
2 0 8 R E V IE W S 
C

e r va n tes 

wet nu rsin g rec eives ful l attentio n based on do cum ented hi stor ica l ,  r el i g ious i 
moralis tic, and medical sources, to explain t h e  s ymb olic, so cio- c u ltu ra l ,  eco ­
n o rnic , and lite rary signifi canc e o f  lactation and t he use of paid w e t  nurses .  
While mot her s who chose not to bre ast feed th eir child ren we r e  unif ormly 
con demn ed by canonical earl y modern s cientists , d o c tor s, and mor a lists from 

Jua n Luis Vives a nd Antonio d e  Guevara to fra y Luis d e  León, th e ir wr i ti ng s 

also d em on strate "u na acusad a animadve rsión h acia l as a m as de las qu e s e 

c ritic a su ap ariencia, ca rácter , pri ncipios, m oral , fa lta de instruc c i ó n  y po­
bre zá' (236) . Wet nurses wer e also consi dered  to b e  bad mo th e rs, since- it 
was sa id-the y aban doned or e ven kill ed t heir own babie s to n urse thos e o f  
oth e rs. Alca lá Galán poi nts ou t the ma ny co ntra dictions fac ed by w omen 

with respect to lact ation. Royal w omen cou ld not b r e astfeed b eca use they 
were e xp ected t o  be always sex ua lly avai lable to t heir hus ba nd s and to con ­
tinually pr oduce heir s and spar es at a ti me w hen c hil dren often did no t li ve to 
ad ulthood. H ow ever , mora li sts insiste d that m ot h er s br e astf e ed t o  avoid th e 
contaminat ion of wet nurses ' suppos ed infe rior mi lk. 1his c hapte r is e xtrao r ­
d inarily ri ch in documentat i on sur roun di ng w et nu rses w ho were e mp loye d 

by farn ilies o f ali social rank s, from r oy a lty and no bil ity t o  t he lower cla s ses .  
B e ca use they '' ind ir ect amen te usur pan el lugar de la m adre en el iln ag inario 

de su ti em po " (2 5 1) ,  all were treated wi th susp icion and the brea s tm ilk they 
sol d was the easily rep lac eable p rod uct to w hi ch th ey we re red uce d: " Re baj a r  

a l as amas, c o nvertirl as en vacas o anim ale s que p ro d uc e n le che , c omp ararlas 

c on el gan ad o, supone u na combin ación de cl asis mo y misogi nia que e s  fácil 
de ejecutar e n  s ujetos tan humilde s pero que, p or definici ón, co nlleva una 
sube sti m ación de todas las mujeres al su p o ne r el d e s p r e ci o d e l a v e rti e nte 
c o r poral y bio l ó gica de la matern i da d" (2 57) . 

P erh aps the su bj ect cxamin ed in thi s book a bout whic h we know th e 
leas t  is che h istory an d prevale nce of ch ild aban don m ent an d inf an t ici de in 
ea rly mode rn Sp ain, a pro blem w hose numb ers are t ru ly chil ling and the 
f acts horrif ic. En ormous numbers of newbor ns , wheth er illegi t imate or sim­
pl y offs pring of t he abj ect poor, wer e ab andon ed outd oors w ithou t pro

te ction 

from th e elements a r  at the d oors of foun dli ng ho mes wher e th ey would be 
ne gle cted, mi stre ated, and ofi:en star v ed d u e to the ins ufficient av ailab il ity of 
amas d e  inclusa, t he most m eagerly paid of all  w et nu rses. The se chil d ren of a 
so -called Chr istian s ociety , as A lcalá Galán po ints o ut , rar ely su r v ived : "creo 
que e xiste una deud a h acia esos inc onta bl es ni ños y ni ñas qu e f u ero n en­
gull idos po r un sistema de be nefice ncia pro fun da m ent e negl igent e q u e  pudo 
e x i s ti r g r aci a

s a l a h i p o c re s ía d e u n a s o ci e d a d p a ra l a q u e l o s h i j o s d e la de-
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s h o nr a y de la mis e r i
a 
n o t e n ía n v alo r" (2 86). Such a re the co ncluding words of a n  a u t ho r  pro fo

u n dly c o mm itte d to her subject matter, rather than those 
o f  a di s i n t e r es t e d t h

eo r e ti cia n. One c a n only sa y b ravo! For ea rly mode rn Spa ni s
h l it er a t ur e s t

u
die s , t he s c rup ulou sly r esea rched data p rovided in this chapt e r s he d e ss e nt

ial ligl1 t o n a ba n d o ne d children such a
s 

the protagoni s ts o f  C
e r v an t

e s 's Pe d
ro

de Ur de m a las a nd "La tía fingida " a
s 

well a
s 

Gracia in Za yas
's "E l p r e ve nid o , e nga ña d o , " a m ong many othe r litera ry expósítos . This i

n v
ig o ra t i ng bo o k c o n c l ud es w ith a pcnetrating examination ofCe r v an t e s

's "L a s e ñ
o r a Co r n e lia , " a no vel th a t brings togeth e r al l the themes 

t r e a t e d p r e v i o u sl y, fro m illeg i ti m a te bi rth , forced marriag e and compulso ry 
m at er nity to lac t a tio n, w c t n u r s

es ,  a n d child abandonment , "desd e e l  denom­
i n a do r co m ún d e  la v ul n e r a bilid a d 

e
x i s t

e
ncia l d e  l a  muj e r y l a  precarieda d de 

s u v al
o
r 

e
n r ela c ión c o n l os v a lo r e s  s ociale s d e  l a  honra " (2 92 ) . Comrnen ting e x plic i tl y o n th

e 

bi o logic al as p e ct s o f  childb in h an d taboo s regardin g the p o st p a rt
u

m pe r io d, Alc al á Ga lá n' s a n aly si s re s olve s th e enigma s regardin g why , f o r e x a m ple , Co rn
e

li a a tt e m pt s to br e a s tfe e d  a n  abandone d b ab y bu t n o t he r 
ow n , an d t h e D uqu e de Fe rr a r a' s tr u e rn o t ivation s i n  fulfillin g hi s promise o f  m a r r ia g e  to Ca m

elia , t h e w o m a n h e  ha s dishonored . Ultimatel y, Alcal á Galá n r e v e al s the s o r d i d t ru t h s  a n d th e tr u e exempla ri ty behin d thi s impr ob ­
a b

l e fa ir y t a le . "Co n e s ta  c a rga n a ce m o s la s m ujer e s " i s a p o w e rfu l an d timel y s t ud y, c orn in g a t a tim e w he n w orn en '
s 

bodil y auto nom y an d repro ductiv e 
f re e do m a r e o n c e a

g
ai n u n de r t hr e at .  Oft e n shockin g i n  it s r evelation s ,  i t

u n lo c k s t h e his to r y  o f t h e  s u b  ju gatio n o f  wome n an d give s voic e t o  th e vas t n u m be r s o f  i n v is i b
l e 

wo m e n i n  r
e

a l H e  an d i n  fictio n wh o s truggle d unde r 
r h e c on s t r a in ts im p o

s e d b y  l on g s
ta n din g mi so gynist ic attitud es towards the i rbo di

e s . El
e

ga nt l y w rit t en a nd a c c e ss ibl e, it p rovid es abundant rneticulo us  in ­for m a ti on re g a r
din g th e  f

e
m al e b od y  as it w a s utilize d, denigrate d , symbo l ­i ze d , m a n i p u l a t

e
d, a n d m is i nte r p r e r

e
d b y me n i n earl

y moder n Spa i n. Th e 
s u bj e c t m a t te r ma y 

dis c o m f o r t  r e
ade rs at time s, f or examp le whe n learnin g a b o ut t he plig ht o f a b and o n

e
d ba bi

e
s . No netheles s, th is is a n  indispensab l ebo o

k to u n de rs
t a nd t h e r e a l it i es b

e
h in d rhe fiction a l depiction ofwome n an d the i r bo d ie s , a n

d it illu m in at c s e v e n funh er ho w Cerva n tes is bo th a produ c t 
o fh i s ti m e , a

s 
w ell a

s a su r p ri si ng ly s ub tle p o rtr ay e r of worne n . 
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