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Enbies tu gragia e acregientes sus virtudes.

Female power, virtue, and the Querelle des femmes

in Constanza de Castilla’s tomb

DIANA LUCIA GOMEZ-CHACON

Despite its historical and artistic significance, the
female Dominican convent of Santo Domingo el
Real de Madrid, founded in 1219, was demolished

in 1869.! Some of the works of art it contained, such
as the so-called Madona de Madrid, are now housed

in a new convent constructed on the site of the old
one, while other objects — including the tomb of its
prioress, Constanza de Castilla, originally located

in the conventual choir (fig. 1) — were transferred to
the National Archacological Museum of Madrid. In
the present paper I will briefly examine Constanza’s
priorate, with a special focus on the privileges she
enjoyed thanks to her royal linecage, as well as her artistic
and pioneering spiritual, political and social interests.
All were partly expressed in her exceptional sepulchre,

worthy of a wise woman ahead of her time.

Constanza de Castilla (before 1405-1478) was grand-
daughter of the deposed King Peter I of Castile (1350-
1369) and Juana de Castro. She is first recorded in 1416
under the protection of Queen Catherine of Lancaster
(1373-1418), her beloved cousin, for whose soul she prays
mn her Book of Devotions (Devocionario), written between 1465
and 1478.% Although she is likely to have tried first

to enter the Dominican convent of Santo Domingo

el Real de Toledo, she would ultimately move to Santo
Domingo el Real de Madrid. This decision, which caused
a thirty-year legal battle with the Toledan convent, was
probably motivated by both family strategy and Sister
Constanza’s desire to be near Catherine of Lancaster and
her cousin’s son, King John II of Castile (1406-1454).?

In 1416, probably soon after her arrival in Madrid,
Constanza de Castilla is documented as prioress of
Santo Domingo el Real de Madrid.* She remained in
that position for fifty years, a long period of time during
which the conventual Chapter’s decision-making power
is likely to have been reduced to a minimum.’ In 1444,
she also eliminated the figure of the prior, a position
held since the foundation of the female branch of the
Order of Saint Dominic by a Dominican friar, whose
main responsibility was the cura monialium, the nuns’
spiritual well-being. Constanza and her sisters no longer
needed a prior, as the prioress had obtained, for herself
and for the rest of the sisters, the licence to appoint their
own confessors as well as the convent’s estate manager.
Although a prior was again elected in Santo Domingo

el Real de Madrid in 1474, only 10 years after the end
of Constanza de Castilla’s priorate, his power was no

doubt significantly diminished.®

Under Sister Constanza’s administration, the Madrid
convent experienced progressive gentrification

and privatization, with the admission and religious
profession of several women who were members

of powerful Castilian lineages, such as the Villena-
Lunas, the Mendozas and, especially, the Castillas.’
Throughout her long tenure as prioress, Constanza de
Castilla not only renewed Santo Domingo el Real de
Madrid’s religious community, but also remodelled the
architectural complex, paying particular attention to
her own rooms.? It is possible that these architectural
changes were carried out to cope with the increase in
size of the religious community as well as reflecting

the prioress’s desire to dignify the building.
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Constanza’s quarters, located above the wine cellar,
included a private portal, a cloister, a kitchen and a

garden.’

Her expenditure was so great that the prioress was
subject to an audit instigated by the archbishopric

of Toledo, but, as on other occasions, Constanza
was protected by the Crown. The inspection was
immediately frustrated in 1454 by Lope de Barrientos,
royal confessor, bishop of Cuenca, auditor of the
Royal Audience, member of the Royal Council,
High Chancellor of Prince Henry and former prior
of Santo Domingo el Real de Madrid,'" who duly
approved Constanza’s major financial expenditures.'!
As a consequence, the Madrid convent obtained

independence from Toledo’s archbishop.'?

The first concessions granted to Constanza de
Castilla date from 1419, indicating that she enjoyed

a privileged position from the beginning of her
priorate.” Throughout her tenure Sister Constanza
was for example exempted from any ecclesiastical
sentence and even excommunication.'* She was

also permitted to build her own palace inside the
enclosure, hear Mass from her room, choose her
confessor, leave the convent whenever she needed

or wanted to, and she had at her service three duefias
(Maria Gonzélez, Isabel Rodriguez and Catalina

de Castilla), two laywomen and a nun (c/ériga), who
were excused from obligations of the Order of Friars
Preachers. She also had a personal servant (Juana
Martinez), a chaplain (Juan de Iniesta), and other
servants that lived above her quarters. She enjoyed
lunch in her own room, accompanied by three or four
other nuns (duefias); she used linen sheets and clothes;
she did not wear the veil as it bothered her; her family
members could visit her freely; her female relatives
(parientas), even those who were pregnant, could eat

or sleep in her chamber; her letters could not be
intercepted; and she was excused from attending choir,

refectory and sleeping in the dormitory."

The private institution that Constanza de Castilla
created at the convent of Santo Domingo el Real

in Madrid enabled her to promote her own lineage.
Her main concerns were to recover and legitimize
King Peter I of Castile’s legacy,'® and to establish

the prestige of the Castilla family in the Castilian
kingdom.'” Constanza thus ordered a family pantheon
to be built in the main chapel of the Dominican
church,'® construction of which was completed in
1444."9 In 1446, she obtained authorization from
John II to transfer to the convent the remains of her
father (the nfante Juan), of three of her brothers who
died during childhood,? and of her grandfather, Peter
I of Castile who was until then interred in oblivion

in Puebla de Alcocer (Badajoz).?' This initiative was
interpreted as the definitive reconciliation between the
Trastamara and petrista branches of the ruling house of
Castile.”? Desire for political reconciliation may have
motivated the exceptional double patronage of the
royal chapel; so although John II founded the chapel —
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in response to his aunt’s “contemplation and constant

supplication,”?

so that its officials would pray for his
relatives’ souls?* — and financed the construction of
the tombs,” Constanza de Castilla was appointed as
the chapel’s patron.?® She was, thus, responsible for
choosing the chapel’s officials,” and she wrote the
chapel’s second, and definitive, constitution, dated 5

November 1464.%

The extraordinary simplicity of the tombs of several
Castilian Dominican prioresses belonging to the
female branch of the Order of Preachers reveals the
exceptionality of Constanza’s sepulchre.?” The choir
of the convent of Santo Domingo el Real of Toledo
houses the body of Teresa de Ayala, prioress between
1403 and 1424, who chose a humble tombstone as her
funerary monument.”® The remains of Sister Leonor
de Castilla, who is documented as the prioress of the
convent of Sancti Spiritus in Toro (Zamora), also rest

under a tombstone in the nuns’ choir.

Fig.2 / C. Pizarro and

E. Ancelet, Tomb of
Constanza de Castilla,
Madrid, Museo Espariol
de Antigliedades, 1875.
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Constanza de Castilla also located her tomb in her
convent’s choir. However, in an apparent break with
Dominican practices, she did not opt for a simple
tombstone. On the contrary, Constanza chose a
monumental alabaster tomb, which was placed in
an arcosolium. This decision, which may have been
motivated by the prioress’s desire to leave behind an
idealized image of herself, would serve as the model
for the rest of the nuns over the course of centuries.
At the same time, the coat of arms of the Castilla
lineage and her epitaph (fig. 2) reminded beholders of

Constanza’s royal ancestry:

Here lies buried / the very noble and
very religious lady / dofia Constanza
de Castilla / daughter of the mfante don
Juan / granddaughter of King Pedro

/ She was a nun in this house / and
prioress for many years / She died in
14783

The idealized, recumbent statue of Constanza

with her eyes closed, slightly larger than life-size, is
mourned and guarded by two praying female figures
without veils (figs. 3 & 4). Constanza is dressed in
the Dominican habit and wears a rosary around

her neck. She also holds a closed book (19.6 x 15 x
4.5 cm), kept inside a chemise binding, which has
been identified both as the Order’s constitutional
document and her own book of devotions.* It
could not, however, be the latter because, as Angela
Franco Mata has indicated, Constanza’s book (11.7 x
11.3 cm) is much smaller than the one represented
on her tomb.* The tomb base is decorated with the
coat of arms of the Castilla lineage,* held by two
angels and flanked by the allegorical figures of four
virtues (two on each side): Prudence, identified by an
inscription beneath; Faith, who carries a Cross; Hope,
who looks out expectantly, with the palm of her
right hand raised, and Zemperance, pouring water

into wine (figs. 5-8).%
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Figs.3and 4 / Unveiled
praying female figures, Tomb
of Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble, Madrid,
National Archaeological
Museum.

Fig. 5/ Prudence, Tomb

of Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble, Madrid,
National Archaeological
Museum.

Fig.7 / Hope, Tomb of
Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble, Madrid,
National Archaeological
Museum.

Fig. 6 / Faith, Tomb of
Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble, Madrid,
National Archaeological
Museum.

Fig. 8 / Temperance, Tomb
of Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble, Madrid,
National Archaeological
Museum.
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Fig. 9 / Effigy of King
Peter | of Castile,
1446-1464, marble,
Madrid, National
Archaeological
Museum.
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According to Angela Franco Mata, the prioress’s tomb
was most likely built between 1490 and 1500, that is to

say, after Constanza de Castilla’s death.’” Nevertheless,
José Maria Azcarate attributed the tomb to the school

of Egas Cueman, linking it to the sepulchre of Inés de
Ayala (died 1453), currently located in the main chapel of
the church of Santa Isabel in Toledo.? This hypothesis

has also been supported by Sonia Morales Ciano.*

It should be remembered, as noted above, that
Constanza de Castilla promoted the foundation of a
royal chapel in Santo Domingo el Real in Madrid
where the tomb of Peter I of Castile was originally
located. His praying effigy is currently preserved next
to his granddaughter’s tomb in the Archaeological
Museum of Madrid (fig. 9). This funerary sculpture
has been dated to 1446, 1504 and more broadly, to
the beginning of the sixteenth century. Nevertheless,
as David Chao Castro and David Nogales Rincon
have pointed out, the funerary sculpture of Peter I was
likely executed between 1446 and 1464:* in the royal
chapel’s constitution, Constanza de Castilla indicates
that she paid for both the transfer of her grandfather’s
remains and the creation of his funerary monument.
Peter I of Castile’s effigy must therefore have been
finished by 1464."

For this reason, it would not be farfetched to think that
Constanza de Castilla perhaps commissioned her own
tomb once this funerary effigy was completed, that is
to say, between 1464 and her death in 1478. Indeed,
as Maria del Pilar Rabade Obradé has noted, in 1464
Constanza de Castilla seemed to fear the proximity

of her own death, perhaps due to ill health, as in that
year she not only finished writing the constitutional
document of her convent’s royal chapel, but retired
from the position of prioress after a fifty-year tenure,
keeping herself discreetly in the background from that

moment onwards.*

The iconographic layout of Constanza de Castilla’s

sepulchre is similar to that of the tomb of the

Condestable de Castilla, Alvaro de Luna, in the chapel
of Saint James in the Toledo Cathedral, dated around
1489 and made by “Sevastian de Toledo, entallador de
ymagineria”. Furthermore, the tombs of Alvaro de Luna,
Constanza de Castilla and Alfonso Carrillo de Acuna
have been related, from a stylistic point of view, to

the workshop of this Sebastian de Toledo.* However,
while various scholars identify Sebastian de Almonacid
as a sculptor trained in Egas Cueman’s workshop,
according to others, Sebastian de Toledo and Sebastian
de Almonacid were two different people. A precise and
complete catalogue of works by Sebastian de Toledo

and/or Sebastian de Almonacid awaits publication.**

In the Condestable’s tomb, Alvaro de Luna’s coats of
arms are also flanked by allegorical representations
of virtues, replaced by apostles on his second wife’s
tomb, a detail to which I will return later. Matilde
Miquel Juan and Olga Pérez Monzén have noted
traces of simulated brocade fabric under Alvaro de
Luna’s recumbent statue, no doubt specified by his
daughter, Maria de Luna, who commissioned her
parents’ tombs. According to the above-mentioned
authors, this textile element would have simulated
the lit de parade commonly used in funeral
ceremonies.* Curiously, this same textile detail is
present in Constanza de Castilla’s tomb (fig. 10). It
may, therefore, be that the inferior quality of Sister
Constanza’s sepulchre is due to the fact that it was
one of the first tombs made by Sebastian de Toledo,

repeated and improved upon in future works.

Manuel Nufiez Rodriguez has interpreted the
inclusion of four virtues in the iconography of
Constanza’s tomb as a panegyric to her moral
perfection in the battle against death, as well as

a summary of the Order of Preachers’ spiritual
aspirations.*® As I will argue below, however, these
sculpted allegories may in fact relate to Constanza’s

gender (figs. 5-8).




Fig. 10 / Effigy of
Constanza de Castilla
(detail), Tomb of
Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble,
Madrid, National
Archaeological Museum.

It was not unusual in Castile, during the second half
of the fifteenth century, for sepulchres and other
monuments to be decorated with these allegories.”
Representations of virtues were carved on the tombs
of John II of Castile and his second wife, Elisabeth

of Portugal, in the charterhouse of Miraflores outside
Burgos (1489-1493); on the tomb of Alvaro de Luna in
the chapel of Saint James in Toledo Cathedral (1489);
and on the tomb of Alfonso Carrillo de Acuna, in the
Magistral of Alcala de Henares (1482-1489).*

A comparison of these sepulchres and that of
Constanza de Castilla demonstrates, once more, the
singularity of the prioress’s tomb, which was probably
sculpted between 1464 and 1478, in other words before
the others. This fact once more highlights the pioneering
nature of her monument, and reflects the ambitions of a

powertful royal abbess such as Constanza de Castilla.

The royal sepulchre of Miraflores was conceived to
contain the remains of John II and his second wife.
The virtues that decorate the sepulchre refer to both
sovereigns as representatives of royal power, and

not Elisabeth of Portugal per se. With regard to the
tombs of Alvaro de Luna and Alfonso Carrillo de
Acuila, it should be noted that both belong to men.
Indeed, as has already been indicated, the sepulchre
of Alvaro de Luna’s second wife, Juana Pimentel,
located next to that of her husband, features a
similar decorative scheme, but on this occasion the
virtues have been replaced by eight apostles.* The
sepulchre of Constanza de Castilla was possibly one
of the first female Castilian tombs decorated with
virtues, an iconographic and literary theme that
seems to have originally been mainly masculine.”
This would not have posed a major problem to Sister
Constanza when designing her tomb’s iconography. In
fact, she may have been encouraged by the discourse
of certain Castilian courtesan writers’' who, during
the mid-fifteenth century, defended female virtue, in

contrast to others whose message was misogynistic.”
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Two of these treatises in defence of women were
written by Alvaro de Luna and Diego de Valera, both
clearly influenced by Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus
(ca. 1361),>* in which women are considered virtuous
when behaving as men.”* This should come as no
surprise: in several letters, Saint Catherine of Siena,
whom Constanza de Castilla mentions in her Book of
Devotions,” recommends that her recipients aspire to

the same ideals of love of God and virtues as men.”®

In his Libro de las claras e virtuosas mugeres (1446) Alvaro
de Luna is unequivocal in his defence of gender
equality: “as for virtue and the goal for which they
are raised, men as well as women, are both equal.”’
The Condestable says that he wrote this because “it
seemed inhuman that so many works of virtue and
examples of kindness found in women’s lineage were
silenced and buried in the darkness of oblivion.””
Diego de Valera, who dedicated his Tratado en defensa
de virtuosas mugeres (ca. 1444) to Mary of Aragon (died
1445), the first wife of John II of Castile,™ states
that virtue is practiced “by both women and men.
Likewise, Brother Martin de Cordoba, in his Jardin
de nobles doncellas (1467-1476), claims that the pain he

260

feels because of Prince Alphonse’s premature death
is eased when he contemplates his sister Elisabeth’s

flourishing virtues.'

Constanza’s sepulchre could thus be seen as an artistic
expression of the so-called Querelle des femmes, which
has been described as “the vehicle through which
most early feminist thinking evolved.”* This debate
was carried on mostly by “the female members of a
distinctively modern, literate class,”® a class to which
Constanza de Castilla and her noble sisters belonged.
As Maria del Mar Grana Cid has claimed, it is
important to highlight the existence of a “feminine
Humanism” at the end of the Middle Ages, promoted
by privileged and literate women who became
involved in the creation of important literary and

artistic works.%*
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Female monasteries and convents, such as Santo
Domingo el Real de Madrid, would have offered
an ideal architectural and spiritual environment
for the establishment and development of this

new intellectual trend, which continued into the

Renaissance period.

Constanza de Castilla has thus been compared to
other late-medieval/early modern female religious
writers in this current of “feminine Humanism”,
who seem to have followed in Christine de Pizan’s
(died ca. 1430) footsteps, such as Sister Teresa de
Cartagena (1425-?), and, especially, Sister Isabel

de Villena (died 1490),% with whom Constanza de
Castilla had many things in common. Both Teresa de
Cartagena and Isabel de Villena shared family ties
with the Trastamara dynasty, and therefore became
the monarchs’ protégées. Considered two of the most
important Hispanic female writers of the second half
of the fifteenth century, both showed a special interest
in artistic patronage and were responsible for major

building renovations at their respective convents.®

Most likely due to a lack of space, Sister Constanza
de Castilla was forced to choose just four of the seven
virtues to decorate her tomb. Faith and Hope flank the
Castilla coat of arms, while Prudence and Temperance
are relegated to the corners at the tomb base. In her
Book of Devotions, Sister Constanza implores Christ:
“Give me hope fulfilled in You so that I die confessing
Your Faith;”% a few lines later she continues: “Oh,
Holy Cross, for You I beg mercy from He who was
cructfied on You, so that He may give You to me as

a shield between me and my enemies at the time of
my death, when they will try to accuse me of faults
and take with them my soul to where there is no

redemption.”®®

Prudence and Temperance, as cardinal virtues, decorate
the corners whereas the front is reserved for theological
virtues. In his Doctrinal de principes (1475-1476), Diego

de Valera defines cardinal virtues, “as the door or
entrance for all the others.”® Thus, Juan Rodriguez
del Padrén refers to the cardinal virtues when
defending women. In his Triunfo de las donas (1439-
1441), he claims that while women embody Prudence
and Temperance — precisely the two cardinal virtues
that Constanza included in her tomb’s decoration —
men embody capital vices such as greed and envy.”
Aristotle considered Prudence to be an intellectual
virtue, obtained through study; hence, its presence
on Sister Constanza’s sepulchre presents her as a
wise and learned woman. The demand for women’s
education was one of the main pillars of the Querelle
des femmes.”" In her Admiragion operum Dey (ca. 1478),
Teresa de Cartagena alludes to the expectations
raised by the writers.”? On the other hand, during
the second half of the fifteenth century, Temperance,
fostered by mendicant orders, was intimately linked to
Observance, representing the renunciation of earthly

pleasures and the moderate use of speech.”

Constanza de Castilla seems to have been a woman
ahead of her time, harbouring devotional, intellectual,
social and political interests that had been reserved,
until then, for men. Thanks to her status as a royal
protégée she occupied a privileged position inside the
convent, and this allowed her to remain in her priorate
for fifty long years and to enjoy unprecedented freedom

for a cloistered, contemplative nun.

With the commission of her own tomb, originally
located in the convents’ choir, reserved for the nuns,
Constanza de Castilla bequeathed an important and
timeless message to her sisters in religion. Constanza is
represented lying on her lit de parade, shrouded in the
Dominican habit in which she was probably buried.
The base of her tomb is decorated with the coat of
arms of the Castilla family, to which she belonged,

as well four virtues, iconography generally reserved

for men. The presence of these four allegories

Fig. 11/ Effigy of
Constanza de Castilla
(detail), Tomb of
Constanza de Castilla,
1464-1478, marble,
Madrid, National
Archaeological Museum.

transformed Constanza’s sepulchre into a statement of
intent, asserting the virtuous condition of women at

a time when equality between men and women was a
matter of debate in Castilian courtesan environments.
Indeed, her Book of Devotions, shows special concern
for the nuns’ virtues rather than for the health of their
souls. She even implores Christ: “I beg you to send
your grace to all of the nuns in this convent, and to
increase their virtues.”” After all, virtues would equate
them with men and would, therefore, make them

wise, independent, and, finally, free to make their own

decisions.

Female power in Constanza de Castilla’s tomb
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