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INTRODUCTION

Scholars interested in the role women played in the cultures of medieval Europe 
have been boldly exploring what was until fairly recently uncharted territory. A 
variety of new perspectives have made it possible to redraw the cultural map that 
informed our interpretation of a wealth of documents. In the case of Iberia, 
perhaps the most significant development is an increasing recognition of the 
multicultural reality of Iberia, the coexistence and mutual interaction of Christian, 
Jewish, and Muslim cultures throughout the eight centuries traditionally 
identified as the medieval period. A primary goal of this bibliography is to foster 
collaboration among Iberianist scholars and students of Arabic, Jewish, and 
Christian literature and history.

Although the number of scholars equipped to deal equally with all of these 
cultures—those linguistically trained in Hebrew, Arabic, Latin, and the Romance 
vernaculars of Castilian, Catalan, and Galician-Portuguese, for example—is 
exceedingly small, most hispanomedievalists consider no longer tenable the 
hegemonic notion that medieval Iberian literature is coterminous with literature 
written in Castilian from a Christian perspective. A number of different factors 
have contributed to this transformation, including the end of the Franco 
dictatorship in Spain and the advent of postmodern, postcolonial, feminist, and 
queer theory with their emphasis on race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality as 
categories of critical analysis.



In this new approach to the study of women in medieval Iberia, 
hispanomedievalists have benefited greatly from the activity of several important 
Spanish feminist research centers and the monograph series that they publish. 
These include the centers for the study of women at the Universität de Barcelona 
and the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid; the Asociación Cultural Al-Mudayna 
in Madrid and its series “Laya”; the Asociación de Estudios Históricos sobre la 
Mujer at the University of Málaga, publishers of “Atenea”; and the Seminario de 
Estudios de la Mujer at the University of Granada, which publishes “Feminae.” A 
glance at the volume published at the latter institution in 1999 (Universidady  
fem inism o en España II. Situación de los estudios de las mujeres en los años 90) 
gives an idea of the impressive contributions of these university research centers 
in the final decade of the twentieth century alone.

Hispanomedievalists investigating the output of women writers must contend 
with several phenomena that set Iberia apart from the rest of western Europe. One 
important difference is the lack of a body of Latin texts authored by women. 
Another has to do with the relatively late appearance of Romance vernacular texts 
written by women. It is not until the fourteenth century that we can begin to trace 
a “genealogy” of Christian women writers on the peninsula (see Alan 
Deyermond’s 1995 bibliographic essay). In fifteenth-century Christian Spain the 
works of Valencian Sor Isabel de Villena, and of the Castilians Leonor López de 
Córdoba, Sor Teresa de Cartagena, and Florencia Pinar, among others, constitute a 
slim but highly suggestive corpus. These “mothers of Saint Teresa” (the phrase 
refers to the title of Ronald E. Surtz’s book on medieval women religious writers) 
have already achieved a canonical status. No doubt there remain other women 
writers to be recovered from anonymity or pseudonymity. Manuel Serrano y 
Sanz’s excellent Apuntes para una biblioteca de escritoras españolas  remains 
unsurpassed almost a century after its publication, and many of the writers listed 
there remain unstudied.

The work of recovery for the medieval period will require philological precision 
and the nuanced application of feminist, gender, and queer theory. A particularly 
thorny aspect of the recuperative effort has to do with the “feminine voice,” works 
that may or may not have been written by women and in which the narrator or 
poetic persona speaks as a woman. The issue has been explored in the case of the 
romance kharjas, Galician-Portuguese "cantigas de amigo,” as well as in the 
writings of Leonor López de Córdoba and Florencia Pinar, but much remains to be 
done if we are to unravel the tightly woven threads of female voice and male 
ventriloquy of that voice.

Supplementary to the study of women’s writing in the Middle Ages are the 
contributions of male writers to the “pro” and “anti” sides of the Iberian 
contribution to the pan-European debate about women. In order for this extremely 
popular and influential debate to provide insight into women writers, however, it 
must be studied not in a reflectionist mode, that is, in order to determine which 
male authors were for women and which against, nor even as a general cultural 
phenomenon, but rather as the result of specific political and social changes 
occurring in the late Middle Ages in Iberia, changes such as the expansion of the



aristocracy and of the role of women in court, the increase in lay and female 
literacy, and the artistic and literary patronage of noble and royal women. The 
primary example of the latter is Queen Isabel. Her importance in the development 
of arts and letters in the transition between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
has been often affirmed, but the details of her tastes and goals in promoting or 
commissioning literary works by her male subjects, or even a complete inventory 
of those works, has yet to be determined.

To reiterate, one of the goals of this bibliography is to facilitate the study of the 
Jewish and Muslim women writers, who have until fairly recent times been 
doubly marginalized: from hispanomedieval literary studies and from the social 
context in which they flourished. This is not the place to validate the fundamental 
creative and scientific contributions of the cultures of al-Andalus and of Sepharad 
to Iberia and to Europe as a whole. Nor is it necessary to stress the unusually 
conflictive social background of the artistic and intellectual interaction among 
Jews, Muslims, Christians, and starting in the fourteenth century, of converts from 
Judaism and Islam. The extent to which these complex and everchanging 
dynamics of cooperation and conflict have shaped the works of such diverse 
writers as Ramon Hull, Juan Ruiz, Joanot Martorell, or Fernando de Rojas, has 
long been acknowledged.

The women writers of Sepharad and al-Andalus have not to this date been 
accorded the scholarly attention they deserve. As early as 1905, the same year 
Serrano y Sanz published his monumental work on Christian women writers, Luis 
Gonzalvo y Paris pointed out the vital literary activity of Hispano-Arabic women 
poets. Almost a century later and in rapid succession no fewer than three 
anthologies of Muslim women poets were published in Spanish, by Mahmud 
Sobh (1984), Teresa Garulo (1986), and Maria Jesus Rubiera Mata (1990). When 
these writers are given due attention, they will no doubt compel further 
alterations of the contours of the cultural and literary map of the Iberian and 
European Middle Ages. At the very least they will disrupt certain stereotypes 
about Iberian women writers such as the chasteness of the amorous poetry they 
penned. Women poets of tenth-century and eleventh-century Cordoba such as 
Wallada ibn al-Mustakfi (one of the few to spark scholarly interest so far) express 
a range of sexual and amorous desires and experiences much broader than that 
found in Christian women’s texts centuries later. It must also be said that for 
stylistic subtlety and thematic richness, the verses of Hassana at-Tamimiyya—the 
earliest woman poet of al-Andalus known to us (late eighth-century)—and of 
those who came after her, such as Hafsa bint Hamdun, Maryam bint Abi, and 
Hafsa Bint al-Hayy, far surpass the earliest extant examples of poetry written by 
Christian women. It is also significant that in the majority of these cases we are 
dealing with female writers who enjoyed a solid cultural formation, as was only 
exceptionally true for the Christian women writers whose names we know, 
notably Sor Teresa de Cartagena and Sor Isabel de Villena, both of them nuns and 
members of two of the most powerful noble families of fifteenth-century Iberia.



At present, one of the most challenging area for scholars interested in women’s 
writing in Iberia has to do with Hispano-Jewish women. Poetic texts, or texts of 
any kind written by the women of Sepharad are extremely scarce. Here also, as in 
al-Andalus, women were most active. Efforts to study these and to unearth works 
and writers of other genres should be encouraged. Much of the scholarship 
devoted to medieval women writers in the rest of Europe has focused on 
determining sources and on the rhetorical evidence of gender and sexual 
difference. For Christian women writers of Iberia these are more difficult because 
of the relative paucity of texts dating before the fourteenth century. Such is not 
the case for the vigorous literary tradition of al-Andalus in the tenth through the 
twelfth centuries. The women poets of this period can rightfully be considered, 
from a different point of view, the “mothers” of Mayor Arias (early fifteenth- 
century) and Florencia Pinar (late fifteenth-century).

No bibliography can claim to be complete, especially one that crosses several 
disciplinary boundaries. In keeping with this goal of fostering a multicultural 
approach, the bibliography devotes a section each to women in al-Andalus, 
Sepharad, and Christian Iberia. The latter category is further divided into sections 
dealing with Castilian, Catalan, and Galician-Portuguese writers. Each section in 
turn contains three sub-sections having to do with women’s roles in society and 
culture, images of women, and women’s writings. This bibliography modestly 
hopes to provide a useful tool for teachers, scholars and students, especially those 
interested in a more inclusive view of the roles, representations, and writings of 
women in medieval Iberia.

Rafael M. Merida-Jimenez Barbara F. Weissberger
Departament de Filologia Department of Spanish and Portuguese
Universität de Girona University of Minnesota-Twin Cities
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