
Introduction

Hilary Mantel, author of Wolf Hall, wrote an exquisite essay on monarchi-
cal bodies, past and present.1 Although not specifically about the female 
body—old, sick, fat Henry VIII gets his—some of its most revealing parts 
deal with the specifics of femininity and its discourses. The women she 
deals with are, in the end, defined by others—sometimes cannibalized 
by them. She herself recalls encountering Elizabeth II only to regret it: 
“I passed my eyes over her as a cannibal views his dinner.” Royal women 
are things to be ogled, and their prominence waxes and wanes depending 
on how they carry their bodies. Mantel laments how once Kate Middle-
ton, now Princess of Wales, became a royal, she morphed into a cipher. 
She recalls noticing Middleton turn into “a jointed doll on which rags are 
hung.” In the early days of her journey to monarchical eminence, people 
only cared about what she wore; then, later, she became nothing more 
than an expectant mother. Mantel predicted Middleton would emerge 
from the mess of childbirth to become a radiant figure, even if that radi-
ance could only be a reflection of her motherhood or her potential for 
conception. Mantel assumed that the public would make it so “that this 
young woman’s life until now was nothing, her only point and purpose 
being to give birth.” Although some misinterpreted Mantel’s analysis as 
criticism of the princess, in fact it was a critique of social inflictions upon 
a living, breathing body, transformed by gawkers who only cared about 
the carapace, the shell. 
	 This is not a new story. Middleton’s deceased mother-in-law, Lady 
Diana, was a victim of similar abuse, or sociocultural use, with tragic con-
sequences: “Something in her personality, her receptivity, her passivity, 
fitted her to be the carrier of myth.” Mantel reaches further back to early 
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modernity for other prominent examples. In eighteenth-century France, 
there was the extremely image-conscious Marie Antoinette, with all her 
wigs and frocks, a woman configured as “all body and no soul: no soul, no 
sense, no sensitivity,” who became emblematic of everything wrong with 
the kingdom, a woman “who focused the rays of misogyny.” There was 
also Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII’s wife, who despite being a power player 
was ultimately valued “for her body parts, not her intellect or soul.” 
	 Despite her elegant analysis, Mantel’s understanding of the monarchi-
cal body, especially the female body, hearkens back to narratives of femi-
nine disempowerment that remain prominent in the public sphere. Female 
royals become prey to misogyny, prisoners of superficiality, and it is not 
clear that they can escape the institutional and mediatic strictures imposed 
on them. Mantel’s is a story of victimhood, of what society does to these 
overtaxed bodies: “We don’t cut off heads of royal ladies these days, but 
we do sacrifice them, and we did memorably drive one to destruction a 
scant generation ago.” There is a miserable truth to all this, but there are 
also complexities that require attention.
	 In her lectures on women and power, classicist Mary Beard reminds 
us that the silence imposed on women in the patriarchal West has deep 
roots in Greek and Roman times. She suggests that the ancients were 
alive to the problem of female silence in the manly terrain of power and 
reflected on it time and again. For example, Ovid told the story of Philo-
mela, who was brutalized and raped by Tereus, king of Thrace. To hide 
the horrible act, Tereus cuts out her tongue, but she lives to tell her story 
through the feminine communicative art of weaving. Her rapist cannot 
keep her silent, despite his most gruesome efforts. Centuries later, when 
Shakespeare drew from Ovid’s story for Titus Andronicus, he ensured that 
the assaulted woman of his play, Lavinia, would be more fully and spec-
tacularly mutilated: her hands would be cut off along with her wagging 
tongue. And yet she “spoke,” nudging open a printed copy of Ovid’s Meta-
morphoses and wielding a stick to write the names of her assailants on the 
ground. In these meaningful gestures, strange but nevertheless bookish 
and writerly, we bear witness to how pre- and early modern women could 
become expert actors and communicators even against severe cultural, 
institutional, and physical limitations rooted in testicular hegemony.2

	 If women like Lavinia could speak, even in their silence, to what extent 
could they participate in that most masculine activity, early modern poli-
tics? To be sure, as with men, the answer depends on many factors, includ-
ing time and place, race and class. Still, it is plain to see that women were 
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often politically engaged. There is now a substantial body of literature 
concerning the power of queens and regents who navigated their gender 
roles, most prominently Elizabeth I of England, but we can add to these 
a host of others in early modern Europe and elsewhere, such as Njinga 
of Angola.3 Indeed, Allyson Poska has underlined how studies of women 
monarchs serve as prime evidence for what she rightly conceptualizes as 
normative female agentic roles.4 And yet scholarship on the most exalted 
classes is still a work in progress. Studies of great figures such as Cather-
ine de Medici and Mary Tudor are still ripe for further specialized treat-
ment, and some powerful figures are just being rediscovered. For example, 
Silvia Mitchell’s recent monograph on Mariana of Austria pushes against 
old narratives marginalizing her, even during her decade as regent to the 
future King Charles II in seventeenth-century Spain.5 
	 Of course, the stories of early modern women and politics must include 
nonroyals. This was not always the case, but scholarship in the past three 
decades (at least) has delved deeply into how elites lacking monarchi-
cal blood still wielded formal and informal power. Research has shown 
the ways in which women established important kinship networks that 
served the needs of the family—how, in certain circumstances, they served 
as heads of households, and how, by means of patronage, they held vital 
roles within the concentric circles of courtly power.6 Still in its early stages, 
scholarship has begun to describe how learned and noble women contrib-
uted to modes of political thought.7 As exemplified in Poska’s pathbreak-
ing work, some scholarship has turned away from elite women altogether 
by showing how women of humbler classes could be key players within 
frameworks of power as well.8

	 This book focuses specifically on a category of early modern women 
who can be described as “holy.” The precise meaning of the term can be 
contested. Although it resonates with sanctity, I use it here to refer to indi-
viduals who aspire to and are recognized for possessing spiritual gifts—by 
divine will and/or forms of self-sacrifice—above and beyond most others 
and whose identity is firmly marked by such spiritual acuity. 
	 As relatively recent scholarship has pointed out, embedding holy 
women—especially in Anglo-American contexts—into political narra-
tives has been fitful. F. Thomas Luongo’s The Saintly Politics of Catherine 
of Siena, for example, is a punchy piece of revisionist history showing how 
one of the most famous medieval saints emerged from and participated in 
local and international politics.9 He claims to go against centuries of tra-
dition that have obscured her role in earthly matters and thus simplified 
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her public life and her status in it. Luongo argues that such a blind spot 
results from modern scholarship that has accepted premodern categories 
of femininity such as the holy woman, a discursive type that hinges on 
sharp distinctions between the spiritual and the secular. Unsurprisingly, 
though we historians claim to create distance from our historical subjects, 
we tend to swallow their stories whole. Thus, to follow the Catherine of 
Siena example, the political side of her life is still being explored in dribs 
and drabs. Unn Falkeid’s intellectual history of late medieval papal poli-
tics, The Avignon Papacy Contested, is still redressing the fact that Cather-
ine and contemporaries such as Birgitta of Sweden have been “essentially 
wiped out of the historical-political scenery.”10 This claim might be a little 
overblown, given the work of scholars like Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, 
but the general sentiment is not misplaced.11 
	 Especially in regard to pious women, there is a lingering sense that 
studying politics is a matter of secularization. When Luongo describes 
Catherine of Siena’s political work, he emphatically underscores how she 
became immersed in the power dynamics of her family and their worldly 
interests, which were also embedded within broader ecclesiastical strug-
gles. But, surprisingly, matters of piety and devotion and religious prac-
tices sometimes seem exiguous. On the other hand, in studies of “secular” 
women, their religious commitments can be taken as epiphenomenal. 
Mihoko Suzuki’s excellent book Antigone’s Example seeks to reinscribe 
women within the realm of the political by showing them doing politi-
cal work at revolutionary moments. Even though she acknowledges and 
deeply understands ecclesiastical and spiritual matters, Suzuki seems to 
undermine confessional allegiances and motivations. As she explains it, 
the women in her book and their writings constitute a “political critique 
of a largely secular nature, though the authors’ religious affiliations . . . cer-
tainly marked their political critique.”12 Such a tendency has something 
to do with a sense that modernization is distinct from the religious and 
spiritual.13 
	 Whatever its forms and limitations, the inclusion of women in “poli-
tics”—and, by extension, the inclusion of “holy women” in that realm—has 
required a more malleable notion of political action.14 For our purposes, 
politics can be thought of as participation in public affairs and, separately 
or entwined, how the individual (subject or citizen) ensures that partici-
pation. Such a broad definition embraces scholarly movements away from 
an exclusive focus on the history of kings and queens and institutions 
such as parliament, where women were excluded. Such a shift occurred 
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with the retooling and reemergence of cultural history and an emphasis 
on “political culture” that refocused scholarship on symbolic/performa-
tive acts and beliefs/perceptions as opposed to history “as it really was.” 
As a result, historians have reconceptualized loci of political “work” and 
have cast an eye toward activities outside of official seats of governance, 
toward other places and spaces real and imagined. For example, political 
history as practiced today cannot afford to neglect the world of polemic, 
articulated in town squares by citizens and street prophets or set aflut-
ter in bustling, intangible spheres created by ephemeral printed material. 
Historians now hold as a near truism that there is a whole world of politi-
cal actors and influencers in and out of, independent and in concert with, 
centers of governance during a period in which the notion of “government” 
itself was amorphous. The range of participants in political debates and 
policymaking helps prove the emergent consensus that the early modern 
period saw the rise of a “public sphere” with both a knowledge and an 
understanding of the workings of “state,” which the state itself could not 
ignore.15 
	 No book has married a deep understanding of public spheres and the 
activities of holy women more than Peter Lake and Michael Questier’s 
The Trials of Margaret Clitherow. Clitherow was a secular woman of rel-
atively common stock in late sixteenth-century York who got into trouble 
for her aggressive Catholicism and her protection of priests during a time 
of acute religious turmoil. Ultimately crushed to death by the authorities, 
she went on to become an exemplar of saintly piety for some contempo-
raries and, in retrospect, for confessionally motivated historians centuries 
later. Lake and Questier have shown that her story is a prime example of 
how the behaviors, performances, and utterances of saintly women could 
be, and were, at the center of a range of political conflicts, both between 
Catholics and the state and among Catholics themselves. The current vol-
ume could not have been conceptualized without The Trials of Margaret 
Clitherow, in part because, as Lake and Questier suggest, the woman we 
will soon meet can be seen as an aristocratic version of Clitherow, with 
the benefits of diplomatic immunity.16 

Enter Luisa

Luisa de Carvajal y Mendoza was a Spanish noblewoman who decided to 
shun (in theory) the trappings of wealth and power to lead a life of spiri-
tual nourishment and worldly abnegation. In Spain, as soon as she could 
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escape the strictures of her station, Carvajal lived a humble life in the com-
pany of her onetime servants. More astoundingly, she went on to estab-
lish a similar form of lay communal living in England, where she died as 
a missionary to English heretics and a sustainer of English Catholicism 
at the start of the seventeenth century. Although her kinship ties allowed 
access to men and women with extraordinary political power, she emphat-
ically tried to leave that world behind, or at least to participate in it from 
what she construed as the margins. Carvajal, as we will see, was part of an 
ample public sphere, an expansive formal/informal realm of politicking. 
	 Before the twentieth century, Carvajal’s life was treated hagiographi-
cally. Michael Walpole, her confessor, wrote what is likely the first spiritual 
biography of Carvajal shortly after her death.17 It seems to have circu-
lated among a relatively restricted circle of readers, including perhaps 
some nobles, the monarchy, and English Catholic exiles in Spain. Walpole 
meant to underline Carvajal’s many virtues: her forbearance, her drive to 
serve God, the trials and tribulations she experienced, her successes in 
converting English heretics, and her suffering amid English Protestant 
abuse. Perhaps Walpole had an eye on Carvajal’s potential beatification, 
but the narrative and its framing seem more focused on providing read-
ers (English seminarians, for example) with a positive exemplar.
	 Two decades after Carvajal’s death, Luis Muñoz, a prolific hagiogra-
pher, published the first printed book based on Walpole and a range of 
other sources with the explicit aim of supporting her canonization pro-
ceedings. Aside from underlining Carvajal’s virtues—her singular drive 
to overcome hardship in the name of Christ and the salvation of souls—
Muñoz also added a forceful apology for her efforts against possible crit-
icisms of her overabundant zeal, insisting that her actions were done in 
compliance with, and with the permission of, her superiors. She was cast 
in the mold of biblical and ancient women who lived lives of abnegation 
and (public) sacrifice against oppressors, ultimately achieving martyrdom. 
Carvajal was not killed by heretical hands, but her final illness was exac-
erbated by imprisonment. Muñoz emphasizes that she too was a martyr, 
and at her death she became a relic and a saint by popular acclamation.18 
His book reveals “the ardent faith of a woman who with a delicate body 
and delicate limbs seized virtue’s rigors [lo arduo de la virtud], showing 
through her manly efforts that in the soul and spirit there is no difference 
between man and woman.”19 The lessons of her life well lived should thus 
be embraced unreservedly among all good Catholics, regardless of gender. 
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	 Carvajal’s next biography emerged from a swell of nineteenth-century 
English Catholic activity. In 1873, Lady Georgiana Fullerton compiled a 
book about Carvajal based on Muñoz’s. It came out during a push for can-
onizing early modern English martyrs and it seems to have functioned as 
a pitch for Carvajal’s pertinence to that exalted group. Fullerton intro-
duced Carvajal to English audiences among whom she had become “all but 
unknown,” even though she had once “spent nine years in the exercise of 
every spiritual and temporal work of mercy toward her persecuted breth-
ren in the faith.”20 Fullerton hoped that her book would speak to broad 
issues of piety and reform. In a telling aside, she wonders what would 
become of a person of conviction such as Carvajal in nineteenth-century 
England. She would not be jailed but would have been considered a nui-
sance by all. In a jab at what she considered enfeebled (nineteenth-century) 
Catholicism, Fullerton wonders “whether Catholics in our days do not 
carry too far a system of absolute silence on religious subjects.” Maybe, 
she wonders, ceding to Protestants and “free-thinking friends and rela-
tives” precludes hashing out serious differences and ultimately, she implies, 
misses the opportunity to convert others.21 Carvajal, as a missionary, is 
diametrically opposed to any armchair Catholic. Fullerton’s biography 
intended to relay the ways in which Carvajal’s interior spirituality played 
out publicly in service to the church and the fortification of the English 
Catholic faith. 
	 The first full treatment of Carvajal’s life employing modern histori-
cal techniques and deep archival research came in the 1960s. After edit-
ing Carvajal’s correspondence, her life writings, and her poetry, the Jesuit 
Camilo Abad wrote a full biography stuffed with details about her activi-
ties and her whereabouts from birth to death. He makes a special effort to 
reconstruct some social and political contexts that informed Carvajal’s life, 
especially after her arrival in England. For all that, however, Abad’s book is 
concerned with portraying her as a spiritual figure to inspire, among oth-
ers, the many “young Spanish women, that generously leave their home-
land today, their family and friends, to teach the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
in pagan regions whether civilized or savage.”22 Within this context, Car-
vajal’s life is meant, once again, to edify by showing off a special spiritual 
grit that underlay her missionary zeal. 
	 For centuries, then, whenever Carvajal’s life story was told, it was under 
the veil of holiness. The marks of sanctity and its proof overwhelmed any 
other concerns.
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	 While it is safe to say that scholarship on Carvajal since Abad has 
not been written in hagiographical modes, the biographical literature has 
tended to amend and reconfigure, not wholly overturn, precedent narra-
tives. María Nieves Pinillos Iglesias wrote a useful, fact-rich biography of 
Carvajal that follows closely and accepts at face value the narrative Car-
vajal and her confessors produced in the seventeenth century. Although 
there is no explicit confessional pulse to the book, it is a survey of the 
ways in which Carvajal practiced her faith and accomplished her spiritual 
journey. Occasionally, Pinillos intently occludes any narratives that might, 
in theory, contravene this holy path. When the specter of politics mani-
fests itself, she insists that Carvajal’s intentions were purer than that. For 
example, when she discusses Carvajal’s concerns about a simmering alli-
ance between Holland and England and her efforts to thwart such a rap-
prochement, Pinillos seems to undermine Carvajal’s political initiative, 
telling us that she was only involved in these affairs because of “the reli-
gious consequence.”23 By doing this, the author implies some discomfort 
with—though not rejection of—the intermingling of politics and religion, 
something that is embedded in much of the literature on Carvajal. 
	 Margaret A. Rees, in The Writings of Doña Luisa de Carvajal, empha-
sizes spiritual qualities independent of other fields of action. Her work is 
divided into three sections, one recounting (in a sense ventriloquizing) 
Carvajal’s biography, another delving into an analysis of her poetry, and the 
last providing a series of documents, mostly writings by Carvajal herself. 
The justifications for her project are enlightening. Rees argues that there is 
something inherently dramatic about Carvajal’s story in England during a 
period of religious repression. Fundamentally, though, what is most inter-
esting about Carvajal’s life (and output) is its representative quality “as an 
expression of mysticism in action, or at least ecstatic devoutness.”24 Fol-
lowing in this vein, Rees’s treatment of Carvajal’s poetry—punctilious in 
its description of rhetorical forms—focuses on how it reflects the interior 
movements of her soul, lonely meditation, and a particular brand of Igna-
tian spirituality. The story of Carvajal’s life in England is a hodgepodge of 
episodes and descriptions of events and circumstances that all amount 
to an account of her holy toil. Rees speaks of Carvajal in heroic tones—
she is likened to conquistadors—but “in her case motives were certainly 
untainted by anything other than religious concerns.”25

	 In The She-Apostle, Glyn Redworth deviates from previous approaches. 
More than any other book on Carvajal, his work places her activities in 
a range of political, cultural, and religious situations, thus teasing out a 
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fuller story about her as a historical figure. Unlike past biographers, Red-
worth shows a sensitivity to gender and the limits imposed on women. In 
the book’s introduction, he says that Carvajal’s story “raises uncomfortable 
questions about how far she was in charge of her own destiny.” He con-
cludes that “for all her aristocratic feistiness—and an apparent powerless-
ness to take no for an answer—her desire to risk death . . . was undoubtedly 
influenced by men of the cloth.”26 While Redworth recognizes that Car-
vajal “was a political animal to her fingertips,” at several points it seems 
that all the politics happens around her, that she had uninteresting polit-
ical opinions, and that the men in her life were the real doers.27 Indeed, 
Redworth sometimes talks about Carvajal’s own obtrusive political inter-
ventions in passing or talks about those occasions as missteps, ultimately 
the result of unintended consequences.28 Moreover, although politics and 
political intrigue abound, these details sometimes seem external to the 
story of Carvajal’s piety.
	 There is no doubt that Redworth’s book is crucial and that it is based 
on impeccable knowledge of the available sources. He provides plausible 
interpretations of those sources, and his understanding of English and 
Spanish contexts is unsurpassed. However, I suspect the book steers close 
to the well-established narratological impulses of previous works to ensure 
(much-welcome) accessibility for broad audiences. As a result, analysis and 
nuance are occasionally hidden beneath the surface of storytelling. Read-
ers would do well to grapple with Redworth’s editorial notes to his trans-
lation of Carvajal’s letters for a richer narrative of her politics.29 
	 On the monographic level, very few books have covered as much inter-
pretive ground as Michaela Bill-Mrziglod has in her published disserta-
tion. Luisa de Carvajal y Mendoza und ihre “Gesellschaft Mariens” is a 
relatively neglected work that has some claim to cutting-edge status owing 
to its theological and ecclesiological bent. These themes are embedded 
within a varied—sometimes chaotic—series of discussions engaging with 
a broad range of scholarly interventions. Amid all this, she helpfully ges-
tures at the breadth of Carvajal’s political engagements and is among the 
very few scholars who have explicitly considered her activities as part of 
a broader Catholic political culture. Her discussion on this point is not 
exhaustive, but she underlines how Carvajal’s occupations speak to con-
fessionalization or how states solidify sovereignty by delineating religious 
in- and out-groups. Just as this framing helps us understand Carvajal’s 
political ambitions, Bill-Mrziglod shows that there is also a story to be 
told about religious politics itself. Her assessment reflects a tendency to 
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separate the political (mainly in its geopolitical form) from the religious 
(mainly in the form of complex proselytization), even if the book rightly 
hesitates at those very distinctions.30 
	 To my mind, the most stimulating work on Carvajal has been through 
a feminist lens. Elizabeth Rhodes was the first scholar to fully consider her 
in tandem with issues of female subjectivity. She argues that her spiritual 
stance and her embrace of Counter-Reformation ideals were sources of 
authority and agency.31 While Rhodes states unequivocally that Carvajal 
was a political actor, she implies that Carvajal could be an unwilling one, 
and she is generally not interested in the kind of “public” political engage-
ment that this book discusses.32

	 For all the secular-religious entanglements that Rhodes recognizes, she 
nevertheless accentuates two separate spheres in Carvajal’s life: one sec-
ular, one religious. In her curt critique of Redworth’s biography, she asks, 
“What does one make of a fanatically Catholic noblewoman who gave her 
inheritance away and begged with the poor but fretted about having her 
own mattress in London, whose writings and actions manifest arrogance 
even as she claimed humility and who, according to all evidence, was full 
of life, but who also took a vow of martyrdom before leaving for England?” 
Rhodes here suggests that Carvajal lived in a bifurcated world between 
the flesh and the soul, a model that I don’t think fully works.33 While ten-
sions between body and spirit existed—Carvajal would have recognized 
them—the reconciliation of both has proven more difficult for modern 
scholars than for Carvajal’s contemporaries. 
	 Anne J. Cruz is the foremost feminist voice in Carvajal scholarship. 
Her most important contribution thus far has been an edition of Carva-
jal’s writings, which, among other things, has an introduction that is the 
most succinct, evenhanded, and even-tempered biography of the noble-
woman.34 The close attention paid to Carvajal’s story within her cultural 
landscape and to the literary qualities of her writings is a core virtue in 
Cruz’s work. As we might expect, some of Carvajal’s political interven-
tions, or attempted interventions, appear, but they tend to be marginal 
to the exposition of spiritual travails and the ways in which she navigated 
her gendered role (admittedly a kind of political act in itself ). Cruz’s treat-
ment of the latter theme leaps off the page in several important articles 
emphasizing the multivocality of Carvajal’s poetry and its rhetorical cre-
ativity as well as the ways in which Carvajal assumed a “transgendered” 
voice.35 Elsewhere, Cruz has commented on how Carvajal worked and 
flourished as a woman within the boundaries established by male superiors, 



Introduction 11

especially Jesuits.36 In an essay she wrote for Helen Nader’s groundbreak-
ing edited volume about power and gender among women who belonged 
to the powerful Mendoza family, Cruz describes how Carvajal’s writings 
tried to subvert masculine expectations, how they reveal women’s desire 
“for the subjectivity so often denied them and for which they must con-
stantly negotiate with the dominant hierarchies on their numerous sites 
of crossing.”37 Tellingly, while Nader’s book highlights how several women 
played a dominant role in raw politics, Cruz focuses instead on matters 
of self-fulfillment and self-actualization as opposed to fully fledged pub-
lic engagement.
	 Although all the preceding work informs the current volume, it draws 
more direct inspiration from several articles that take politics as their orga-
nizing principle. Miguel Iglesias has written an essay with what is likely still 
the most cogent description of Carvajal’s “religio-patriotic” activities in 
Jacobean England.38 His understanding of her political involvement high-
lights her epistolary exchanges with Spanish elites written largely in a dip-
lomatic mode. Elena Levy-Navarro has described the kinds of rhetorical 
tools Carvajal used to gain a political voice within Spain’s royal court by 
examining a batch of Carvajal’s letters to the courtier Rodrigo Calderón.39 
While these articles generally stay in the realm of “high politics,” other 
additions to the Carvajal canon insist on a more capacious understanding 
of politics and political tools. María Pando-Canteli has shown the ways in 
which Carvajal used the martyrological—indeed, the very flesh of mar-
tyrs—within a repertoire of activities aiming to convince people to sup-
port the English Catholic cause. Nieves Romero-Díaz has written a very 
important article on how Carvajal intruded into various public spaces to 
make her voice heard.40 Much of the focus on Carvajal’s politics has dealt 
with her time in England, but only recently have students of English his-
tory taken Carvajal seriously as a political figure during that crucial period 
of her life. I have done my part as a quasi-English historian in a very ten-
tative article on Carvajal’s life writings, but, aside from Redworth’s, by far 
the most important work on the subject belongs to Kathryn Marshalek, 
who subtly treats Carvajal’s public interventions in the streets of London 
and its prisons within very precise and archivally grounded contexts.41

	 I suspect that by the time this monograph appears in print, even more 
scholarship along these lines will have emerged. That said, there are three 
reasons why this book deserves its paper and ink. Understandably, schol-
arship on Carvajal’s politics has tended to focus on her time in England, 
but because of this the Spanish side of the story is somewhat neglected. 
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While, as in my first book, I try to keep Anglo-Spanish issues central, this 
book offers something different in its emphasis on Spanish elements of 
the story.42 This monograph also grapples with the problem of holiness 
and politics as a guiding narratological and analytical feature, something 
that current scholarship on Carvajal does not explore in any consistent or 
ample way. Perhaps most importantly, these previous two contributions 
are valuable within the parameters of a “life” that is woven with “politi-
cal” threads. Here I want to explore how Carvajal put herself in, and was 
absorbed into, a realm of contestation over power by means of polemic, 
often about “matters of state.” I do this with full knowledge that such mat-
ters were also construed as religious and were sometimes—though some 
scholarship has missed this—imbued with spiritual and devotional traits. In 
other words, here I describe how and why Carvajal became a voice in var-
ious interlaced politico-religious skirmishes and how she became a polit-
ical actor within various “public spheres” as she tried to lobby for specific 
actions of remarkable importance among superpowers on the European 
scene. Moreover, I show how she encouraged certain behaviors that would 
be of real-world consequence in the realms of both the spirit and the flesh. 
	 This is not a totalizing biography. The pages that follow do not attempt 
a full narrative of Carvajal’s life and times, nor do they aspire to comple-
tion in any form, as most large-scale works on her have. This book pro-
vides shards of a life. My interest in individuals is idiosyncratic and linked 
to a set of restricted themes and my own concerns, together with a sense 
that a particular life reveals larger historical dynamics. In this, I draw 
inspiration from the work of scholars like Natalie Zemon Davis, who, as 
a teller of lives, has been drawn to those that allow for partial and incom-
plete explorations. While she respects her subjects, she also uses them. 
As Davis has put it, her interest “is always triggered by some prior ques-
tion that I think I can fathom better through their lives.”43 Such partial—I 
use the word advisedly—biographies are inevitable and necessary. Real 
lives are always incomplete to those who write about them. So, we must 
be creative; an addition here, an omission there, lets us tell the story that 
we want to tell. These stories are rarely, if ever, innocent of the author’s 
concerns and preferences, although ideally, peculiar interests are con-
strained by the historical record and an elusive quest for “truth.” It’s wise 
to acknowledge, as Bob Dylan—the subject of my previous book—has one 
of his musical characters say: “You can’t open up your minds, boys / to 
every conceivable point of view.” Perhaps it would even be wise to follow 
the advice from his later, amended version of the phrase: “Don’t open up 
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your mind, boys / to every conceivable point of view.” Indeed, while there 
are myriad ways of studying and writing about Carvajal’s life, from my 
point of view, politics, expansively defined, is crucial. The implicit man-
tra of this book is: no politics, no Luisa. 
	 But even within the realm of politics, this book is not written with the 
intention of providing a painstaking description of all her machinations. 
I have tried to give the reader a sense of the kinds of activities she took 
part in to better understand her mode of political involvement. 
	 In many ways, Carvajal’s life fits a specific “type” that we can find repli-
cated many times over in medieval and early modern Europe and beyond. 
Here we have the well-worn story of a noblewoman who leaves her nobil-
ity behind in search of a special communion with God. Although under-
emphasized in the literature, she also conforms to conventions concerning 
political involvement and even activism by lay (and pointedly non-ecstatic) 
women of a distinct spiritual acuity.44 Indeed, given the realities of the 
time, there was no way a woman with her interests and social possibili-
ties could escape what we can now call politics. Women of Carvajal’s caste 
were expected to play a public role and, in so doing, to carry out, and exem-
plify, forms of public engagement legitimated by salubrious religiopoliti-
cal ends. 
	 Despite the extent to which Golden Age Spain witnessed the popularity 
of intense and even extravagant female piety, not everyone followed that 
path, and thus there is an inherent exceptionality in Carvajal’s story.45 She 
is also “strange” because the form her active life took was unprecedented 
and not repeated in the early modern period. Although plenty of women 
aspired to martyrdom in pagan—often Muslim—lands, no other Spanish 
woman went to missionize in England amid its confessional strife.
	 Carvajal’s story, or the story I’ve chosen to tell, is useful in that it works 
on two registers fundamental to the microhistorical project at hand. This 
case study stakes its validity on the idea that eccentricity is capacious 
enough to contain the coordinates of the normative. Further, Carvajal was 
a “political creature” who existed on the margins and in the center of her 
society at the same time. By considering aspects of her life, we witness her 
extraordinary political interventions while acknowledging that these were 
carried out using available and familiar political tools. Because of this, her 
presence in public spheres reveals the very nature of those spheres in early 
modern Europe. 
	 Ultimately, this project is simple. I want to talk about a woman who 
took what her culture offered and ran. 


