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Poverty and Richly Decorated Garments:
A Re-Evaluation of Their Significance in the
Vita Christi of [sabel de Villena

Lesley K. Twomey

Isabel de Villena (1430-1490) was the illegitimate daughter of Enrique de Villena,
awealthy nobleman of the kingdom of Aragon, and granddaughter of Pedro of Aragon.
She joined the Poor Clares in Gandfa in 1445 and became abbess of the Poor Clare
convent of the Holy Trinity in Valencia at the age of thirty-three. The Vita Christi (Life
of Christ) was her only attributed work. Its immediate popularity is shown by the
variety of editions which survive from the period.” Written in the vernacular for the
nuns in Villena’s charge, it is a long, unfinished piece, which envisages a life of Christ
that includes Mary’s life, too, beginning with the moment of her conception and
ending with scenes from her assumption. After Villena’s death, at the instigation of
Isabella of Castile, the Vita Christi was prepared for publication by Villena’s successor,
Aldonga de Montsoriu. The resulting text is one of the first books published in
Spain, establishing its author as the only important female writer in Catalan in the

An initial version of this article was presented in May 2005 at the International Congress on
Medieval Studies at Kalamazoo, Michigan. The research in convent records in Valencia was funded
by the Spanish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Becas-MAE, August 2003,

1 Isabel de Villena, Vita Christi (Valencia: Lope de Roqua, 1497; repr. facsimile, Valencia: Del
Cenia al Segura, 1980); Vita Christi de la Reuerent Abbadessa de la Trinitat: nouament historiat:
corregit y smenat per vn mestre en sacra theologia (Valencia: Jorge Costilla, 151 3); Vita Christi d[e]
la Reuerent Abbadessa dela Trinitat corregit ab les cotacions nouame[n]t tretes en los marges (Barcelona:
Carles Amoros, 1527). The first modern, eritical edition was published in 1916: Ramén
Miquel y Planas, ed., Vita Christi compost per Isabel de Villena, abadessa de la Trinitat de Valencia,
ara novament publicat segons I'edicid de P'any 1497, 3 vols., Biblioteca Catalana (Barcelona:
Miquel y Planas, 1916). All references to the Vita Christi in this article are to this edition. Since
then, a digitized version of Miquel y Planas’s edition has made it more accessible to the modern
scholar. Selected chapters of the text have been edited by Albert-Guillem Hauf, Vita Christi:
seleccid, Millors Obres de la Literatura Catalana 115 (Barcelona: Edicions 62 i La Caixa, 1995),
and by Lluisa Parra, Vita Christi, Biblioteca d’Autors Valencians 12 (Valencia: Institucié Alfons
el Magnanim, 1986). Another selection, focusing on female characters in the text, was edited
by Rosanna Cantavella and Lluisa Parra, Protagonistes femenines a la “Vita Christi,” Col-leccié
Classiques Catalanes 15 (Barcelona: LaSal, 1987).
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Middle Ages.

Gifts of jewels and clothing are a particular feature of the scenes described by
Villena following the Annunciation by the ambassador-angel Gabriel in chapters
20-27 of the Vita Christi. In chapters 3948, the archangel Michael presents the
Virgin with a series of royal gifts. The chapters immediately after the ritual gifting
are dedicated to the reception by the Virgin of the hierarchy of heaven and of the
Virgin’s forebears, Adam, Eve, and Abel. Villena returns to Gospel events only in
chapter 61. The gifting scenes are intercalated between the Annunciation and the
Visitation and consist of a series of court rituals in which the presentation of items of
clothing to the Virgin is a central element. This analysis examines aspects of clothing
in the Vita Christi in order to re-evaluate the synergy between earthly and heavenly
queenship, as well as between poverty and riches,

FEMALE CLOTHING IN THE VITA CHRISTI

The robing of the Virgin in the Vita Christi follows her assent to Christ’s Incarnation.
The jewels and fine garments bestowed on her by the angelic messenger include
some which are traditionally thought of as being part of her costume, such as the blue
cloak and the crown of twelve stars.? The other items are less usual: a silk chemise,
a scarlet tunic, a pearl necklace, twelve pairs of gloves, and six pairs of shoes in
various colours. The author is seeking to develop an allegorical story, attractive to
her readers because they recall those used in their younger days at court or in bourgeois
Valencia. As Albert Hauf notes, “She takes the opportunities afforded by the idea [of
allegory] to create a meditation which is full of allusions for ladies from the aristocracy
and well versed in courtly display.”

InVillena’s description of ceremonial robing, the second gift to the Virgin (after
five strings of pearls) is a silk camisa (chemise), embellished with gold: “Veus acf una
camisa molt special que tramet a vostra mercé nostre Senyor Déu omnipotent, la qual
¢s tota de seda singular, guarnida de maravellosa obra d’or. ... Io guarniment qui per
excellencia la embelleix és la perseveranca continua de vostres caritatives obres”

2 For discussion of the exclusion of female authors from the literary canon, see Montserrat Piera,
“Writing, Auctoritas, and Canon Formation in Sor lsabel de Villena’s Vita Christi,” La Cordnica
32, no. 1 (2003): 105-18, and also, for a discussion of women’s writing, in the same volume,
see Lesley K. Twomey, “Sor Isabel de Villena, Her Vit Christi and an Example of Gendered
Immaculist Writing in the Fifteenth Century,” 89-103.

3 lesley K. Twomey, “El Stellarium franciscano: la corona de 12 estrellas” (The Franciscan
Stellarium: The Crown of Twelve Stars), in Actas del XV Congreso de la Asociacidn Internacional
de Hispanistas (Monterrey, Mexico: forthcoming). This article is one of a series of studies by
this author on the garments and jewellery presented to the Virgin in the Vita Christi,

4 “Aprofita del tot les possibilitats d’aquesta idea [de P'al-legoria] per a crear una meditacié
especialmente suggestiva per a dames procedents de I'aristocricia i avesades a les gales
cortesanes.” Hauf, Vita Christi, 51, All translations in this article are my own unless otherwise
noted.
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Garments in Villena’s Vita Christi

(Here you behold a very special chemise, which our Lord God Almighty sends to you.
Itis of singular silk, decorated with marvellous gold work; the orname ntation, which
most excellently embellishes it, is continuous perseverance in your good works).s
The Virgin is then presented with an embroidered gonel-la (tunic). In Byzantine
art, a liturgical garment, the dalmatic, was a feature of paintings of the Virgin and of
coronation ceremonial, and this was a forerunner of the tunic, normal wear for noble
ladies of the court.® In her discussion of royal garments in manuscript and artistic
sources, Marisa Astor Landete points to the use of brocades and velvets with
embroideries of royal insignia.” The embroidery on the Virgin’s tunic is not dissimilar
to that described by Astor Landete. It is “sembrada de liris e de brots de agnus
castus” (sprinkled with lilies and knots of agnus castus).® Embroidery was held in
high esteem in fashionable, as well as liturgical, garments; as Stella Mary Newton
notes, the “highest dignitaries of the Church and the state have always chosen to
appear on the most important and ceremoniously solemn occasions in clothing that
has depended for its magnificence on embroidery.” The emblems chosen in the
Vita Christi include lilies, traditionally associated with the Virgin Mary but also with
European royal families in the form of the fleur-de-lis. The embroidery with agnus
castus is more unusual. This plant (still known as “chaste tree”) has long been
associated with treatment of the female reproductive system.* It can be used for the
regulation of heavy menstrual periods or for controlling changes in the female body
atthe menopause. It was noted for its ability to preserve chastity; in the first century,
Pliny wrote in his Historia Naturalis that leaves of this plant scattered on the marital
bed had this effect."" Agnus castus grows in Spain and may have been one of the
remedies for female ailments grown by the nuns in their convent’s kitchen garden.
The cortapisa (decorative band) on the Virgin’s tunic is decorated ab singulars esmalts
(with extraordinary small enamelled plaques), showing the sorrows of the Virgin.'?

5 Miquel y Planas, Vita Christi, 1:183.

6 Manuel Trens, Marfa: iconografia de la Virgen en el arte espaiiol (Madrid: Editorial Plus-Ultra,
1947), 615.

7 Marisa Astor Landete, Indumentaria ¢ imagen: Valencia en los siglos XIV y XV, Coleccién “Estudis”
15 (Valencia: Ajuntament de Valgncia, 1999), 100-101.

8 Miquel y Planas, Vita Christi, 1:183.

9 Stella Mary Newton, Fashion in the Age of the Black Prince: A Study of the Years 1340-1365
(Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 1980), 21.

10 One modern summary of its uses appears at http://www.pfaf.org/database/
plants.php?Vitex+agnus-castus (accessed June 3, 2006}.

11 “Non multum a salice vitilium usu distat vitex, foliorum quoque adspectu, nisi odore gratior
esset. Graseci lygon vocant, alias agnon, quoniam matronae Thesmosphoriis atheniensium
castitatem custodientes his foliis cubitus sibi sternunt.” [The agnus castus is not very different
from the willow, either for its use in wickerwork or in the appearance of its leaves, but it has
a more pleasant smell. The Greeks call it lygos, sometimes, agnos, because the Athenian
matrons, preserving their chastity at Thesmophoria, strew their beds with its leaves.] Pliny,
Natural History, vol. 7, trans. W. H. S. Jones, Loeb Classical Library 393 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1956), book 24, section 38.

12 Miquel y Planas, Vita Christi, 1:183.
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