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In 1563, during the final session of the Council of Trent, the decree De Regularibus e
Monialibus re-established the strict enclosure of convents. This first step in the project of
disciplining the regular orders by a Church faced with mass desertion opened a period of reform
that stretched far beyond the seventeenth century. Thus, the Council of Trent, with its
prescription for impenetrable and enclosed convents, imagined an environment that was
constant, isolated, and reclusive. Far from being understood and applied homogenously,
Tridentine reform aroused passions and crisis, in which a frequent response was solidarity
through writing and publication. How did cloistered women resist the Tridentine enclosure, and
how did they create solidarity networks, at once real and fictive, in order to combat what they
perceived as a political, social, and spiritual crisis?

I have chosen to work with literary forms of resistance because these sources are the most
likely to reveal the mobilization strategies of raising solidarity that were used for a common
cause of a convent or a individual nun. These texts do not permit us to reconstruct real solidarity,
but rather the strategies that women used to seek out support. They were edited and reworked
before distribution in order to be effective in the immediate context and to give « force and
authority » to their author?. This article aims to reconstruct the literary strategies and the political
manoeuvres of these nuns through the study of two in particular: the Bolognese Dominican
Diodata Malvasia (1533-after 1617) and the Venetian Benedictine Arcangela Tarabotti

(1604-1652).



Convents in Crisis: Trent, its consequences and its opponents

These two nuns were each affected by the reinstatement — or rather the forced application
— of the enclosure of convents by the Council of Trent. This unprecedented event opened a
profound crisis in the female monastic world. Before Trent, families chose to send one or more
daughters to the convent — whether or not they had the vocation — in order to avoid the dispersion
of their inheritance and to favour the advancement of the bloodline. The convent was thus
considered like an extension of the family home. The same family usually attached itself to a
single religious community and placed their daughters there for several generations, transforming
the convent’s parlour into a salon, and the cells into private apartments. Laxity in the rules was
frequent, such as avoiding common life and having special friendships, maintaining direct
contact with the world, decorating splendidly the cells, and living luxuriously3. The Council of
Trent disrupted the convent-compromise for these “supernumerary” daughters, cutting down the
comforts of the monastic refuge in favour of the rigors of the rules. With the ideal of virginity in
mind, the fathers of Trent opted for a strict enclosure and enforcement of the rules, cutting the
nuns off from their relations with the outside world. This was the crisis: nuns became painfully
aware of their condition as prisoners. Thus, many sent letters of lamentations to their bishop,
some made too much noise and found themselves prosecuted by the Inquisition, while others
resisted by adhering to new Reformed religious movements, searching for an alternative road
within the Church, or they threw themselves into literary production*. The reactions varied from
one order to another: for example, the Dominicans seemed more inclined to adapt, while the
aristocratic Benedictine congregation resisted forcefully>.

The Tridentine decrees concerning convents did not really begin to be applied until the
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created, at Bologna, the crisis that shook the Dominicans of S. Mattia and their sisters in S. Luca.
The Dominicans were the official guardians of an icon of Mary, which was said to have been
painted by Luke the Evangelist and brought from Constantinople by a Hermit. In 1160, the icon
was officially placed in the care of the ancestor of the Sisters of S. Mattia, Angela‘, who kept it
on a nearby hill in Bologna, the Monte della Guardia. In the sixteenth century, the nuns of S.
Mattia were sending nine of them there to care for the icon and to welcome pilgrims. Each year,
during Holy Week, the icon was brought down into the city for a procession. The enforcement of
enclosure thus signified the end of all these activities linked to the icon, and even the patronage
of the Dominicans over it’. The news was received with horror, and resistance quickly organized.
It was Diodata Malvasia, then sub-prioress, who organized the literary counter-attack. Born of an
aristocratic family that was well represented in the Bolognese senate, Malvasia used all possible
political strategies in order to rally solidarity around S. Mattia and to stand up against Rome3.
More than a half-century after the re-implementation of the enclosure, while the situation
was less urgent and the reaction less violent, there were still angry nuns who made themselves
heard. This was the case with Arcangela Tarabotti, Benedictine of the convent of Sant’Anna del
Castello in Venice, who also fought with the pen against the crisis of the Tridentine enclosure.
Venice saw, in the beginning of the seventeenth century, an considerable increase in marriage
dowries. The engaged woman — and her dowry — was a gift offered to the family of her
prospective husband, creating a situation of credit in which the family who received the dowry
found themselves obliged to the family who offered up their daughter. This situation of economic
competition between families favoured the social mobility of urban merchants who were capable
of sustaining these increasing costs and making their way into the patrician aristocracy. Such
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eliminating other candidates and pushing them into the cloisters®. This inflation brought about a
crisis of forced monachizations, of which Tarabotti considered herself a victim, aggravated by
the Tridentine enclosure and the pastoral visits monitoring its enforcement!?. Tarabotti identified
the raison d’Etat as the cause of these family strategies and ultimately the responsible for her
monachization. She used her literary talent in order to rally women to her cause and to incite men
to solidarity. Over a span of more than a half-century, De Regularibus e Monialibus provoked
crises in the monastic environment, to which our two protagonists responded with writings aimed
at the creation of a broad solidarity in resistance.

The solution : writing and solidarity

Writing and publishing were the channels of communication by which Diodata Malvasia
and Arcangela Tarabotti attempted to reach the largest possible circle of people. Malvasia’s
primary writing was Breve discorso di quanto avvene alle reverendissime suore di San Mattia et
San Luca'l. Written in the form of a chronicle, it is in fact a judicious transcription of letters,
wrapped in a compelling narrative, which evoked the battle that the nuns of S. Mattia were
engaged in to conserve their patronage over the icon of S. Luca!2. The struggle stretched over
time, because Malvasia took up the pen again forty years later to compose La venuta, et i
progressi miracolosi della S.ma Madonna dipinta da S. Luca’?, a devotional work which
contains a discourse calling for the solidarity of all Bologna in support of the nuns. In a similar
way, Tarabotti’s publication!4 aims to win the solidarity of a double audience, private and public.
Her correspondence, the Lettere familiari e di complimento published in 1650, informs us of her
relations and friendships. The letters, also reworked and transformed by Tarabotti in order to
support her editorial goals'>, among other things demonstrate her attempts to clandestinely
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demonstrate the quality of women and the respect that they merit in the exercise of their liberty,
was finally printed two years after her death under the title La Semplicita Ingannata.

The two nuns firstly sought an immediate solidarity: their sisters, family, and friends.
Malvasia turned towards her community, as evidenced by the reminder of the secular privileges
possessed by the Dominicans of S. Mattia. Their ancestor Angela stood alone on the Monte della
Guardia when the icon was entrusted to her. It was only in fear of the passage of armies in the
thirteenth century that the image and the nuns were moved within the walls of the city, protected
in the Church of S. Mattia, « with an agreement among themselves and with the consent of the
Superiors, that every two years a few of them are elected to the charge of custody and
preservation of the Very Holy Image on the site of S. Luca.!® » Malvasia presented this patronage
as their divine right. They had also won this privilege over the course of centuries, serving the
icon and attracting the grace of the Virgin, which particularly helped the nuns of the
community!’. Malvasia’s sisters were joined in solidarity, in spite of themselves, through
activities surrounding the icon.

For Tarabotti, the support of her sisters seemed nonexistent. Many generations after the
re-establishment of enclosure, the nuns of Sant’Anna del Castello were living under the new
norms and did not see the need to resist. Tarabotti turned towards epistolary solidarity. She wrote
numerous letters asking her friends to intervene in favour of the liberty of women by writings, or
directly through their social influence!®. For example, in letter 41, she calls on the lawyer Enrico
Cornaro in order to free a girl of the cloister: « Lady N. [...] knowing herself innocently
imprisoned, was hoping that by gracious permission of Your most Excellent Lordship, in these
holidays of Christmas, to leave this hated prison!®. » Tarabotti also sought public approbation of
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the French ambassador to Venice, Nicolo Bretel de Gémonville, the Benedictine allowed herself
to reproach him: « I am sorry that your daughters would have to experience the Paternal
Tyranny.2!» Tarabotti pushed her resources to their maximum when she sent her Tirannia
Paterna to be printed in France, but her manuscript disappeared in the hands of the secretary of
Signora Renata di Claramonte, the Marquis of Galeranda, named Colisson. She turned then
towards the successor of Bretel de Grémonville, Luigi di Matharel, whom she hoped would be
capable to « give in hand the joint letter to the librarian of the Most Eminent Lord Cardinal
Mazarin.22 » The following letter is addressed to the librarian Naudé, asking him to intervene
personally and to plead the case of the Venetian before Mazarin. She evidently hoped that she
could publish the Tirannia, but « if the request is too heavy, you can moderate it by at least
returning my book safely to me23 ». Next came a letter to Mazarin, whom she asked to intervene
because « the city of Paris, which is called the paradise of women, for me has become a hell
where there is lost forever a work that I gave to be printed to one that is deceptively denying it to
me.2* » We do not know if Mazarin actually received the letter or if he assented to her request.
The fact remains that the Benedictine of Sant’Anna had full confidence in her pen and patronage
to seek solidarity from one of the most powerful men in France.

Malvasia also turned herself towards powerful local nobles and the ecclesiastical
personalities: it is this that her Breve discorso recounts. One of the first letters is addressed to
Filippo Guastavillani, the Gonfalonier of Justice of Bologna, and others follow, addressed to the
Senate of Bologna and finally directly to the Pope, Gregory XIII%5. She explained to him the
problematic situation created by an order of the Father-Visitor, demanding that they wall up a
door to respect the enclosure. But that door had been used for 500 years, to « receive the Most
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This change is greeted as a veritable drama by the nuns: « We are convinced that if your Holiness
could see the desperations of those old Mothers, the crying, the conflict, our tears, you would be
inclined to piety; here we do not sleep, we do not eat, we live only in continual affliction and
anxiety?’ ». This letter to the Pope is inserted in La venuta, the work that aimed to mobilize the
city to defend the cause of the Sisters of S. Mattia. Bologna must show solidarity in the struggle,
because, from the arrival of the icon, the city has enjoyed a mystical alliance with the Virgin,
who has given the Bolognese advantages over their neighbours. The icon had chosen Bologna
thanks to its virtues: « Blessed Fatherland, whereas before you were inferior to none, now,
enriched by such Treasure, you will be superior to all others; for no reason should you yield
place to any other, as you have the most beautiful location, in the heart of Italy; you are a City
that, among all others in the world, was one of the first to accept the faith.2® » The blessings
received from the Virgin are innumerable: Bologna’s crops were saved from climatic disasters,
its houses protected from earthquakes, its wealth from pillaging armies, its population from
plagues?®, not to mention all of the sick and injured Bolo8gnese who had been miraculously
healed3°.

This communal solidarity that Malvasia sought to encourage with La venuta is the
ultimate hope also of Tarabotti, who refined her demands in many treatises aimed at mobilizing
the solidarities that she imagined possible outside of the cloister. She clandestinely circulated the
Inferno Monacale, a manuscript describing the horror of religious life for those who were forced
into the cloister, and in which she openly insulted the Paterfamilias, as well as the political and
ecclesiastical powers of Venice. The distribution of her works remained marginal, and
considering the impossibility of publishing her Tirannia Paterna in Venice, she chose to use all
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is in reality a political treatise defending the liberty of women. It is the Paradiso Monacale, the
nun’s most complex work, that presents demands in favour of the liberty of women, in a form
that allowed her to foil the censors of the Index. The treatise is constructed as a mirror of the
Inferno Monacale: while in the Inferno, the nuns are forced to turn into demons, in the Paradiso,
the voluntary, unconstrained nuns, inspired by a genuine divine vocation, transform themselves
into Angels3!. This strategy permits to the works of the Benedictine nun to reach hands of many
people, men of letters who would write about it as well as statesmen who would speak about it.
Persuaded to solidarity: gaining acceptability

Diversifying their audience and universalizing their cause was a prudent strategy for the
two nuns rebelling against the Tridentine decrees, but again it was necessary to argue for
solidarity. Thus strategies of gaining acceptability come into play: their demands were inserted
into a discourse designed to evade hostile readers, but which could be decrypted by potentially
supportive readers. The first step was justifying the writing by humility. Even though they were
far from being the only female writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries32, to take up the
pen in the Italy of the Counter-Reformation was still a very marginal act for a woman. Accused
of lacking humility, they both began their works with apologies for their female condition. At the
end of her address to the reader, Malvasia points out that she is only a woman: « now then, if
reading you find some imperfections, excuse the female sex, my particular situation 33 ». In the
introduction to Paradiso Monacale, Tarabotti says the same thing: « me, ignorant woman,
deprived of the knowledge of letters, divided and far away from all practices and conversations,
and with a mind that is not illuminated by the rays of wisdom34 ».

The second step in gaining acceptability was to assure the orthodoxy of the discourse
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that justifies them, by an appeal to the irreproachable chastity of the nuns. Malvasia explains how
the priest’s incitement to chastity during the taking of the habit of the Dominicans, is taken
seriously: « These words that I heard remained engraved in my heart, and have served me as a
shield and good defense in the tribulations which we have often suffered from the persecution of
some who have inspected this holy house (where we are [...] for most of the time kneeling on the
ground, through reverence due to the site and for the common benefit of our city) [...]; nor was it
with a light motive that they tried to take from us that jurisdiction, that devotion.>> » The
Dominicans of S. Mattia respect their vow and assume their spiritual responsibilities with regard
to their city: there is thus no reason to take the icon of Mary from them. Tarabotti uses, once
again, the same device: the voluntary nuns respect the Tridentine emphasis on chastity, while
those who are forced to enter the cloister seek out opportunities to taste of the flesh. In the
Paradiso, the voluntaries will « use their strength to win out against carnal urges...we embrace
solitude, we keep ourselves far from windows and parlours, and rarely leave the Paradise of the
cell, as though retreat were the mother of every goods and virtues36. »

A third step is the association with the Virgin Mary, the mother of Christ, who is at the
same time a woman of flesh, an earthly example and a divine power. The Dominican of Bologna
constructed a Mary remarkably similar to her sisters of the convent, whom for example, had the
same comportment as that expected of consecrated women: « her habit was to speak little, to
obey quickly, to have polite conversation, without boldness, without laughing, without
disruption.?’” » Such behaviour was traditionally attributed to Mary, who was often cited as a
model for women. Mirroring the nuns, Mary not only elevates the Dominicans of S. Mattia close
to her, but her life equally testifies in favour of their sex, contradicting the argument of women’s
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ancient snake.’® ». The same discourse on the superiority of Mary fills the Semplicita Ingannata
of Tarabotti: : « a woman who, by revenge and for the universal glory of the whole sex, will
crush the snake’s head. 3 » The heroic actions of Mary were possible only through the use of her
liberty. In the Paradiso, the Venetian Benedictine transforms the combative Mary into an
exemplary woman, the model for voluntary nuns. Mary, was a perfect post-Tridentine nun; « she
had no sensuality to suppress and mortify, no illegal or rebellious movement of her will, and led

a very austere life, which became a model penitence for sinners.*0 »

Finally, in rendering their own persons acceptable, in showing the orthodoxy and
obedience of the inhabitants of cloisters who did not need enclosure to conduct themselves
appropriately, in placing themselves under the protection of Mary, the strong and pious woman
who is at once the model to follow and the argument in favour of their demands, did Malvasia
and Tarabotti convince the vast publics to whom they addressed themselves?

The results are mixed and ultimately return to the immediate context in which the two
nuns put their literary strategies into action. Diodata Malvasia, in Bologna, found herself in the
Papal States, and struggled against a Pope who was himself Bolognese. She was also a part of
the generation of nuns who lived through the implementation of the enclosure, and thus saw the
change imposed on their mode of life. The crisis was in their own time, and her texts reflect the
heated reaction of a community that was shocked, which fought for a specific privilege, and did
not attack the entirety of a structure that, in the long term, confined nuns within the cloister’s
walls. Arcangela Tarabotti lived in Sant’Anna del Castello in the heart of Venice, an independent
Republic which presented itself as an example of liberty and, more specifically, of resistance to

the papacy since the Interdict that fell on the lagoon in 1606. The intellectual and cultural
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effervescence of Venice, as well as freedom in the circulation of ideas, created a fertile ground in
which rethinking the convent was possible. Also, Tarabotti wrote later, probably during the
1630s, or sixty years after Malvasia; her fellow sisters thus never knew a world where women in
religious orders were not cloistered. Tarabotti reacted coolly, a posteriori, which allowed her to
envision the question of enclosure from a structural, economic, and social perspective. What she
demanded, in the end, was nothing less than recognition of the autonomy, the intelligence, and
the liberty of women, whom she considered as a group, thereby ignoring differences of social
status. Her struggles was also a solitary one, as she was isolated in her community, and force to
seek support and solidarity outside.

Despite their differences, Malvasia and Tarabotti both mobilized solidarity thanks to
writing, a makeshift weapon that they appropriated. In this process, they demonstrated their
capacity for action and their agency, through speaking up and making noise. In the end, events
vindicated Diodata Malvasia and the Dominicans of S. Mattia. The enclosure was implemented,
but with accommodations which permitted the nuns to maintain their patronage over the icon of
the Virgin of San Luca*!. Things ended less well for Tarabotti. She died in the convent in 1652, at

age 48, of a respiratory disease, as if suffocated by her enclosure.
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38 Malvasia, La venuta...., p. 192. « deve esser coronata Maria poiche [...] per tutti noi ha rotto il capo all'anticho
serpente ».

39 Tarabotti, La semplicita Ingannata..., p. 29. « una donna, che per vendetta e gloria universale del sesso tutto,
schiacera il capo al serpente ».

40 Tarabotti, Paradiso..., p. 185. « non havea sensualita da tener ripressa, e mortificata, non moto di volonta illecita,
e ribellante, e pur menava un’austerissima vita, fattasi norma di penitenze ai peccatori. »

41 Callegari and McHugh, « Se fossimo tante meretrici »..., p. 30.
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