 
received (Cruz, “Convent Schools” 28–30). 

Although the conflicts posed to the church by religious women’s auton-
omy had provoked the papal decretal Periculoso in 1298, which mandated 
conventual enclosure, many religious communities whose members were 
half-religious and half-lay continued to lead active, socially engaged lives 
(More 45–47). Like the Netherlands’ Beguines and Italy’s bizzoche, Spain’s 
beatas, or blessed women, lived together in groups or remained at home 
(Muñoz Fernández). Even though the beatas were tertiaries belonging to an 
order, their dedication to carrying out charitable acts such as caring for the 
ill and feeding the poor granted them freedom of movement with little or no 
obedience to male ecclesiastics. However, their lack of enclosure represented 
an increasingly unacceptable state of affairs for the Church that would finally 
be addressed by the Tridentine Council, which ordered the beatas to profess 
as nuns, and their beaterios closed or converted into cloistered convents.11 Yet 
not all beatas were disposed to follow the mandate to full enclosure. In several 
convents in Zamora, for example, nuns refused to become cloistered and were 
known as the “dissident nuns” (Cruz, “Formas” 249). 

Women’s spirituality had peaked in the early sixteenth century, when 
numerous women challenged religious orthodoxy in their practice of alum-
bradismo, an interiorized spiritual movement that resembled—and at times 
was confused with—Protestantism (Couchman 151). Imperiled by internal 
pressures and the heresies with which it rapidly came into contact, the Church 
had always been susceptible to rifts and fragmentation among its flock. His-
torically, the alumbrado movement embodied an authentically home-grown 
deviation from orthodoxy that was also considered subversive because of 
the number of women who acted as “spiritual mothers” in its communities, 
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usurping religious males’ roles (Sarrión Mora 59–60). Several women were 
prosecuted by the Inquisition for assuming spiritual and theological leader-
ship: Isabel de la Cruz, Francisca Hernández, and María de Cazalla cultivated 
male disciples and were accused of libertine practices. These women traveled 
extensively throughout Spain and were often blamed for attracting male fol-
lowers by sexual means; the testimony given by witnesses at Hernández’s 
trial accused her of lascivious activity with a follower in both Salamanca and 
Valladolid (Homza 104). By performing ecstatic trances and exhibiting them-
selves in public spaces, the so-called beatas alumbradas no doubt threatened 
the authority of the Church, which moved quickly to deprive them of the 
freedom to practice their religious rites. Ironically, the public rituals held by 
the Inquisition such as the autos-de-fé, staged as they were in the major plazas 
where the entire populace—from artisans to royalty—convened, counteracted 
the women’s performances. Viewed by large numbers of spectators, the rituals 
had the intended effect of repressing individual religiosity while reaffirming 
both ecclesiastical and State authority. 

After their enforced cloistering, convents, as well as Magdalen houses, 
standardized the religious praxis of the women through their foundational 
rules, which regulated conventual conduct under the supervision of male reli-
gious. Because professed nuns’ vows were taken for life, convents especially 
were presumed ideal spaces for ensuring women’s enclosure. Nonetheless, 
the traditional view of women in near-total isolation from the world has been 
correctly disputed by Elizabeth Lehfeldt, who graphically describes convents 
as “permeable.” In the same way, the notion of convents functioning as pan-
opticon-like edifices where women led strict, ritualized lives under constant 
male surveillance was challenged some three decades ago by Electa Arenal. 
Her revisionary essay, which broke ground in Spanish women’s studies, pos-
ited instead that convents served as catalysts for autonomous behavior:

The cloister, which common opinion often represents as a refuge (or as a 
prison), was equally a place in which women could support one another 
and even cultivate a certain amount of independence. It provided wom-
en of greatly divergent personalities with a semiautonomous culture in 
which they could find sustenance, exert influence, and develop talents 
they never could have expressed as fully in the outside world. (149)12 

Arenal’s conclusion has been further nuanced by scholarship on the per-
sistent role of priests as confessors and authorial figures; as we now know, 
nuns who wrote their autobiographies generally did so at their behest, often 
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to defend the orthodoxy of the confessor’s spiritual direction.13 Although the 
cloister diminished women’s physical movement, nuns were freed, in turn, 
from the constraints imposed by marriage, childbearing, and childrearing, 
which then granted them the time to devote themselves to intellectual, as 
well as spiritual, pursuits. Indeed, religious women’s writings represent the 
greatest contribution to women’s cultural production in early modern Spain. 
Infrequently published and circulated mainly in manuscript, these writings 
nevertheless fulfilled a significant role in creating networks across convents; 
they not only included spiritual autobiographies, biographies, correspon-
dence, and treatises, but also poetry and plays.14 

The most famous religious writer of early modern Spain is undoubtedly 
Saint Teresa of Ávila, the reformer of the Carmelite order. Teresa served 
as the model for other religious women writers, both in her foundational 
activities and her works. Yet unlike the nuns who voluntarily joined her 
reformed order, and whose convents were cloistered even before Trent, she 
herself spent over twenty years freely traveling throughout Spain, dedicated 
to increasing the number of convents for the order. The many conflicts and 
contradictions in her life nonetheless are reflective of the tensions in other 
women’s attempts to liberate themselves from the restrictions imposed by 
the male religious hierarchy. Among her life’s many paradoxes, while she 
was overcome with joy in her raptures, she deeply feared that the devil was 
tempting her. Teresa adopted deceptively self-debasing language when writ-
ing to her superiors—a strategy Alison Weber deftly describes as a feminine 
rhetoric—but often felt overwhelmed by the social elite whom she needed to 
court for their patronage (Teresa 17). And although her writings initially fell 
under suspicion of the Inquisition, after her death, she was named patroness 
of Spain and even canonized a saint. Teresa’s canonization, according to 
Gillian Ahlgren, had the effect of overcoming any posthumous criticism of 
her works (4). This transformation, although bearing little resemblance to 
the living Teresa, ultimately exonerated her life and writings from claims of 
subversion, unlike the beatas who openly broke with religious orthodoxy 
(4).  

The Eremitical Tradition

Beyond the convent, yet another kind of voluntary enclosure was that of the 
hermitesses, women who inhabited the reduced spaces of caves and hermitages 
in the fields of early modern Spain.15 One contemporary woman whom Teresa 
wrote about, the hermitess Catalina de Cardona, personified the ascetic spiritu-
al life that opposed the active life led by Teresa.16 The illegitimate daughter of 
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the Spanish viceroy of Sicily and Naples, Ramón Folch de Cardona, Catalina 
became famous for her ascetic practices, entering the male Discalced Carmel-
ite order in Pastrana dressed in their habit.17 (Cruz, “Formas” 252). Teresa, 
deeply impressed by her penitence, narrates the hermitess’s experiences:

[Catalina] spent many days picking the weeds and roots growing in the 
field . . . [A shepherd] would bring her bread and flour, as she would eat 
nothing but flatbread . . . She carried out her discipline with a large chain 
and it often lasted two or one and one-half hours . . . The hairshirts very 
rough . . . And she told the nuns that many more things occurred with the 
devils that appeared to her in the shape of great hounds and climbed on 
her shoulders, and others like snakes. (585)

According to Teresa, Catalina did not wish to profess as a nun, as this would 
distract her from her solitude and rugged existence (585). Seriously won-
dering whether she should emulate her harsh penitence and dedicate herself 
to a cloistered life, Teresa relates that Catalina appeared to her with God’s 
message, urging her to not give up her active life, but to continue founding 
convents, which left her “very much consoled and with a great desire to 
work” (584–86). 

Catalina de Cardona imitated the extreme austerity of many women who 
still inhabited the reduced spaces of caves and hermitages in the fields of 
early modern Spain.18 Led by the first Christian hermit, Saint Paul of Egypt, 
and his biographer, Saint Jerome, and known to attract women who wished 
to leave the cities for the countryside, especially the holy penitent Mary of 
Egypt, the eremitical life in Europe had its beginnings in the early Chris-
tian period in the mountains and deserts of Egypt and Syria (Görg). In late 
medieval Europe, the eremitical movement was countered by the spread of 
communal monasteries, deforestation, and brigades of bandits, the latter af-
fecting women in particular, and although the move remained an option for 
men, women’s “flight to the desert” was ultimately delimited by the Church. 
The restrictions placed on the hermitesses to forgo their lives in open fields 
encouraged the rise of urban recluses such as Juliana of Norwich, Margery 
Kempe, and Bridget of Sweden, who formed part of the medieval Anchorite 
tradition (McAvoy). In medieval Spain, the tradition was well represented 
by the emparedadas, or walled-in women.19 Like the hermitesses, the em-
paredadas attempted to replicate the original eremitical life by leaving their 
families to lead solitary penitent lives. Because they lived in urban zones, 
they remained enclosed within walls, in small spaces typically built against 
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a church wall (Cruz, “Walled-In Woman” 355).20 Most emparedadas came 
from affluent families; they were either single or widowed, choosing to live 
at least for some time in total isolation. As in the case of the hermitesses, 
they refused to join a tertiary order, which would have forced them to follow 
rules and to lead a communal life. Most important, their voluntary spatial 
confinement paradoxically permitted a spiritual freedom dedicated uninter-
ruptedly to their pursuit of holiness. 

Walled-In Women

What distinguished the hermitesses and emparedadas from other kinds of 
confined women, therefore, was their self-imposed bodily discipline outside 
the control of the Church. Emparedadas gained power through their ab-
jection; their spiritual asceticism was considered a form of mediation with 
the divinity, and building their cell next to the church, itself symbolizing a 
church in miniature, protected them from any potential accusation of heresy 
or witchcraft (Cruz, “Walled-In Woman” 356). Since they did not belong to 
any religious order, they were liberated from the usual rules, oral prayers, 
and obedience to confessors. In the middle ages, walled-in women could 
be found throughout Spain; in Seville, there was an emparedada in every 
parish church. Yet ironically, the spiritual freedom obtained by voluntarily 
confining themselves within the tightest space possible added to the anxiety 
of the Church hierarchy, who could not regulate their mental prayer. By the 
sixteenth century, women who had immured themselves in cells by church 
walls were obliged, like the beatas, to enter convents and abandon their 
cells. 

While these forms of voluntary enclosure were generated by women’s 
desire for solitude and spiritual purity, they were halted by Church hierar-
chy primarily for offering them a means to disregard the orthodox practic-
es imposed by ecclesiastics and to escape from surveillance. In contrast, 
women’s enclosures instituted under ecclesiastical approval necessitated the 
formal formation and maintenance of cloistered communities. Because their 
construction was motivated by religious orthodoxy, convents and Magda-
len houses constituted confined communities of women with their proper 
hierarchy that replicated secular social groups for the women’s intended 
spiritual redemption as well as for their social rehabilitation. 
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Social Reform Movements: The Galeras

Other attempts to restore order to the social body had as their source the 
social reform movements that proposed secular solutions to the growing 
numbers of poor that afflicted Spain toward the end of the sixteenth centu-
ry. The Catalan reformer Miguel Giginta, in his 1579 Tratado del remedio 
de pobres, proposed sites called “casas de misericordia” (houses of mercy) 
to shelter impoverished men and women and to teach them trades (chap. 
III, fol. 14). An important factor in his treatise is his stipulation that both 
poor women and prostitutes be admitted to learn to sew so that they could 
earn a living.21 This solution to prostitution, however, did not work: Cris-
tóbal Pérez de Herrera thus called for the “enclosure and moderate punish-
ment” of vagrant, lost, and delinquent women in his 1598 treatise on poverty 
Amparo de pobres.22 His appeal to “moderate” punishment is significant in 
that, unlike Giginta, he introduces the notion of social correction based on 
inherently good versus bad character traits:  

It is very true that, in order for good people to lead good lives and not 
commit any evil acts, they are satisfied with the prize and love of virtue; 
and for those who lead evil lives, punishment and the fear of punish-
ment is of great importance so their thoughts will not entertain commit-
ting crimes or throwing insults. (118)    

Yet there is no doubt that the reformer had little hope of women’s rehabili-
tation or redemption on their own: he states that when punished, “lost wom-
en” will no longer dare to openly commit crimes such as theft or witchcraft, 
or continue as vagrants or procuresses, all highly visible acts carried out in 
open spaces. He argues that public punishments such as tar-and-feathering, 
whipping, wearing dunce caps, or even exile fail to shame women and, in 
fact, help identify them to potential future clients. The example he gives 
of an unrepentant woman who ended her days hanged in public anticipates 
Foucault’s critique of the “spectacle of the scaffold” and his carceral theory 
wherein discipline imposed on the body functions as a type of power (216). 
Lamenting that there is no “civil death” for women as there is for men, Pérez 
de Herrera proposed a plan for his prison that involved moderate food intake, 
threats, and keeping “incorrigible” women in chains and stocks as a means of 
reform (Discurso 124). Women’s bodies were thus controlled and surveilled 
behind high walls, where they would be locked up nightly in solitary confine-
ment. 
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Pérez de Herrera’s reformatory, however, apparently was never built, most 
probably because the State sought an even more drastic form of punishment 
for delinquent women (Morel d’Arleux 116).23 The notion of incarceration ex-
clusively for women who refused to abandon prostitution and were otherwise 
incorrigible was taken up with great zeal by Sor Magdalena de San Jerónimo, 
the same religious woman who had built the Magdalen house in Valladolid.24 
Her treatise, Razón y forma de la Galera y Casa Real, published in 1608, was 
first presented in 1604 to Philip III, requesting his support of the construction 
of a prison as a means of punishment for “vagrant and delinquent women.” 

I found out on my own that the cause [of women’s crimes] was that there 
is insufficient punishment in Spain for these kinds of bad women, and 
that, therefore, the remedy would be to have as many types of punish-
ments for them as for male delinquents, since many of the women are 
much better at evil and sinning. One of the punishments commonly ap-
plied in Spain to male criminals is to throw them in the galleys for two or 
more years, according to their crimes. So, in the same way, there should 
be galleys in which to throw women so they may be punished according 
to their transgressions. (qtd. in Barbeito 68) 

Although Sor Magdalena’s treatise is well known, there is very little in-
formation about the actual jail. Margarita Torremocha Hernández and Carlos 
Lozano Ruiz suggest that Sor Magdalena never directed the galera, which, 
when built, probably never followed the model she drew up in her treatise 
(197).25 Still, one of her concerns, which was to be realized in the later jails 
built, was to curtail women’s freedom, as she associated it with dissoluteness 
and dishonor, and she recommended that a jail be built in every town.

In her approach to punishment, Sor Magdalena followed the writings of 
Pérez de Herrera and Giginta, who had themselves put forward that male vag-
abonds and the impoverished be housed in towns to eliminate the growing 
problem of itinerant beggars.26 Like those of Giginta and Pérez de Herrera, Sor 
Magdalena’s proposed enclosure was not intended to rely on charity or pa-
tronage, but on State support—and with the support, in Sor Magdalena’s case, 
from the ticket sales of the local theater—and was meant to castigate wom-
en’s transgressions for the social good (Torremocha Hernández and Lozano 
Ruiz 197). Male criminality was dealt with by the State, which sentenced 
criminals to work in the mercury mines or to row as oarsmen in the Spanish 
galleys. Although women’s weaker physical capacity kept them from ever 
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receiving these sentences, the metaphor of the ship alluded to the name given 
by Sor Magdalena to her prison—galera de mujeres (ship of women)—iron-
ically equalizes the two genders in their punishment. Sor Magdalena again 
followed Pérez de Herrera in her intention to discipline and surveille women. 
Yet although both advocated for corporal punishment, it was Sor Magdalena 
who carried it to an extreme in her proposed treatment of female prisoners. We 
therefore cannot overlook the fact that women—at least privileged or pow-
erful women—were complicit in the enclosure of others, from the wealthy 
patrons who insistently contributed to the founding of convents, to reformers 
who, like Teresa of Ávila, intended to cleanse convents of women’s immoder-
ations, and to the moralistic excess of Sor Magdalena herself.

In analyzing the most visible sites of containment, such as those spe-
cifically constructed for women, the volume’s essays present various forms 
of enclosure that pressed women into socially and spiritually acceptable be-
havior. What I have thus addressed in this afterword are the concrete sites 
of enclosure that limited women’s physical activities and their physical bod-
ies. Yet the essays also demonstrate that confinement, even if carried out by 
physical means, does not fail to open up other spaces—mental, spiritual, and 
psychological—through and with which women could and did learn to chal-
lenge the strictures imposed against them. Indeed, even women’s activities, 
when restricted, were far less so than what early modern Spain’s conventional 
paradigm of enclosure seems to allow, as in the case of their exclusion from 
previous practices such as medicine. When the Church attempted to control 
the circulation of religious women in society by cloistering convents, for ex-
ample, the convents themselves became part of the social economy. And as 
we have seen with the hermitesses and recluses, even when spatially con-
strained, women created a means to pursue their own spiritual desires. What 
these essays make clear, both in their examinations of historical occurrences, 
and when investigating the literary reiterations of women’s confinement in 
poetry, theater, and novels, is that the feminization itself of the spaces wherein 
women were enclosed becomes their appropriation of those very spaces. 

NOTES

1. Although there remain remnants of ancient walls in many European cities, I focus 
solely on the medieval and early modern periods. See Reyerson.

2. The city’s allegorical significance is evinced in such works as Saint Augustine’s City 
of God and Christine de Pizan’s La cité des dames, in which the authors’ philosophical 
thought is expressed in spatial terms.  
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3.  “No se evitan los adulterios ni los pecados más feos, sino antes se despierta con mayor 
ímpetu el deseo de cosas torpísimas” (Mariana 446) (No adulteries or the worst kinds 
of sins are ever averted, rather, what is most strongly aroused is the desire for the 
vilest things). 4. “[N]o es raçón den lugar a esto en república tan christiana y que se 
halla con tanta obligaçión de escusar ofensas a Dios y más las de esta calidad” (qtd. in 
Vázquez García and Moreno Mengíbar). 

5. For an important study of prostitution and picaresque literature, see Zafra. 
6. Boyle relates the case of Madrid’s Casa de Santa María Magdalena de la Penitencia. 

For Valladolid, see Torremocha Hernández’s excellent study of the three houses 
built to control unruly and incorrigible women (“Donde”). 

7. The religious name taken by Zamudio was most likely due to her devotion to the 
prostitute-saint. 

8. De las Heras explains that these casas de arrepentidas allowed for voluntary inclu-
sion by prostitutes who, when repentant, could then leave to be integrated in society, 
whereas the casas de recogidas (houses of reclusion), forcefully enclosed women 
who were judged to be incorrigible (417). In the majority of towns, however, the same 
houses often served both purposes.      

9. According to Ball, the subsidiary of Madrid’s General Hospital, the Hospital of the 
Passion, shows deputies whose primary responsibility was “to use ‘the money that 
comes from the plays’ to provide for the poor” (35–37). See also Boyle in this volume.

10. The daughter of an African tribal chieftain, she was captured as a child and became a 
slave of the Marquises of Mancera. Upon their death, she entered the Convent of San-
ta María Magdalena de la Penitencia in Seville as a tertiary, performing white-veiled 
tasks. See Houchins and Fra-molinero; Maeso; and Phillips’s excellent essay in this 
volume. 

11. In Session XXV of the Council of Trent, December 3 and 4, 1563, it was decreed 
unlawful for nuns to leave their convents, even for brief periods, under any pretext 
(Canons and Decrees 219). 

12. Arenal’s essay was among the first feminist studies to take seriously religious wom-
en’s writing. Yet even her editor, Beth Miller, states: “few women in the Spanish 
empire wrote” (4). Since then, feminist research on religious and secular early modern 
Spanish women has grown exponentially. See BIESES.   

13. For a comprehensive view of nuns’ autobiographies, see Poutrin; Weber.
14. The chapters included in Baranda and Cruz, in the section “Conventual Spaces,” ad-

dress several kinds of non-literary and literary writings by nuns in early modern Span-
ish convents. Nuns’ foundational narratives are addressed in the same collection by 
Donahue.  

15. For the history of the eremitical tradition in Europe, see Görg; and Cruz “Formas.” 
16. In the her Fundaciones, Teresa relates that she came across the Monastery of Nuestra 

Señora del Socorro near La Roda. The monastery had been founded by Cardona, 
whose penitential practices and discipline Teresa encouraged her sisters to follow 
(Cruz, “Formas”).  
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17. For a critical bibliography on Cardona’s life, see Cortijo Ocaña. 
18. In the early sixteenth century, there were more than eight thousand men and women 

who lived ascetic lives in hermitages or caves (Saint-Saëns 55–65).
19. The phenomenon has been studied extensively by Cavero Domínguez. See also Cruz 

“Walled-In Woman”; and Phillips in this volume.
20. These cells only had room for a kneeling stool or prie-dieu, and a plank for a bed. The 

outside wall faced the street and had an opening for food to be passed through and an 
opening on the inside wall through which she could hear mass and take Communion 
(Cavero Domínguez 181–83).

21. Heras Santos makes the important point that the “houses of repentant women” should 
not be confused with what were called casas de recogidas.

22. “[Es] razón y justo, mandar V.A. que haya en ellos algunas reclusiones y castigo mod-
erado, para las mujeres vagabundas, perdidas y delincuentes, conforme a su flaqueza” 
(Pérez de Herrera, Amparo 118) (It is reasonable and just for Your Highness to order 
that some confinement and moderate punishment be assigned in them that correspond 
to the flaws of sinful and delinquent women vagabonds). 

23. Pérez de Herrera’s editor Michel Cavillac, however, believes that the reformatory was 
built next to the Atocha General Hospital under the name of “Galera” (Amparo 121, 
n. 1). 

24. For studies on early modern women’s incarceration, see especially Barbeito and Tor-
remocha Hernández . 

25. After she wrote the treatise, Sor Magdalena accompanied Philip III’s sister, Isabel 
Clara Eugenia, Archduchess of the Netherlands, to Belgium (Barbeito). 

26. The picaresque literature of the period took up the social concerns of poverty resulting 
in false versus true beggars and of the high unemployment brought on by early mod-
ern Spain’s urbanization (Cruz, Discourses).
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