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Female Cloisters in the City or a City inside the cloister. 

Enclosure versus Permeable Boundaries 
 

Despite the great efforts made by the master general Humbert   
of Romans in the middle of the 13th  century in order to end the 
previous confusion and heterogeinity in the Order of Preachers, the 
yearned uniformitas remained an utopia. Regional and local 
peculiarities on issues such as legislation, jurisdiction, observance of 
enclosure, liturgy and also architecture lingered on for a long time. 
Romans himself was aware of this failure and he admited this lack of 
homogeinity, even in their buildings, as well as the dependence of 
local models: 

 
Habent namque ecclesias et officinas ejusdem formae, et eodem modo 
dispositas: nos autem fere quot domos tot varias formas et disposi- 
tiones officinarum et ecclesiarum habemus1. 

 
1 Humbert of Romans, Opera de vita Regulari. Edited by Joachim Joseph Berthier, 

Turin 1956, vol. 2, p. 5, cit. in Costantino G. Gilardi, “Ecclesia Laicorum e Ecclesia 
Fratrum. Luoghi e oggetti per il culto e la predicazione secondo l’ Ecclesiasticum 
Officium dei Frati Predicatori”, in: Aux Origines de la Liturgie Dominicaine: Le 
Manuscrit Santa Sabina XIV L1. Edited by Léonar Boyle and Pierre Marie Gy, 
París – Roma 2004, p. 379–443, here 384. For instance, the convent of San Pablo de 
Burgos had a three aisle church, following the local custom. José Antonio Casillas, 
El convento de San Pablo de Burgos, Historia y Arte, Salamanca 2003, p. 162. The 
layout of Santo Domingo de Toledo was also likely influenced by the local 
architectural context, but, in this case, the cause could have been also the close 
relationship of the nunnery with the royalty from its origins, through the lineage of the 
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As well as the architectonic solutions, functions of monastic spaces 
were largely determined by the influence of the local religious con- 
text, but, on the contrary, Dominicans also exerted a strong influence 
in the cities in which they settled2. As a consequence, there was a dif- 
ficult balance between the aspiration of universality of the Order and 
the various local identities, as evidenced by some texts, e.g., the Vitae 

Fratrum written by Gerard of Frachet3. Both this heterogeinity and 
the dependence of local models were even more outstanding in the 
case of Dominican nunneries, as a result of the complex panorama of 
these nunneries, which contrasts with the oversimplified view given 
by  some  historians,  still  relaying  on  the  idealised  interpretations 
given in the Dominican chronicles. However, the study of Dominican 
nunneries in Castile has revealed the complexity of both the pro- 
cesses of foundation and the mechanisms to join at the Order, as a 
consequence of the different patrons and protectors, and the diverse 
origin of the religious women:from pious or penitent communities – 
beatas –, from Dominican tertiaries, or from nuns belonging to other 
orders – Premostratensian or Augustinian canonesses –, and finally 
the ones created ex novo with nuns from other Dominican nunneries. 
Moreover, the master general Humbert of Romans was not successful 
in bringing order, and ending the previous confussion in affiliations 
of women to the Order of Preachers, and far from being settled in 
1267, the cura monialium controversy carried on and the legal status 
of nunneries remained variable at least until the Council of Trent4. 

 
Castilla, to which belonged the prioresses Teresa de Ayala and her daughter Maria 
de Castilla. 

2     Panayota Volti, Les couvents des ordres mendiants et leur environnement à la fin 
du Moyen Âge: le nord de la France et les ancients Pays-Bas meridionaux, París 
2003, p. 8. 

3 Cécile Caby, “Couvents et espaces religieux chez Gérard de Frachet et Bernard Gui: 
une topographie légendarie des origines dominicaines?”, in: Moines et religieux 
dans la ville (XIIe –XVe siècle), Cahiers de Fanjeaux 44 (2009), p. 357–388, here 362. 

4    About these problems see Mercedes Pérez Vidal, “Uniformitas vs diversitas en los 
monasterios femeninos de la Orden de Predicadores en Castilla (siglos XIII–XV)”, 
in Territorio, Sociedad y Poder 8 (2013), p. 133–152; and Idem, Arte y Arquitectura 
de los monasterios de la Orden de Predicadores de la “Provincia de España”. Desde 
los orígenes hasta la reforma (1218–1506). PhD dissertation, University of Oviedo, 
2013, unpublished, vol. 1, p. 90–118. 
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Fig. 1: Santo Domingo de Toledo at the beginning of the 16th century (author`s
reconstruction over the ground plan of the Instituto Geográfico y Estadístico, 1881).

Lastly the introduction of the observance varied from one nunnery to
another, and it gave way to an intrincate net of dependencies among
Dominican nunneries in Castile, although, again, this has not been
hitherto studied by scholars. Indeed, Spanish historiography still
relies on the aforementioned Dominican chronicles which sought
to conceal any type of problem or even confrontation5. Together
with the vita communis, and the observance of the Constitutions, the

5 In the case of Poor Clares we are slightly more fortunate, as we have the works of
Tarsicio de Azcona, “Reforma de las clarisas en Cataluña en tiempo de los Reyes
Católicos”, in: Collectanea Franciscana 27 (1957), p. 10; Ignacio Omaecheverría, Las
clarisas a través de los siglos, Madrid 1972, p. 90–102; José García Oro, Cisneros y la
Reforma del Clero Español en tiempo de los Reyes Católicos , Madrid 1971;
Idem,“Conventualismo y Observancia. La reforma de las órdenes religiosas en los
siglos XV y XVI“, in: Historia de la Iglesia en España. Edited by Ricardo García
Villoslada, Madrid 1980. vol. 3, p. 211–345; Carmen Soriano Triguero, “La reforma de
las clarisas en la Corona de Aragón (ss. XV–XVI)”, in: Revista de Historia Moderna
13/14 (2005), p. 185–198. In this case is clear how the first centres of the reform were
nunneries: Santa Clara de Gandía and Santa Isabel de los Ángeles de Córdoba, and
conflicts were documented, e.g., in San Antonio de Barcelona, Santa María de
Pedralbes or Santa Clara de Villafranca del Penedés.
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Fig. 3: Santo Domingo el Real de Toledo. Cloister of “el Moral” with the 
Arma Christi (author`s reconstruction over the ground plan of the In- 
stituto Geográfico y Estadístico, 1881). 

 
In Santo Domingo el Real de Toledo, nuns would also do penance 
every Friday of Lent in a room located in the upper storey of the Moral 
cloister, singing the Miserere in front of an image of Christ – called 
“Cristo de las Aguas” – or a Pietá (fig. 2)18. Moreover, each window and 
door of the lower storey of this cloister was decorated with the Arma 

Christi and the Five Holy Wounds(figs. 1 and 3). The Arma Christi 
were frequently associated with a funerary context, together or not 
with the Mass of Saint Gregory, but they could be also linked with 
extreme penitential practices, like those performed by Saint Catherine 
of Siena and Blessed Henry Suso. As is well-known, the last one 
included several examples of these exacerbated practices commemorat- 
ing the Passion in his Vita, written as spiritual guide for Dominican 

 
 

17  Lisboa, Museu Nacional do Azulejo, Prácticas na fogueira, fol. 226v–227v, cit. in 
Alexandre Pais et Alexandra Curvelo,“ Memórias da Fogueira. O primitivo mosteiro 
da Madre de Deus”, in: Casa Perfeitíssima: 500 anos da Fundação do Mosteiro da 
Madre de Deus, 1509–2009. Edited by Alexandra Curvelo, Lisboa 2009, p. 75–83, 
here 78. 

18   Antonio Sierra Corella, “Santo Domingo el Real” (cit. n. 9), p. 307. 
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nuns19. Moreover, he related how he performed a kind of Via Sacra 

through different altars located in the cloister, the chapter house and 
the choir, which symbolized as many places of the Holy Land. This 
Via Sacra was performed in two different ways: every night after 
maitins, and following the singing of the Salve Regina after Com- 
pline20. We have also evidences of the use of the  Arma Christi by 
some nuns enacting the Passion, as a cistercian nun from Córdoba – 
Sor Lucía de San Ambrosio – related in ther biography: 

 
Procuraba cada religiosa elegir para sí la más penosa parte del aparato 
doloroso que estaba dispuesto para este fin en un rincón del claustro. 
Allí sobraban cruces varias, coronas de espinas, sogas nudosas, disci - 
plinas gruesas y otras diversas insignias21. 

 
In the case of Toledo, these depictions of the Arma Christi and the 
Holy Wounds, as well as the aforementioned penances and the docu-
mented complexity of processions performed in this wing of the Moral 
cloister, should be linked, in my opinion, to the Spanish reformer 
Beata de Pidrahita. Moreover, it is also striking to note how the 
dates of the moving of the Beata to Toledo, in order to introduce 
reform, in 1507, and the subsequently veto of her reforms by the 
Master General one year after, completely fit with the beginning and 
conclusion of the construction of this range of the cloister22. 

 
19   The Vita was included in the Exemplar, probably written between 1362 and 1363, in 

collaboration with Elsbeth Stagel, prioress of Töss, and in which were also included 
other books, like The Little Book of Truth and The little Book of Eternal Wisdom, 
eleven letters and an introduction. Jeffrey. F. Hamburger, The Visual and the 
Visionary, Art and Female Spirituality in Late Medieval Germany, Cambridge 1998, 
p. 198–200. 

20  Henry Suso, The Life of the Blessed Henry Suso by himself. Translated from the 
original German by Thomas Francisc Knox, London 1865 (reedited by Christian 
Classics Ethereal Library, Grand Rapids), p. 51–56. 

21   Felisa Cerrato Mateos, El Císter de Córdoba. Historia de una clausura, Córdoba 
2005, p. 224. 

22 The spirituality of Sor María de Santo Domingo was strongly influenced by 
Savonarola’s piety and focused on the prayer and contemplation of the Passion, 
which leads to mystical ecstasy, as it was described in the Beata’s Book of Prayer. 
Mary. E. Giles, The Book of Prayer of Sor María of Santo Domingo. A Study and  
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Fig. 4: Altarpiece from St. Gertrud Köln (1460–1470).Wallraf-Richartz- 
Museum & Fondation Corboud, Nr. WRM 0342 (Photo: RBA, Nr. 
C020465). 

 
Translation, Albany 1990, p. 169–177. The first Spanish translation of Savonarola, la 
Devotísima exposición sobre el psalmo de Miserere mei Deus, was indeed ordered 
by the Beata’s protector Cardinal Cisneros and published in Alcalá de Henares in 
1511. Morevoer, in this same year, the cardinal also commissioned the first 
translation into Spanish of the Life of Saint Cahterine to friar Antonio de la Peña, a 
follower of the Beata de Piedrahita. Vicente Beltrán de Heredia, “Las corrientes de 
espiritualidad entre los dominicos de Castilla durante la primera mitad del siglo 
XVI”, in: Miscelánea Beltrán de Heredia, Salamanca 1971–1973, 3, p. 519–672, here 
528; Guillermo Nieva Ocampo, “La creación de la Observancia regular en el 
convento de San Esteban de Salamanca durante el reinado de los Reyes Católicos”, 
Cuadernos de Historia de España 80 (2006), p. 91–126, here 114. The influence of 
Savonarola mysticism was also documented in the Portuguese Court of Manuel I, 
through the sister of the king, Leonor, and we found also the Arma Christi in the 
decoration of the cloister of the Jerónimos Monastery in Lisbon. Paulo Pereira, 
Mosteiro dos Jerónimos, Londres, 2007, p. 95–113. 
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Fig. 5: Santo Domingo de Toledo. South range of the cloister of the 
Moral (Photo: AHPT, Fondo Rodríguez F-020-01). 

 
An altar or chapel devoted to this marian advocation existed also in 
the churches of  Santo Domingo de Madrid, San Juan Bautista de 
Quejana, Santo Domingo de Lekeitio and Santa María de la Encar-
nación de Bilbao, whereas in Santa Catalina de Valladolid, Santa 
María de Medina del Campo, Sancti Spiritus de Toro and Santo 
Domingo de Toledo the altar of the Rosary was located in the nuns’ 
choir40. 

 
40  In Valladolid a confraternity of the Rosary was settled in the friars’ convent at the 

end of the 15th  century, and, as a consequence, a chapel devoted to the Rosary was 
built in the nuns’ choir in Santa Catalina de Siena, which was subsequently  
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Moreover, in some cases, both the processions and the litanies sung 
by confraternities were reproduced inside the female cloisters, fre-
quently inserted into the processions after Compline, and also related 
to the liturgy of the Dead41. In Santo Domingo de Toledo, they were 
probably performed in the aforementioned cloister, decorated with 
the Arma Christi and the Holy Wounds, as is suggested by some 
elements, specially an inscription with the antiphon O lumen, and 
several altars dedicated to Saint Dominic, Saint Thomas Aquinas and 
probably also to the Blessed Virgin (figs.5 and 6)42. Moreover, the Five 
Holy Wounds were, together with the psalm Miserer mei – which, as 
we have seen, was sung by nuns each Friday during Lent in this range 
of the cloister – the emblem of the Rosary, since the foundation of the 
confraternity of Cologne by Jakob Sprenger43. 

 
enlarged in 1555. Rome, General Archive of the Order of Preachers, Serie 12, 388000, 
Copia de la Crónica conventual de Santa Catalina de Sena, fol. 25–29. Dominigo de 
Montemayor’s preaching in the Basque Country spreaded the devotion to Our Lady 
of the Rosary and this resulted in the creation of many confraternities dedicated to 
her. Fermín Labarga García, “La devoción del Rosario: datos para su historia”, in: 
Archivo Dominicano 24 (2003), p. 225–277, here 224–239. 

41   A book published in Rome in 1593 included music composed by Palestrina for the 
letany of the Virgin “which is sung everywhere in chapels of the Rosary Society”, 
and which was divided into five parts corresponding to the five decades of the 
Rosary. Willian Bonniwell, A history of the Dominican (cit. n. 31), p. 328. We 
must bear in mind that among the functions of the Rosary’s confraternities was the 
celebration of masses and funerary offices for their members. This assitance to the 
confraternities’members after their death was closely linked to the Virgin, not only 
through the weekly prayer of the Rosary, but also by the celebration of an office of 
Maitins with nine lessons, and a Mass sung for the dead in the Marian feast days. 
According to the statutes of the confratenity of Colmar, after these masses the 
psalms Miserere mei and De profundis should be sung. Jean Claude Schmitt, “La 
confrérie du Rosaire de Colmar (1485). Textes de fondation, Exempla en allemand 
d’ Alain de la Roche, listes des Prêcheurs et des sœurs dominicainesˮ, in: Archivum 
Fratrum Praedicatorum 40 (1970), p. 97–120, here 110; Henri Dominique Saffrey, “La 
fondation de la Confrérie du Rosaire à Cologne en 1475. Histoire et iconographie”, 
in: Gutenberg-Jahrbuch 76 (2001), p. 143–164. 

42   About this see the aforementioned papers Mercedes Pérez Vidal, “Compline and its 
processions” (cit. n. 23), and idem,“La liturgia Procesional de Completas” (cit. n. 23). 

43   They were interpreted in term of numbers, as the Five Wounds represented the 
five Pater Nosters and the Miserere Mei the fifty Ave Marias, following the exhortation 
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In the case of Toledo, a confraternity ot the Rosary was founded in 
the nearby male convent of San Pedro Mártir, between the end of the  
15th   and the beginning of the next century. Its rich endowment 
included a corpus of ten liturgical books, made between 1490 and   
1510, which disappeared during the Civil War. However, Lorenzo 
Candelaria has recently indentified a Kyrial and several leaves, 
preserved in American Libraries, as belonging to this confraternity. All 
of them are decorated with the Knight of Cologne, and the emblem of 
the Five Wounds along with the inscription Miserere Mei44. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

of Sprenger to confraternity members, which should pray three full cycles of the 
Rosary. New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, PML 144, ChL 316, Jakobus Sprenger, 
Erneuerte Rosenkranz-Bruderschaft, Augsburg 1476, fol. 3–3v, cit. in Lorenzo 
Candelaria, The Rosary Cantoral. Ritual and Social Design in Chantbook from Early 
Renaissance Toledo, Rochester 2008, p. 70. 

44  The Kyrial is nowadays preserved at the Beinecke Library of the Yale University 
(Ms 794), and Lorenzo Candelaria has identified independent leaves coming from 
graduals in the Pierpont Morgan Library, the Detroit Public Library and the Getty 
Museum. All of them share the same feature: the Five Holy Wounds were repeated 
three times on the opening leaves, thereby representing the complete praying of 
the Rosary. Moreover, this author has pointed out how the adoption of this 
emblem and the illuminations displaying “The knight of Cologne” reflect the 
foreign influences of the confraternity of Toledo. Indeed, he mentions how in other 
confraternities in Spain, like in Zaragoza, the emblem were the seven red roses. 
Lorenzo Candelaria, The Rosary Cantoral (cit. n. 41), p. 75–76. 
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Virgins, but also to the Ten Thousand Martyrs, the Saints Maures of 
Cologne and St. Maurice53. 

 

Fig. 7: Saint Acacius and the Ten Thousand Martyrs. Ca. 1400. From the 
dominican Nunnery of Belvis (Photo: Museo de Pontevedra). 

 
Nevertheless, we have earlier evidences of this cult. An altarpiece      
of Saint Ursula probably existed in San Pablo de Palencia since the 
beginning of the 15th  century, and the panels were subsequently 
reemployed in another Barrock altar, dedicated to Saint Pius V, in the 
friars’church. Nowadays, they are preserved both in the Port Sunlight 

 
52 The previous sacristy of San Pablo de Burgos was transformed into a chapel 

dedicated to the Eleven Thousand Virgins between 1499 and 1506. Juana de Aragón 
and her husband Bernardino de Velasco, Constable of Castile, were subsequently 
the patrons of the chapel, which was given in 1563 to Andrés an Francisco de 
Maluenda. José Antonio Casillas García, El convento de San Pablo de Burgos: 
historia y arte, Salamanca 2003, p. 238–242. 

53   Madrid, Archivo del monasterio de Santo Domingo, Bulls, 30, cit. in Juan Ramón 
Romero Fernández-Pacheco, Santo Domingo el Real de Madrid, Salamanca 2008, 
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Fig. 8: Ground plan of Santo Domingo el Real de Madrid in the 16 th 

century (author`s reconstruction over the ground plan of the Museo 
Municipal de Madrid. IN. 2695). 

 
In any case, the devotion for the penitent and hermit saints is related 
to a generalised obsession with sin that characterised the Castilian 
society in the transition to the Modern Era, and it greatly spread from 
the 16th  century onwards68. A secondary cloister whith a chapel 
devoted to Saint John the Baptist and maybe also to the Magdalene 
was built in Santa Catalina de Valladolid on the second half of this 
century69. 

At the western end of the southern range of the cloister of 
Caleruega, there is a little altar or niche, which was constructed by 
commision of the prioress María de Sandoval in the 1545. Moreover, 
we can read also the incomplete names of San Jerome, on the right 
side, and Saint Mary of Egypt, on the left. In my opinion, we can 
relate them to the likely influence of the reformer Juan Hurtado de 

 

68  Adeline Rucquoi, “Mancilla y limpieza” (cit. n. 46), p. 113–135. 
69  Here existed probably also another chapel devoted to the Magdalene, as the one 

existed in the garden of las Descazas Reales of Madrid. Alfonso Rodríguez G. de 
Ceballos, “Arte y mentalidad religiosa en el Museo de las Descalzas Reales“, in: 
Reales Sitios. Año XXXV, 138 (fourth trimester of 1998), p. 13–24, here 23. 
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Mendoza, which around 1540 founded the nearby friary of Sancti 
Spiritus in Aranda de Duero70. 

 

The Magdalene and the Magdalenes in the Shaping of 
Nuns Idyiosincrasy 

 

The Magdalene, was the prototype of penitent and hermit saints. Her 
penitential character was not a creation of the Counter Reformation, 
but had a medieval origin and it had been spread in the north of 
Europe between the 12th  and the 13th  centuries, by the sermons aimed 
not only at religiosa mulieres, like Beguines or tertiaries, but also to 
the nuns, and lay people, as a model of contrition71. Nevertheless, on 
the southern regions, this image of penance and repentance became 
popular later, in the wake of the Counter Reformation. Between the 
13th and 16th  centuries both in Spain and Italy, the Magdalene was 
considered mainly a religious model of the Poor Clares and 
Dominican nuns, becoming the paradigm of the contemplative life, 
next to the Virgin. Dominicans had undoubtedly an outstanding role 
in the rise of the devotion of the Magdalene through sermons and 
accounts, especially the Golden Legend of Jacobus of Voragine, but 
also the sermons of Humbert of Romans, and, in the case of the 
Iberian Peninsula, in the 15th century, Saint Vicent Ferrer’s sermons72. 

 

 
 
 

70  Guillermo Nieva Ocampo, “Incorporarse a Jesucristo: prácticas sacramentales y 
penitenciales entre los dominicos castellanos en el siglo XVI”; in: Hispania Sacra 
58–117 (January–June 2006), p. 39–67, here 55. 

71   Michael Lauwers, “Noli me tangere, Marie Madeleinte, Marie d’ Oignies et les péni- 
tenets du XIIe   siècle”, in: Mélanges de l’ Ecole française de Rome, Moyen Âge, 
Temps Modernes, 104/1 (1992), p. 209–268. 

72   Katherine Ludwig Jansen, The Making of the Magdalene: Preaching and popular 
devotion in the later Middle Ages, Princeton, 2000. Unfortunately, as happens 
more often  than desired, this study did  not considered the  Iberian  Peninsula, 
which was studied in: Alfonso Espronera Cerdán, “Algunos materiales sobre la vin- 
culación de los dominicos con Santa María Magdalena a lo largo del a Historia”, in: 
Teología Espiritual 29 (2005), p. 282–303. About the sermons of Saint Vincent see 
also: Alberto Ferreiro, “St. Vicent Ferrer’s Catalán sermon on Saint Mary Mag - 
dalene”, in: Anuario de Estudios Medievales 40/1 (2010), p. 415–433. 
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Fig. 9: Santo Domingo el Real de Toledo. Noli me Tangere. Remains of 
frescoes in the choir. Second decade of the 15 th century( Photo: Archive of 
Santo Domingo de Toledo). 

 
In the 15th  century Mary Magdalen had an active role in the 
transmision of the revealed truth, of the Word, e.g., in the work of 
Isabel de Villena. She is the apostola apostolorum, the first preacher, a 
controversial role, if we take into account that preaching was forbiden 
to women73. This was represented by the episode of Noli me tangere, that 

 
73  María del Mar Graña Cid, “Teólogas de una nueva memoria evangélica en el 

Renacimiento hispano. Jesucristo como defensor de las mujeres (Isabel de Villena y 
Juana de la Cruz)”, in: Memoria e Comunità Femminili. Spagna e Italia sec. XV–
XVII. Memoria y comunidades femeninas. España e Italia, siglo XV–XVII, Florence- 
Madrid 2011, p. 49–72. However, the problem of women preaching was solved by 
establishing a distinction between public preaching and private preaching or 
“exhortatio”. The licentiam exhortandi was concesed to women, lay people and 
even some conversed from heresy. However this was limited to the aperta of the 
Scriptures. 
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