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I. OVERVIEW & SIGNIFICANCE 

The Vida de la Madre Inés de la Encarnación is a captivating 17th-century 
autobiographical account dictated by Inés López Meléndez (1564-1634), a Spanish 
mystic who transcended extreme poverty to become an Augustinian nun. Born to 
impoverished cowherds and orphaned at the age of nine, Inés survived through menial 
labor—working as a shepherdess and servant—while harboring a profound religious 
vocation. Unable to afford a convent dowry, she lived for decades as a beata (a pious 
laywoman), functioning effectively as a social worker, crisis counselor, and formidable 
fundraiser who helped establish convents and finance the dowries of other poor girls 
before finally taking the habit herself at age forty-seven. 
Dictated to her Mother Superior between 1627 and 1634 under the strict orders of her 
confessors, the text is a prime example of female spiritual autobiography (Vidas de 
monjas), deeply influenced by the model of Teresa of Ávila. This critical edition, 
prepared by Eleanor Marsh, provides an extraordinary window into the daily lives, 
economic realities, and spiritual agency of women in early modern Spain. It is an 
essential text for students exploring Golden Age literature, women's history, the 
sociology of religion, and the rhetorical strategies marginalized women used to claim 
authority in a patriarchal, Inquisition-monitored society. 

II. CONTEXT & CRITICAL APPROACHES  

This volume provides a rich framework for exploring the genre of female spiritual 
autobiography, the socio-economic realities of religious life, and the complex 
negotiations of female authority. 

The Phenomenon of the Beata: 

• Analyze the social and religious role of the beata in early modern Spain. How did 
this status allow Inés to navigate the world, perform charitable works (suicide 
prevention, securing housing, fundraising), and exert spiritual influence without 
the formal enclosure or financial requirements of a convent? 

• Discuss the intersection of class and vocation. How does Inés's struggle to 
gather a dowry—and her success in funding other women before herself—
highlight the economic barriers to female monastic life? 

Conventions of Female Spiritual Autobiography: 

• Examine the concept of "autobiography by mandate" (as termed by Sonja 
Herpoel). How does Inés use the direct order of her male confessors as a shield 
against accusations of vanity or heresy from the Inquisition? 

• Analyze the "rhetoric of humility" and the claim of divine authorization. How do 
professions of ignorance, weakness, and the assertion that God commanded her 
to write paradoxically empower the female author? 

 



 

 

The Integration of the Mystical and the Mundane: 

• Discuss how Inés's narrative seamlessly weaves extraordinary mystical visions 
(encounters with Christ and saints) with the gritty realities of her daily life as a 
servant and shepherdess. How does this duality reflect the holistic nature of her 
spirituality? 

III. ADVANCED DISCUSSION & RESEARCH PROMPTS  

These prompts encourage deep engagement with the text, critical thinking, and research 
into historical and literary contexts. 

• Subverting the Spiritual Hierarchy: A recurring motif in these texts is the 
female mystic's ability to intercede for and save the souls of male clerics (often 
from demonic influence or moral failing). Analyze how this motif functions in 
Inés's narrative to subtly invert the traditional gender hierarchy of the Catholic 
Church, granting spiritual superiority to the unlettered woman. 

• The Body, Illness, and Imitation of Christ: Research the role of physical 
suffering in female baroque spirituality. How are self-mortification and chronic 
illness portrayed not merely as afflictions, but as divine gifts and pathways to 
mystical union, allowing the nun to embody the Passion of Christ? 

• Narrative Structure and Female Experience: Feminist critics (like Arenal, 
Schlau, and Jelinek) note that female spiritual autobiographies often eschew 
linear chronology in favor of episodic, fragmented narratives tied to cyclical time 
or the liturgical calendar. Analyze the temporal structure of Inés's Vida and 
discuss whether this reflects a uniquely female experience of time and memory. 

• Collaborative Authorship and the Scribe: Inés dictated her text to Catalina de 
Jesús, the Mother Superior. Discuss the implications of this mediated writing 
process. How does the presence of a scribe complicate our understanding of 
"authorship," and what does it reveal about the communal nature of convent 
literature and the question of female literacy? 

IV. SUGGESTED FURTHER READINGS & BIBLIOGRAPHY  

Primary Text: 

• Encarnacion, Ines de la. Vida de la Madre Ines de la Encarnacion. Edited by 
Eleanor Marsh. Stockcero. (TK ORDER: 138) 

Key Secondary Scholarship: 

• Marsh, Eleanor. Introduction to Vida de la Madre Ines de la Encarnacion. 
Stockcero. 

• Teresa of Ávila. El Libro de la Vida (Essential for comparative study of the 
genre's model). 

• Herpoel, Sonja. A la zaga de Santa Teresa: Autobiografías por mandato. 
• Arenal, Electa, and Stacey Schlau. Untold Sisters: Hispanic Nuns in Their Own 

Works. 
• Weber, Alison. Teresa of Avila and the Rhetoric of Femininity. 
• Poutrin, Isabelle. Le voile et la plume: Autobiographie et sainteté féminine dans 

l'Espagne moderne. 

Additional Resources: 

• Studies on the Inquisition and its monitoring of alumbrados and female mystics. 
• Research on the socio-economic structure of 16th and 17th-century Spain. 



 

 

V. RELATED STOCKCERO RESOURCES  

Female Emancipation & Literary Voices: 6-Book Bundle.  
Other titles in the bundle: La Emancipada, Una mujer de fin de siglo, Blanca Sol, 
Mujeres Peligrosas, La rosa muerta. 
 
 

Browse Collection 

Interested in adopting this text for your course? 

Request an Evaluation Copy 

or 

Browse our Full Catalog 

 

https://www.spanishbookpress.com/marketing/LP/Female_Emancipation_Bundle_LP.html
https://www.spanishbookpress.com/add-to-cart/eval/56
https://www.spanishbookpress.com/books/grid
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