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Workshop Title: “Female Sexuality Between the Sacred and the Profane” 
Saturday, June 16, 2018: 2:00-3:30 pm  
Workshop Session V: Choice II/Collectivities II 

Organizers: 

Katrina Olds 
Associate Professor, Early Modern Europe 
Department of History 
University of San Francisco 
kbolds@usfca.edu 

Tanya Tiffany 
Associate Professor, Renaissance and Baroque Art 
Department of Art History 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
tanyatif@uwm.edu 

Workshop Description:  

This workshop explores how women’s sexuality was enacted and configured in the 
early modern world.  More specifically, we engage the theme of “Choice” by examining 
how women negotiated the demands placed upon their bodies and how they 
performed sexual agency.  Recent scholarship in art history, history, and literature has 
revealed a nuanced range of possibilities for female action and imagination relating to 
the body and sensuality: a range that moves beyond the well-known models of the 
Virgin Mary, on the one hand, and Mary Magdalene, the reformed prostitute, on the 
other.  Although our own research focuses on Spain and its empire, we are keen to 
draw connections from across the early modern world, and across academic disciplines.  

In the workshop, we will discuss an array of sources that elucidate the various registers 
in which female sexuality operated in early modern culture.  Key examples include the 
eroticized religious imagery found in spiritual autobiographies and paintings of ecstatic 
sacred imagery as well as in often-obscene proverbs, literary texts, and bawdy and 
blasphemous “propositions” recorded by the Inquisition.  By examining these materials, 
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we hope to generate a rich discussion of female sexuality in various cultural and social 
roles, including (but not limited to): 
 

(1) as mystical metaphor, in which nuns envisioned physical union with God;  
(2) as a source of humor in popular and literary discourse, often of a grotesque and 

misogynistic nature, as in picaresque novels and proverbs;  
(3) as an aspect of holy figures in the popular imagination, as in satirical vitae of 

saints, blasphemy, and parodic poetry (coplas);  
(4) as a bodily function and object of medical discourse;  
(5) as a moral issue, subject to theological censure and regulation (fornication, lust, 

“self-pollution”). 
 
We will open the session with a brief (20-minute) introduction to the source material 
and its contexts and will also provide a handful of discussion questions to frame the 
conversation.  
 
Tanya Tiffany will consider the “sacred” by discussing the role played by visual culture 
in the erotic religious experiences of Spanish nuns.  She will address particular case 
studies, such as the widowed nun, Isabel de Jesús (1586-1648), who had endured her 
miserable marriage by imagining that her earthly husband was Saint Joseph: a figure 
portrayed as appealingly handsome in seventeenth-century painting and sculpture.1 
Tanya will also explore erotic spirituality as expressed in paintings by nuns, among 
them the sisters Cecilia del Nacimiento (1570-1646) and María de San Alberto (1568-
1640), whose suggestive images of Christ were informed by mystical practice.2  
 
Katrina Olds will introduce the excerpts from the realm of the “profane,” that is, from 
literary and historical sources regarding women, the body, and sexuality in non-
religious contexts.  These will include excerpts from erotodidactic literature, a genre of 
texts that answered common questions about the body and its sexual functions from a 
matter-of-fact and medical perspective, such as the late fifteenth-century The Mirror of 
Coitus.  She will also help frame the selections from materials that were intended to be 
obscene and/or humorous, and in which prostitutes exemplified female lust and sexual 

                                                
1 Charlene Villaseñor Black, Creating the Cult of St. Joseph: Art and Gender in the Spanish Empire 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
2 Mindy Nancarrow Taggard, “Picturing Intimacy in a Spanish Golden Age Convent,” Oxford 
Art Journal 23, no. 1 (2000): 97–112. 
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activity.  These include, for example, the bawdy Carajicomedia, an anonymous early 
sixteenth-century poem regarding an impotent man’s attempt to remedy himself by 
revisiting the many women he had known intimately, in exchange for money.  Katrina 
will also introduce excerpts from a novella by the seventeenth-century author María de 
Zayas who, as scholars have noted, treated “lost” and “fallen” women in a manner that 
often transgressed the line between obscenity and respectability.    
 
Both the introductions and readings will serve as conversation-starters, and we 
welcome additional examples and questions from workshop attendees.   
 
 
List of Readings (included below): 
 
Arenal, Electa, and Stacey Schlau. “The Poor Pray More: A Peasant Nun (Isabel de 

Jesús),” in Untold Sisters: Hispanic Nuns in Their Own Works. Rev. ed. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2010. Please read pp. 187-190; 
195-203 (OPTIONAL: pp. 190-95). 

Domínguez, Frank A. Carajicomedia With an Edition and Translation of the Text. 
Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2015. Please read stanzas 1-13; 68-75 (pp. 358-69; 
416-23: the English translation appears on the odd-numbered pages); 
(OPTIONAL: pp. xi-xiii; we have also included the original Spanish stanzas on 
pp. 358-69; 416-23, even-numbered pages). 
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