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Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’s Letter to Sor Filotea
(1691)

Perhaps the most celebrated literary figure of
colonial Spanish America is Sor Juana Inés de
la Cruz (1651-1695), a Jeronymite nun in
Mexico City. Her life and writings say much
about the Baroque predicaments that were
keenly felt, especially in the seventeenth cen-
tury—a life of struggle toward salvation in a
world of troubling contradictions.

The illegitimate daughter of Creole Spanish
parents from the pueblo of Chimalhuacéan,
near the Valley of Mexico, she was identified
as a child prodigy and at the age of eight went
to live with relatives in the capital. Her beauty,
wit, and skill at poetry and her amazing
knowledge of books and ideas made her an
instant celebrity at court. At age fifteen the
admiring viceroy and his wife sent her before
a panel of learned professors of the University
of Mexico (women were not permitted to
study there), who failed to stump her in a prob-
ing oral examination ranging across physics,
mathematics, theology, and philosophy.
Abruptly in 1667, still not sixteen, she entered
a Carmelite convent, switched the following
year to the less rigorous Jeronymite Order, and
spent the remainder of her life as a nun.

Marriage and religious seclusion were the
usual lines open to respectable colonial
Spanish women. Misogyny was unusually
overt among clergy of the seventeenth cen-
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Puebla, Manuel Ferndndez de Santa Cruz
(1676-1699), who wrote to her under this
pseudonym, warning of her intellectual activ-
ities (which he himself had encouraged) and
worldliness as threats to her immortal soul.

The famous letter to “Sor Filotea” is a spir-
ited, autobiographical response to critics
among her ecclesiastical superiors. “Sor
Filotea” was not another nun but rather her
sometime friend and adviser, the Bishop of

Moses, because he was a stutterer, thought himself unworthy to speak to Pharaoh.
Yet later, finding himself greatly favored by God, he was so imbued with courage
that not only did he speak to God Himself, but he also dared to ask of Him the
impossible: “Show me thy face.” And so it is with me, my Lady, for in view of the
favor you show me, the obstacles I described at the outset no longer seem entirely
insuperable. For one who had the letter printed, unbeknownst to me, who titled it
and underwrote its cost, and who thus honored it (unworthy as it was of all this,
on its own account and on account of its author), what will such a one not do?
‘What not forgive? Or what fail to do or fail to forgive? Thus, sheltered by the
assumption that I speak with the safe-conduct granted by your favors and with the
warrant bestowed by your goodwill, and by the fact that, like a second Ahasuerus,
you have allowed me to kiss the top of the golden scepter of your affection as a sign
that you grant me kind license to speak and to plead my case in your venerable
presence, I declare that I receive in my very soul your most holy admonition to
apply my study to Holy Scripture; for although it arrives in the guise of counsel, it
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shall have for me the weight of law. And I take no small consolation from the fact
that it seems my obedience, as if at your direction, anticipated your pastoral
insinuation, as may be inferred from the subject matter and arguments of that very
letter. I recognize full well that your most prudent warning touches not on the
letter, but on the many writings of mine on humane matters that you have seen. .. .
I want no trouble with the Holy Office, for I am but ignorant and tremble lest I
utter some ill-sounding proposition or twist the true meaning of some passage. I
do not study in order to write, nor far less in order to teach (which would be
boundless arrogance in me), but simply to see whether by studying I may become
less ignorant. This is my answer, and these are my feelings. . . .

To go on with the narration of this inclination of mine, of which I wish to give
you a full account: I declare I was not yet three years old when my mother sent off
one of my sisters, older than I, to learn to read in one of those girls’ schools that
they call Amigas. Affection and mischief carried me after her; and when I saw that
they were giving her lessons, I so caught fire with the desire to learn that, deceiving
the teacher (or so I thought), I told her that my mother wanted her to teach me
also. She did not believe this, for it was not to be believed; but to humor my whim
she gave me lessons. I continued to go and she continued to teach me, though no
longer in make-believe, for the experience undeceived her. I learned to read in such
a short time that I already knew how by the time my mother heard of it. My
teacher had kept it from my mother to give delight with a thing all done and to
receive a prize for a thing done well. And I had kept still, thinking I would be
whipped for having done this without permission. The woman who taught me
(may God keep her) is still living, and she can vouch for what I say.

I remember that in those days, though I was as greedy for treats as children
usually are at that age, I would abstain from eating cheese, because I heard tell that it
made people stupid, and the desire to learn was stronger for me than the desire to
eat—powerful as this is in children. Later, when I was six or seven years old and
already knew how to read and write, along with all the other skills like embroidery
and sewing that women learn, I heard that in Mexico City there were a university and
schools where they studied the sciences. As soon as I heard this, I began to pester
my poor mother with insistent and annoying pleas, begging her to dress me in
men’s clothes and send me to the capital, to the home of some relatives she had
there, so that I could enter the university and study. She refused, and was right in
doing so; but I quenched my desire by reading a great variety of books that
belonged to my grandfather, and neither punishments nor scoldings could prevent
me. And so when I did go to Mexico City, people marveled not so much at my
intelligence as at my memory and the facts I knew at an age when it seemed I had
scarcely had time to learn to speak.

I began to study Latin, in which I believe I took fewer than twenty lessons. And
my interest was so intense, that although in women (and especially in the very
bloom of youth) the natural adornment of the hair is so esteemed, I would cut off
four to six fingerlengths of my hair, measuring how long it had been before. And I
made myself a rule that if by the time it had grown back to the same length I did
not know such and such a thing that I intended to study, then I would cut my hair
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off again to punish my dull-wittedness. And so my hair grew, but I did not yet know
what I had resolved to learn, for it grew quickly and I learned slowly. Then I cut
my hair right off to punish my dull-wittedness, for I did not think it reasonable
that hair should cover a head that was so bare of facts—the more desirable
adornment. I took the veil because, although I knew I would find in religious life
many things that would be quite opposed to my character (I speak of accessory
rather than essential matters), it would, given my absolute unwillingness to enter
into marriage, be the least unfitting and most decent state I could choose, with
regard to the assurance I desired of my salvation. For before this first concern
(which is, at the last, the most important), all the impertinent little follies of my
character gave way and bowed to the yoke. These were wanting to live alone and
not wanting to have either obligations that would disturb my freedom to study or
the noise of a community that would interrupt the tranquil silence of my books.
These things made me waver somewhat in my decision until, being enlightened by
learned people as to my temptation, I vanquished it with divine favor and took the
state I so unworthily hold. I thought I was fleeing myself, but—woe is me!—I
brought myself with me, and brought my greatest enemy in my inclination to
study, which I know not whether to take as a Heaven-sent favor or as a
punishment. For when snuffed out or hindered with every [spiritual] exercise
known to Religion, it exploded like gunpowder; and in my case the saying
“privation gives rise to appetite” was proven true.

I went back (no, I spoke incorrectly, for I never stopped)—I went on, I mean,
with my studious task (which to me was peace and rest in every moment left over
when my duties were done) of reading and still more reading, study and still
more study, with no teacher besides my books themselves. What a hardship it is
to learn from those lifeless letters, deprived of the sound of a teacher’s voice and
explanations! Yet I suffered all these trials most gladly for the love of learning. Oh,
if only this had been done for the love of God, as was rightful, think what I should
have merited! Nevertheless, I did my best to elevate these studies and direct them
to His service, for the goal to which I aspired was the study of Theology. Being a
Catholic, T thought it an abject failing not to know everything that can in this life
be achieved, through earthly methods, concerning the divine mysteries. And being
a nun and not a laywoman, I thought I should, because I was in religious life,
profess the study of letters—the more so as the daughter of such as Saint Jerome
and Santa Paula: for it would be a degeneracy for an idiot daughter to proceed
from such learned parents. I argued in this way to myself, and I thought my own
argument quite reasonable. However, the fact may have been (and this seems most
likely) that I was merely flattering and encouraging my own inclination by arguing
that its own pleasure was an obligation.

Iwent on in this way, always directing each step of my studies, as I have said,
toward the summit of Holy Theology; but it seemed to me necessary to ascend by
the ladder of the humane arts and sciences in order to reach it; for who could
fathom the style of the Queen of Sciences without knowing that of her
handmaidens? Without Logic, how should I know the general and specific methods
by which Holy Scripture is written? Without Rhetoric, how should I understand its
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figures, tropes, and locutions? Or how, without Physics or Natural Science,
understand all the questions that naturally arise concerning the varied natures of
those animals offered in sacrifice, in which a great many things already made
manifest are symbolized, and many more besides? How should I know whether
Saul’s cure at the sound of David’s harp was owing to a virtue and power that is
natural in Music or owing, instead, to a supernatural power that God saw fit to
bestow on David? How without Arithmetic might one understand all those
mysterious reckonings of years and days and months and hours and weeks that are
found in Daniel and elsewhere, which can be comprehended only by knowing the
nature, concordances, and properties of numbers? Without Geometry, how could
we take the measure of the Holy Ark of the Covenant or the Holy City of
Jerusalem, each of whose mysterious measurements forms a perfect cube uniting
their dimensions, and each displaying that most marvelous distribution of the
proportions of every part? Without the science of Architecture, how understand
the mighty Temple of Solomon—where God Himself was the Draftsman who set
forth His arrangement and plan, and the Wise King was but the overseer who
carried it out; where there was no foundation without its mystery, nor column
without its symbol, nor cornice without its allusions, nor architrave without its
meaning, and likewise for every other part, so that even the very least fillet served
not only for the support and enhancement of Art, but also to symbolize greater
things? How, without a thorough knowledge of the order and divisions by which
History is composed, is one to understand the Historical Books—as in those
summaries, for example, which often postpone in the narration what happened
first in fact? How, without command of the two branches of Law, should one
understand the Books of Law? Without considerable erudition, how should we
understand the great many matters of profane history that are mentioned by Holy
Scripture: all the diverse customs of the Gentiles, all their rituals, all their manners
of speech? Without knowing many precepts and reading widely in the Fathers of
the Church, how could one understand the obscure sayings of the Prophets?. ..
They [who sought to prohibit me from study] achieved this once, with a very
saintly and simple mother superior who believed that study was an affair for the
Inquisition and ordered that I should not read. I obeyed her (for the three months
or so that her authority over us lasted) in that.I did not pick up a book. But with
regard to avoiding study absolutely, as such a thing does not lie within my power, I
could not do it. For although I did not study in books, I studied all the things that
God created, taking them for my letters, and for my book all the intricate
structures of this world. Nothing could I see without reflecting upon it, nothing
could I hear without pondering it, even to the most minute material things. For
there is no creature, however lowly, in which one cannot recognize the great “God
made me”; there is not one that does not stagger the mind if it receives due
consideration. And so, I repeat, I looked and marveled at all things, so that from
the very persons with whom I spoke and from what they said to me, a thousand
speculations leapt to my mind: Whence could spring this diversity of character and
intelligence among individuals all composing one single species? What
temperaments, what hidden qualities could give rise to each? When I noticed a
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shape, I would set about combining the proportions of its lines and measuring it in
my mind and converting it to other proportions. I sometimes walked back and
forth along the forewall of one of our dormitories (which is a very large room),
and I began to observe that although the lines of its two sides were parallel and the
ceiling was flat, yet the eye falsely perceived these lines as though they approached
each other and the ceiling as though it were lower in the distance than close by;
from this, [ inferred that visual lines run straight, but not parallel, and that they
form a pyramidal figure. And I conjectured whether this might be the reason why
the ancients were obliged to question whether the world is spherical or not.
Because even though it seems so, this could be a delusion of the eye, displaying
concavities where there were none.

This kind of observation has been continual in me and is so to this day, without
my having control over it; rather, I tend to find it annoying, because it tires my
head. Yet I believed this happened to everyone, as with thinking in verse, until
experience taught me otherwise. This trait, whether a matter of nature or custom,
is such that nothing do I see without a second thought. Two little girls were playing
with a top in front of me, and no sooner had I seen the motion and shape than I
began, with this madness of mine, to observe the easy movement of the spherical
form and how the momentum lasted, now fixed and set free of its cause; for even
far from its first cause, which was the hand of the girl, the little top went on
dancing. Yet not content with this, I ordered flour to be brought and sifted on the
floor, so that as the top danced over it, we could know whether its movement
described perfect circles or no. I found they were not circular, but rather spiral
lines that lost their circularity as the top lost its momentum. Other girls were
playing at spillikins (jackstraws] (the most frivolous of all childhood games). I drew
near to observe the shapes they made, and when I saw three of the straws by chance
fall in a triangle, I fell to intertwining one with another, recalling that this was said
to be the very shape of Solomon’s mysterious ring, where distantly there shone
bright traces and representations of the Most Blessed Trinity, by virtue of which it
worked great prodigies and marvels. And they say David’s harp had the same
shape, and thus was Saul cured by its sound; to this day, harps have almost the
same form.

Well, and what, then, shall I tell you, my Lady, of the secrets of nature that I
have learned while cooking? I observe that an egg becomes solid and cooks in
butter or oil, and on the contrary that it dissolves in sugar syrup. Or again, to
ensure that sugar flows freely, one need only add the slightest bit of water that has
held quince or some other sour fruit. The yolk and white of the very same egg are
of such a contrary nature that when eggs are used with sugar, each part separately
may be used perfectly well, yet they cannot be mixed together. I shall not weary you
with such inanities, which I relate simply to give you a full account of my nature,
and I believe this will make you laugh. But in truth, my Lady, what can we women
know, save philosophies of the kitchen? It was well put by Lupercio Leonardo that
one can philosophize quite well while preparing supper. I often say, when I make
these little observations, “Had Aristotle cooked, he would have written a great deal
more.”. ..
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I confess also that, while in truth this inclination has been such that, as I said

before, I had no need of exemplars, nevertheless the many books that I have read

- have not failed to help me, both in sacred as well as secular letters. For there I see a
Deborah issuing laws, military as well as political, and governing the people among
whom there were so many learned men. I see the exceedingly knowledgeable Queen
of Sheba, so learned she dares to test the wisdom of the wisest of all wise men with
riddles, without being rebuked for it; indeed, on this very account she is to become
judge of the unbelievers. I see so many and such significant women: some adorned
with the gift of prophecy, like Abigail; others, of persuasion, like Esther; others, of
piety, like Rahab; others, of perseverance, like Anna [Hannah], the mother of
Samuel; and others, infinitely more, with other kinds of qualities and virtues.

If I consider the Gentiles, the first I meet are the Sibyls, chosen by God to
prophesy the essential mysteries of our Faith in such learned and elegant verses
that they stupefy the imagination. I see a woman such as Minerva, daughter of great
Jupiter and mistress of all the wisdom of Athens, adored as goddess of the sciences.

... Isee Gertrude read, write, and teach. And seeking no more examples far from
home, I see my own most holy mother Paula, learned in the Hebrew, Greek, and
Latin tongues and most expert in the interpretation of the Scriptures. What wonder,
then, can it be that, though her chronicler was no less than the unequaled Jerome,
the Saint found himself scarcely worthy of the task, for with that lively gravity and
energetic effectiveness with which only he can express himself he says: “If all the
parts of my body were tongues, they would not suffice to proclaim the learning and
virtues of Paula.” Blessilla, a widow, earned the same praises, as did the luminous
virgin Eustochium, both of them daughters of the Saint herself [Paula]; and indeed,
Eustochium was such that for her knowledge she was hailed as a World Prodigy.
Fabiola, also a Roman, was another most learned in Holy Scripture. Proba Falconia,
a Roman woman, wrote an elegant book of cantos, joining together verses from
Virgil, on the mysteries of our holy Faith. Our Queen Isabella, wife of Alfonso X, is
known to have written on astrology—without mentioning others, whom I omit so
as not merely to copy what others have said (which is a vice I have always detested).
Well, then, in our own day there thrive the great Christina Alexandra, Queen of
Sweden, as learned as she is brave and generous; and too those most excellent ladies,
the Duchess of Aveyro and the Countess of Villaumbrosa. . . .

If ever [ write any more little trifles, they shall always seek haven at your feet
and the safety of your correction, for I have no other jewel with which to repay
you. And in the opinion of Seneca, he who has once commenced to confer benefits
becomes obliged to continue them. Thus you must be repaid by your own
generosity, for only in that way can I be honorably cleared of my debt to you, lest
another statement, again Seneca’s, be leveled against me: “Tt is shameful to be
outdone in acts of kindness.” For it is magnanimous for the generous creditor to
grant a poor debtor some means of satisfying the debt. Thus God behaved toward
the world, which could not possibly repay Him: He gave His own Son, that He
might offer Himself as a worthy amends.

If the style of this letter, my venerable Lady, has been less than your due, I beg
your pardon for its household familiarity or the lack of seemly respect. For in
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addressing you, my sister, as a nun of the veil, I have forgotten the distance between
myself and your most distinguished person, which should not occur were I to see
you unveiled. But you, with your prudence and benevolence, will substitute or
emend my terms; and if you think unsuitable the familiar terms of address I have
employed—because it seems to me that given all the reverence I owe you, “Your
Reverence” is very little reverence indeed—please alter it to whatever you think
suitable. For I have not been so bold as to exceed the limits set by the style of your
letter to me, nor to cross the border of your modesty.

And hold me in your own good grace, so as to entreat divine grace on my
behalf; of the same, may the Lord grant you great increase, and may He keep you,
as I beg of Him and as I am needful. Written at the Convent of Our Father Saint
Jerome in Mexico City, this first day of March of the year 1691. Receive the
embrace of your most greatly favored,

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz
Treasurer of the convent





