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The Phoenix of Mexico: Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz 
 

 

 Poet, dramatist, essayist, scholar: Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz was never among the countless 

women authors who toiled in obscurity, their writings either unappreciated or altogether unseen 

during their own lifetimes, only to be rediscovered and celebrated decades or centuries later.  Even 

among her contemporaries--those who gathered her works for publication and composed eulogies 

following her untimely death at the age of 43 in April  1695--she was revered as ñThe Phoenix of 

Mexicoò and ñThe Tenth Muse.ò  Today she is widely recognized as the most significant writer in 

Spanish-American colonial literature and is regarded as the first advocate for womenôs rights and 

education in the Western Hemisphere.  Indeed, some of her works are considered among the most 

important feminist writings of the 17th century, whether in Europe or the Americas.  Perhaps the 

best known of these is her Respuesta a Sor Filotea de la Cruz [Answer to Sister Filotea], written 

in 1691 in reply to a letter from the Bishop of Puebla, Manuel Fernández de Santa Cruz, who was 

writing under the pseudonym ñSor Filotea.ò  Both a memoir and an exposition, the Repuesta asserts 

that there is no justification for limiting a womanôs studies to devotional works, explaining instead  

her own commitment to writing and to the pursuit of knowledge in all fields.  Sor Juanaôs Repuesta 

was published in the posthumously appearing third volume of her works, Fama, y Obras, printed 

at Madrid in 1700 and quickly followed by editions printed at Lisbon and Barcelona in 1701.  Here 

we are pleased to offer a copy of the Barcelona Fama, y Obras in contemporary limp vellum.  All 

of these early editions are extremely rare, both in library holdings and in the trade--we locate 

no separate auction records for this Barcelona edition since 1951. 

 

 
 

 Juana Inés de la Cruz was born Juana Inés de Asbaje y Ramírez in the pueblo of San Miguel 

Nepantla, Tepetlixpa--a municipality on the southern outskirts of Mexico City--on November 12 

in either 1648 or 1651.  She was one of three children born out-of-wedlock to a middle class creole 

mother, Doña Isabel Ramírez de Santillana y Rendón, and a Spanish navy captain from the Canary 

Islands, Don Pedro Manuel de Asuaje y Vargas-Machuca.  Her father would play little role in her 

life, but her maternal grandfather leased a nearby estate in Amecameca, where she and her mother 

spent much of her childhood.  From a young age, Juana Inés had unfettered access to the volumes 

in her grandfatherôs library, a privilege rarely extended to girls in colonial Mexico.  Contemporary 

sources suggest that she could read and write in Latin by the age of three, practice accounting by 

age five, and had learned Greek logic by early in her adolescence.  Her grandfather died when she 

was eight, after which she was sent to Mexico City to live with a maternal aunt.  She continued to 

study privately, unable to attend university because of her sex, and at the age of 16 was presented 

to the court of the Viceroy Marquis de Mancera, who admitted her to the service of his wife.  The 

following year, he convened a panel of scholars to test her intelligence; her remarkable display of 

knowledge and erudition soon became known throughout Mexico. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Don_(honorific)
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 Although her intelligence and beauty drew attention at court, with numerous suitors seeking 

her hand in marriage, Juana Inés declined them all, knowing full well that to become a wife and to 

assume the domestic duties that entailed would curtail a life of writing and scholarship.  Instead 

she took the only other option available and entered the Convent of the Discalced Carmelites of 

St. Joseph, where she remained for a few months.  Then in 1669, at the age of about 20, she joined 

the Convent of the Order of St. Jérôme, where she remained for the rest of her life.  As a cloistered 

nun, Sor Juana--who by now had taken the name ñde la Cruz,ò likely in recognition of Sor Juana 

de la Cruz Vázquez y Gutiérrez (1481-1534), one of the very few Catholic women granted a formal 

dispensation to preach--was not permitted to leave the grounds of St. Jérôme.  However,  she could 

have visitors come to her, and she soon began hosting regular literary salons in her own rooms that 

brought together the members of New Spain's female intellectual elite.  Her private library, among 

the largest in the Western Hemisphere, came to hold more than 4000 volumes and also boasted an 

impressive collection of musical and scientific instruments and maps. 

 

 And she began to write.  Sor Juana had long composed poetry and plays--she is reported to 

have written a poem on the Eucharist at the age of eight--but she now devoted herself to writing 

across a range of literary genres: poetry, drama, essays, and religious texts for ceremonies at the 

convent school where she taught.  Her work was widely circulated, and through the influence of 

her friends and patrons, the Viceroy Marqués de la Laguna and his wife María Luisa, Condesa de 

Paredes (to whom Sor Juana addressed several apparent love poems), some of these works were 

published in Madrid.  The viceroy and his wife would serve as Sor Juanaôs patrons and protectors 

from the time of their arrival at Mexico City in 1680 through their return to Spain in 1688.  During 

these years, her writing came to express a personal political philosophy that modern scholars liken 

to a ñfeminist theologyò (Kirk 1998:77).  As Pamela Kirk notes, Sor Juana: 

 

  [takes] advantage of material of traditional Mariology and popular devotion to  

  create a religious symbolic system that has at its center a female figure of power  

  and radiance, nearly a goddess....Some of Sor Juana's rhetorical strategies, as  

  well as her selection of those qualities of Mary's personality and aspects of the  

  tradition of her cult which correspond to contemporary feminists' analysis of  

  feminine gendered speech, create openings in traditional language about God to  

  a degree too remarkable to be purely accidental....[S]he is part of a theological  

  tradition which exalts Mary and emphasizes her power [1998:59-60]. 

 

Yet despite the renown that Sor Juana had achieved in both the secular intellectual circles of New 

Spain and at the Spanish court in Madrid, the Church was not nearly so enamored with her growing 

reputation or with the political philosophy expressed in her work.  When the viceroy and his wife 

returned to Spain in 1688, all of Sor Juanaôs vulnerabilities would be exposed. 

 

 In 1690, at one of the salon-like gatherings in her convent rooms, Sor Juana made a powerful 

argument against a 40-year-old sermon by the famous Jesuit preacher António Vieira.  Among her 

guests was Manuel Fernández de Santa Cruz, Bishop of Puebla, who was intrigued by her rebuttal 

and asked her to present it to him in the form of a letter.  When she complied, he published it that 

November with neither her knowledge nor permission as Carta Athenagórica (Letter Worthy of 

Athena), followed by his own rebuke of her writings (under the pseudonym ñSor Filoteaò).  Here 

he wrote that--as a woman--she should abandon her secular, scholarly interests and devote herself  
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to prayer.  The following year, Sor Juana responded with her now iconic Repuesta, which would 

not appear in print until 1700.  As Lisa D. Powell observes: 

 

  La Respuesta is best known as Sor Juanaôs defense of womenôs equal  

  intelligence and right to study.  She makes an extended argument not only  

  for her own God-given love of learning but also for the importance of the  

  education of women.  To build her case, she uses an exegesis of Pauline  

  texts traditionally used to silence women; her own life story of an innate  

  desire to learn; philosophical arguments based on the interrelated nature of  

  all knowledge culminating in theology; historical arguments cataloging a list  

  of women leaders and thinkers from a variety of sources, eras, and contexts;  

  as well as an array of rhetorical arts [2011:14]. 

 

Nothing like Sor Juanaôs Repuesta had ever appeared in the Americas, and perhaps in the entirety 

of the Spanish-speaking world.  Electra Arenal and Amanda Powell identify it as ñ[a] fundamental 

work in Western feminismò (2009:xvii).  It was here that she explained her quest for knowledge 

while simultaneously accepting its cost: 

 

  I do confess that the trial I have undergone has been beyond all telling; and 

  thus I cannot confirm what I have, with envy, heard others say: that learning 

  has cost them no drudgery.  How lucky they are!  For me, it has not been 

  knowledge (for I still know nothing) but the desire to know that has cost me 

  so dear that I might truly say, like my good Father St. Jerome (though not with 

    the benefit he offers): ñWhat efforts I spent on that task, what difficulties I had 

    to face, how often I despaired, how often I gave up and then in my eagerness to  

    learn began again, my own knowledge can witness from personal experience, 

    and those can testify who were living with me.ò  Save for the mention of 

    companions and witnesses (for I have lacked even this mitigation), I can in all 

    truth affirm the rest of his words.  And to think that this, my wicked inclination, 

    should be such, that it has vanquished all before it! [2009:61]. 

 

 For all of its rhetorical brilliance, Sor Juanaôs Repuesta would be her downfall.  Although 

her final years remain something of a mystery, it does seem clear that in 1694 the Church patriarchy 

compelled Sor Juana to sell her precious library and donate its proceeds to the poor.  We will never 

know how she might have responded to this loss--only a year later, in 1695, plague struck Mexico 

City and breached the walls of the Convent of the Order of St. Jérôme.  Sor Juana became ill while 

treating her fellow nuns and died herself on April 17. 

 

 Nearly all of the works for which Sor Juana is remembered today were gathered in three 

volumes published separately in 1689 (Madrid), 1691 (Seville), and 1700 (Madrid).  Each of these 

was followed by subsequent editions issued across Spain and Portugal--as many as 19 appeared in 

a half-dozen cities by 1725--and a complete set of all three collected works was issued in Madrid 

in 1714-1715.  The 1700 Madrid edition of Vol. III, published posthumously as Fama, y Obras 

Posthumas del Fenix de Mexico, was the first to include Repuesta and also contained an engraved 

portrait of the author (apparently not issued with all copies) not found in any other edition.  It was 

immediately followed by the Lisbon and Barcelona editions in 1701, neither of which included the  
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portrait.  Any editions of Volumes I, II, and III published prior to the 1714-15 collected works are 

quite scarce in commerce.  Focusing on Vol. III, we trace since 1950 only three copies of the 1700 

Madrid issue, one of the 1701 Lisbon issue, and one of the 1701 Barcelona issue, a rare example 

of which we are pleased to offer here.  All three copies of the Madrid issue appeared at auction in 

recent years: a complete copy with the portrait brought $81,250 at Swann in 2021, while another 

made $52,920 at Christies in 2023; a copy containing the portrait but lacking the final leaf made 

$33,000 at Addison and Sarova in 2022 and was later offered in the trade for $60,000.  A copy of 

the Lisbon issue was also recently offered in the trade at $30,000.  No separate copy of the 1701 

Barcelona edition has appeared at auction or in the trade since 1951, although a copy was included 

in a mixed set of all three volumes that made $50,000 at Swann in 2021.  OCLC lists only seven 

copies in US libraries: Clements, Newberry, NYPL, Texas, Bancroft, Stanford, and BYU.  A rare 

and very early edition of Americaôs first feminist manifesto. 

 

Relevant sources: 

Arenal, Electa and Amanda Powell, editors and translators 

2009  The Answer / La Respuesta (Expanded Edition): Including Sor Filotea's Letter and New  

          Selected Poems.  The Feminist Press at the City University of New Yok, New York. 

Kirk, Pamela 

1998  Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz: Religion, Art, and Feminism.  Continuum Publishing  

          Company, New York. 

Powell, Lisa D. 

2011  Sor Juana's Critique of Theological Arrogance.  Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion  

          27(2):11-30. 

Thomas, George Antony 

2009  The Queen's Two Bodies: Sor Juana and New Spain's Vicereines.  Hispania 92(3):417-429. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

[Spanish America--Early Literature and Feminism].  FAMA, Y OBRAS POSTHUMAS, TOMO 

TERCERO, DEL FENIX DE MEXICO, Y DEZIMA MUSA, POETISA DE LA AMERICA, SOR 

JUANA INES DE LA CRUZ, RELIGIOSA PROFESSA EN EL CONVENTO DE SAN 

GERONIMO, DE LA IMPERIAL CIUDAD DE MEXICO.  En Barzelona: por Rafael Figarò. Año 

de M.DCCI [1701].  [132], 212, [3] pp.  Small 4to (20 cm).  First Barcelona edition.  Bound in 

contemporary Spanish vellum with traces of two leather ties, title inked on spine.  Vellum covers 

worn with tear at base of spine, textblock coming detached.  Front endpaper worn and creased with 

light wear and creasing to title page; title page printed in black within typographic border, woodcut 

head and tail pieces throughout; published without frontis. portrait found in some copies of 1700 

Madrid edition; textblock quite clean and sound.  Overall about very good. 

 

1.  $20,000. 
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Elbridge Gerry Writes from the Continental Congress in June 1776 
 

 

 By June 1776, the Second Continental Congress had been seated at Philadelphia for more 

than a year, having convened the previous May just three weeks after the Battles of Lexington and 

Concord.  Throughout that time, as a local uprising exploded to encompass much of British North 

America, they had overseen a rebellion that pitted their united thirteen colonies against the worldôs 

most powerful empire.  Their continued resistance, led in the field by General Washington, was 

no small miracle.  Yet they knew that without foreign allies there could be no hope of victory, and 

that there could be no hope of foreign allies as long as European monarchs viewed the struggle as 

one of mere colonies against the British Crown.  On May 10, 1776, Congress passed a resolution 

recommending that any colony with a government not inclined toward independence should form 

one that was.  On May 15, John Adams added a preamble calling for the authority of the Crown to 

be suppressed in any colonial government that still drew its own authority from the Crown.  That 

same day, the Fifth Virginia Convention empowered its delegates to propose independence, and 

on June 7, Richard Henry Lee offered such a resolution to the Congress.  Four days later, Congress 

appointed the Committee of Five to draft a Declaration of Independence.  Elbridge Gerry, delegate 

from Massachusetts, wrote this 4-page letter to his friend, John Wendell, on June 21, while Thomas 

Jefferson was drafting their declaration.  Days away from signing the most important document 

in political history, Gerry  alludes to the justness of Americaôs line of conduct in pursuing 

independence and discusses his philosophy of public service. 

  

 
 

 Elbridge Gerry--born to a family of wealthy North Shore merchants on July 17, 1744, in 

Marblehead, Massachusetts--enjoyed one of the longest and most successful political careers of 

any Founding Father: he was a merchant and diplomat; a delegate to the Continental Congress; a 

delegate to the Confederation Congress; a member of the U. S. House of Representatives; the 9th 

governor of Massachusetts; and finally, under President James Madison, the 5th vice-president of 

the United States, in which position he died on November 23, 1814.  Gerry had received his AM 

from Harvard as a young man of 21 in 1765, then joined his fatherôs mercantile business.  In 1772 

he launched his political career with election to the Massachusetts Bay legislative assembly, and 

when rebellion took root in Massachusetts just two years later he won a seat in the Massachusetts 

Provisional Congress.  Through the early months of the Revolution, Gerry supplied the fledgling 

Continental Army with a wide range of munitions and field supplies, and in February 1776 began 

representing Massachusetts as a delegate in the Second Continental Congress, a position he held 

until 1780.  As a delegate, Gerry favored limited central government and continued civilian control 

of the military.  He was also one of the most vocal and effective advocates for the Declaration of 

Independence, convincing several other delegates to support its passage during the congressional 

debates that unfolded in the summer of 1776.  No less a patriot than fellow Massachusetts delegate 

John Adams would write of him--in a letter to James Warren dated July 15, just two weeks after 

the Declarationôs passage--that "If every Man here was a Gerry, the Liberties of America would 

be safe against the Gates of Earth and Hellò (in Hatfield 1997:64). 
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 In this letter of June 21, 1776, Gerry writes to his friend and long-time correspondent John 

Wendell (1731-1808) of Portsmouth, New Hampshire.  Wendell was born in Boston, and like the 

younger Gerry, was from a line of wealthy merchants and received his education at Harvard.  After 

earning his degree in 1750, he moved to Portsmouth and soon established himself as a successful 

real estate lawyer with extensive land holdings.  And as the seeds of revolution began to take root 

in New England during the early 1770s, he likewise threw in with the patriot cause.  Here Gerry 

responds to a letter from Wendell that must have referenced the protest of opposition figures in the 

British Parliament--members of the Chatham and Rockingham factions such as Charles James Fox 

and Edmund Burke--who favored reconciliation over the coercive colonial policies of King George 

III and the prime minister, Lord North.  Gerry writes: 

 

   Since my last of the 11th Instant your Favour of the 4th is come to Hand, &  

  I fully agree in the Opinion You enjoy of the Lords protest & of their Intention 

  in publishing the same. In this Way & by inserting in news Papers the Substance  

  of their Debates, have the Opposition in both Houses pointed out to America the  

  Line of Conduct proper for her to pursue since the Commencement of the present  

  Contest by the stamp act, & by comparing these with Events We shall find that  

  the Colonies have judiciously improved the salutary Hints. 

 

 Much of the opposition in Parliament explicitly blamed Northôs government for sparking 

colonial outrage.  Fox, for instance, had responded after Parliamentôs December 1775 passage of 

the Prohibitory Act, which cut off all trade with the colonies, that ñIt puts us in a complete state of 

war with Americaò (in Thomas 1991:302).  Rockingham himself went even further: ñIf an arbitrary 

Military Force is to govern one part of this large Empire, I think & fear if it succeeds, it will not 

be long before the whole of this Empire will be brought under a similar Thraldomò (in OôGorman 

1998:111).  What Gerry suggests to Wendell is that in publishing the details of their parliamentary 

debates in newspapers--debates containing powerful statements against tyranny and oppression 

certain to be read by American colonists--this opposition had ñpointed out to America the Line of 

Conduct proper for her to pursue since the Commencement of the present Contest,ò up to and even 

including revolution.  In this brief but  remarkable passage, written as Jefferson was drafting 

the Declaration of Independence, Gerry explains how the oppositionôs support in Parliament 

had buttressed congressional resolve in breaking with England. 

 

 Next Gerry turns to Wendellôs request for his assistance in gaining appointment as vendue 

master in New Hampshire.  Vendue masters were colonial officials responsible for selling goods 

and real estate at auction, often the property of loyalists who were forced to sell their possessions 

or whose belongings were confiscated by American forces.  Gerry tempers Wendellôs expectations 

somewhat, noting that if Wendell believes he was authorized as such by General Washington prior 

to congressional regulations, then he should reapply to the General and have Washington refer him 

to Congress.  Gerry promised to mention Wendellôs name to the New Hampshire delegation when 

the time was appropriate, but would only ñpress the Matter as far as it will  be prudent to interfere 

in the affairs of a Sister Colony.ò  He writes: 

 

   I wrote You my Sentiments with Respect to the Appointment of Vendue  

 Master, since which I find the Business is loosely conducted & that the  

 Continental Agent under the Direction of the marine Board is to make sd  
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  Appointmt  If Mr. Wendell thinks himself authorized as an agent established by  

  the Commander in chief previous to the Continental Regulations of the  

  Admiralty, to make a temporary provission in that office untill Congress shall  

  confirm him agent for the Colony or supersede him by a new Appointment, my  

  Sentiments were that your Business or Intention of obtaining the Office would  

  be best accomplished by applying to him & I am still of the same Opinion as  

  I see no Impropriety at present in the Measure. Indeed Mr Wendell may think  

  himself unsafe in adopting this Method without consulting General Washington,  

  & be thus referred to Congress, & in this Case an Agent must be first nominated  

  by the New Hampshire Delegates to the marine Board & appointed by Congress  

  before the former can proceed to recommend to the Agent a suitable person as  

  Vendue Master. When your Delegates shall have adopted this Measure I shall  

  then mention You to the Members of the Board & press the Matter as far as it  

  will be prudent to interfere in the affairs of a Sister Colony. 

 

 Finally, Gerry responds to an apparent offer from Wendell to share in whatever benefits or 

profits come his way if appointed to the vendue master position.  Gerry firmly but tactfully rejects 

the seeming quid pro quo, but creates from the moment an opportunity to elaborate his philosophy 

of fair government, outlining the public servantôs responsibility to the public good: 

 

    I observe what You propose relative to sharing any genteel place which I  

   can procure for you, but at the same time that the principles from which yr  

   proposal be made may be founded in Generosity, yet I cannot reconcile it to  

   my Ideas of Justice & Honor to accept the Offer. The Trust reposed in me by  

   the public was for the purpose of promoting the public Good, & the Salus  

   populi is the object at which alone I mean to aim in conducting the Affairs of  

   the public. If then an Business or Act is to be done in the Executive Department  

   for which a Reward is to be granted, that Reward is always in a just Government  

   determined previous to the Appointment of the Officer (unless prevented by the  

   Hurry of Business or other particular Reasons) & made adequate to the Services  

   to be done as well or equal on the part of the Government; & whenever this is  

   not the Case either the Officer or the people is injudiciously injured or wilfully 

   defrauded by the Government, And the Error ought to be rectified when the  

   Discovery is made. If the Reward granted is only adequate to the Services of the  

   officer in the Discharge of his Trust, surely it is inconsistent with Justice to  

   deprive him of any Part thereof from a Consideration that the person so depriving  

   him, had in the Discharge of his own Trust proposed him as a Candidate for the  

   office to which he was afterwards appointed. If on the other Hand the Reward  

   granted exceeds the Services of the officer because he but partially discharges his  

   Duty, it is inconsistent with the principles of Honor as it appears to me to support 

   him longer in office, since the public must be injured by Continuing him therein.  

   If then any agreable Appointment is to be made in which You can serve the  

   public & benefit yourself, I shall think it justifiable so far to indulge Friendship  

   as to propose You for the Office, & shall consider the Advantages accruing  

   from the same to be as justly your due as any Estate or Interest which is now in  

   your own possession [emphasis added]. 
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 This extraordinary passage, composed at the beginning of Gerryôs long and distinguished 

career in government, offers a vision of public service with little precedent in his own day and that 

likewise seems at odds with our experience today.  Gerry argues that the business of those in public 

service, no more and no less, is the salus populi--the welfare of the people.  Individual holders of 

office must subsume their personal interests to the public interests, and Gerry suggests that it is 

antithetical to the public good for officeholders to take payment in return for securing anotherôs 

appointment.  If a new appointee proves suited to the work, then they deserve to receive the full 

profit of their labors; if unsuited, then they should not continue long in the position. 

 

 Elbridge Gerry was a prolific correspondent, and among Declaration signers his letters are 

not greatly valued for his autograph alone.  Yet exceptional letters such as this, dated less than two 

weeks before he and his fellow delegates ratified the Declaration and containing important content 

regarding both the march toward independence and the role of government in promoting the public 

good, are rarely available in commerce.  Only a single 1776 letter by Gerry has appeared at auction 

in nearly a century: specifically discussing the Declaration and dated July 8, 1776, it made $37,500 

at Christies in 2015.  A pair of 1776 letters were sold at Anderson Galleries in 1927: the first, dated 

September 6 and also addressed to John Wendell, brought $700, while the second, to an unnamed 

recipient and dated November 26, brought $575; Rosenbach later offered both in his monumental 

1949 History of America in Documents catalogue at $850 and $650, respectively (approximately 

$40,375 and $30,875 per RBH current estimate calculator).  This letter was published in Letters of 

Delegates to Congress, 1774-1789, Vol. 4.  A step on the path to Independence. 

 

Relevant sources: 

Hatfield, Mark O. 

1997  Vice Presidents of the United States 1789-1993.  Edited by Wendy Wolff.   U. S.  

          Government Printing Office, Washington, D. C. 

OôGorman, Frank 

1998  The Parliamentary Opposition to the Governmentôs American Policy, 1860-1782.  In  

          Britain and the American Revolution, edited by H. T. Dickenson, pp. 97-123.  Routledge  

          Press, London. 

Thomas, Peter D. G. 

1991  Tea Party to Independence: The Third Phase of the American Revolution, 1773-1776.   

          Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

[Founding Fathers--American Revolution].  Elbridge Gerry.  [AUTOGRAPH LETTER SIGNED 

FROM CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATE ELBRIDGE GERRY TO JOHN WENDELL, SENT 

FROM PHILADELPHIA AND DATED JUST TWO WEEKS BEFORE GERRY SIGNED THE 

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE].  Philadelphia, June 21, 1776.  [4] pp. (approximately 

650 words), on a folded 4to sheet.  Old fold lines, light edge wear and small pin holes at folds, not 

affecting words or legibility.  Overall very good. 

 

2.  $25,000. 
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Aristotleôs Master-Piece: The First Sex Manual Published in America 
 

 

 Probably no other work in the English language was so popular for so long despite being 

sold almost exclusively on the sly, whether in bars and taverns, by itinerant peddlers and in frontier 

general stores, or from under the counter at respectable bookshops and printing offices.  Often it 

was banned outright.  Yet Aristotleôs Master-Piece (neither by Aristotle nor, by most standards, a 

masterpiece) went through more than 250 known editions across two centuries in Great Britan and 

the United States.  More editions were likely unrecorded and lost.  In any case, it was indisputably 

the best selling work on sex and reproduction on either side of the Atlantic, from the first recorded 

edition published at London in 1684 through issues sold in sex shops well into the 1930s.  No one 

knows who wrote the Master-Piece--its anonymous óauthorô compiled it from a number of popular 

medical works--and its text was more or less unchanged from century to century, though the parts 

were periodically rearranged.  On the one hand, Aristotleôs Master-Piece was a practical guide to 

pregnancy and childbirth, containing a wide range of facts and folklore intended for midwives.  On 

the other, and this ensured its blockbuster status, it was a manual describing womenôs bodies and 

providing clear advice about sex.  As Mary Fissell writes, ñthe huge numbers of editions and the 

frequency of references to it suggest that this book provided a kind of sex education to the masses 

long before the concept of sex education was inventedò (2015).  All early editions of Aristotleôs 

Master-Piece are rare (those printed before 1720 in Britain and before 1800 in America), and 

we offer here a very nice example of the second New York edition of 1793. 
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 Although a number of more learned, if not scientific, guides to midwifery and the female 

anatomy appeared in Britain throughout the 18th century, few of these became widely available in 

the colonies, such that the unabashedly vernacular Master-Piece retained its popularity with little 

competition.  In one notable episode, which unfolded at Northampton, Massachusetts, in 1744, the 

famed revivalist Jonathan Edwards learned that a group of young men had acquired a copy of the 

book and were using it to harass young women in the parish with comments about female anatomy 

and menstrual cycles.  An outraged Edwards formed a committee to punish the boys, who seemed 

not in the least bit concerned--one even responded to questioning with a defiant ñI donôt care a 

turdò (Fissell 2003:78).  At first the parents supported their minister, but as Edwardsô investigation 

progressed and came to include calling out likely offenders in church, his own parishioners decided 

that it was not a very big deal after all and turned against him. 

 

 The first American edition of Aristotleôs Master-Piece appeared at Boston in 1766.  It was 

published by renowned colonial printer Zechariah Fowle, who used the alias Zechariah Feeling in 

its imprint, which he also gave a spurious London location (he was a respectable publisher, after 

all).  The next recorded American Master-Piece would not appear until 1788, when a New York 

edition was issued anonymously by the ñUnited Company of Flying Stationers.ò  This same printer 

or group of printers issued a second New York edition--and the third American--in 1793, a copy 

of which we offer here.  Dozens more American editions would follow.  Our copy is in its original 

binding of quarter-leather spine over plain, buff paper boards.  It is also complete with the woodcut 

frontispiece and seven in-text woodcut illustrations.  Per OCLC we trace about a dozen copies of 

this edition in institutional collections.  RBH offers only two auction records: a copy with the front 

board detached and edge damage to the frontis. brought $1875 at Doyle in 2013, while a copy in 

a chipped and worn binding made $3750 at Bonhams in 2014.  Ours is as attractive as one could 

ask of a work such as this, often read, used, and misused (...) to pieces. 

 

Relevant sources: 

Fissell, Mary E. 

2003  Hairy Women and Naked Truths: Gender and the Politics of Knowledge in ñAristotleôs  

          Masterpiece.ò  The William and Mary Quarterly 60(1):43-74. 

2015  When the Birds and the Bees Were Not Enough: Aristotleôs Masterpiece.  The Public  

          Domain Review (published online August 19, 2015). 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

[Early American--Midwifery and Sexuality].  ARISTOTLE'S MASTER-PIECE COMPLETED.  

IN TWO PARTS.  THE FIRST CONTAINING THE SECRETS OF GENERATION IN ALL 

THE PARTS THEREOF...THE SECOND PART BEING A PRIVATE LOOKING GLASS FOR 

THE FEMALE SEX...  Printed for the Company of Flying Stationers, New York, 1793.  Second 

New York edition.  v, [1 ], [7]-130 pp.  12mo (13 cm).  Woodcut frontis. and seven woodcut figures 

in text.  Original plain, paper-covered boards and 1/4 leather spine, spine with light wear, paper 

pealed on areas of rear board; light interior toning, marginal stain.  Very good. 

 

3.  $4000. 
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David Carson and the Berkshire Paper Mill of Dalton, Massachusetts 

  

 
 In the summer of 1799, a 22-year-old papermaker named Zenas Crane headed west from 

Worcester, Massachusetts--where he had learned his trade at the mill belonging to Major General 

Caleb Burbank--in search of a suitable place to establish a mill of his own.  He found it in Berkshire 

County near the small town of Dalton, on the other side of the Hoosac Mountains along the Upper 

Housatonic River.  The waters of the Housatonic were nearly free of mineral impurities, having a 

close chemical approximation to distilled water, and thus were ideal for washing pulp.  Forming a 

partnership with fellow papermaker, Henry Wiswell, and Daniel Gilbert, an old Boston friend of 

Craneôs family, he founded what came to be known as Berkshire Mill in 1801, the first paper mill 

west of the Connecticut River.  But in 1807 he sold his interest in the mill to Wiswell and opened 

a mercantile store (he would later return to papermaking).  That same year, the management of the 

mill was assumed by David Carson, a native of Albany, New York, who had learned the trade at 

Goshen before moving to Dalton about 1800 ñwith only his trade and a change of linenò (McGaw 

1987:39).  Carson was a partner in the business by 1810, then in 1814 he bought out the others to 

become sole owner of the Berkshire Paper Mill .  Berkshire County produced more paper than any 

other district in the United States by mid-century, and Carson was one of its leading citizens.  This 

day book records Carsonôs management of the Berkshire Mill during his time as a partner 

from 1811-1813, just before he assumed sole ownership.  It offers a rare, detailed view into the 

workings of an early and historically significant papermaking operation. 

 

 German immigrant William Rittenhouse built the first paper mill in America in 1690, along 

a tributary of Wissahickon Creek near Germantown, Pennsylvania.  For nearly forty years, he and 

his extended family were the only papermakers in the British colonies, and his descendants would 

produce fine paper at this location through the 1850s.  In 1729, bookbinder and bookseller Daniel  
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Henchman joined with several others to build New Englandôs first paper mill, located along the 

Neponset River at Milton, Massachusetts.  Dozens of small mills were scattered throughout the 

Atlantic colonies by the middle of the 18th century, all of which followed a relatively standardized 

papermaking practice.  The two essential ingredients for making paper were water and fiber; all 

early mills were therefore situated along streams, and all depended upon large quantities of cotton 

or linen rags (but also hemp and jute) for pulping into fiber.  Judith McGaw offers a succinct and 

clear description of the papermaking process and its spatial organization in the mill: 

 

   Paper making involves breaking down vegetable matter into cellulose  

  fiber; forming it into a thin, wet sheet; drying it; and when it is destined for  

  writing or printing, giving it a suitable surface. In the early nineteenth century  

  paper makers performed each of these steps in a different section or room of  

  the mill. In the rag room workers sorted and prepared the raw materials. In  

  the beater room or engine room, power-driven machinery washed and broke  

  down the rags into fiber. Craftsmen in the vat room formed the fiber into 

  sheets of paper. Other men and women hung the sheets up to dry in the dry  

  loft. In the size room, a workman applied a coating to make the sheets less  

  absorbent. Finally, employees of the finishing room smoothed the paper and 

  prepared it for shipping [1987:39-40]. 

 

Zenas Crane, Henry Wiswell, and David Carson had all been trained in these traditional production 

methods, which they immediately put into practice at Dalton. 

 

 
 

 Carsonôs day book runs from February 14, 1811, to May 19, 1813; his entries generally fill 

each side of 80 unnumbered leaves (laid paper with no watermark) for 160 pages.  The binding of 

marbled paper over boards with a quarter-leather spine is well-preserved and sound.  The greatest 

number of entries identify business with Henry Wiswell (either as Wiswell alone or as Wiswell 

and Carson).  This is surprising, as Bidwell (2013:123) notes that Wiswell had sold his partnership 

in the mill by 1810.  If he and Carson were no longer partners at Berkshire No. 1, then their business 

interests were still very closely intertwined.  Entries document expenses related to many stages of 

paper production, including: acquiring rags, linen, and cotton for paper; providing room and board  
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for mill hands (men and women are listed by name, along with days worked); purchasing wooden 

planks and bricks for the mill (the latter from Zenas Crane); repairs to the millôs machinery; and a 

range of other mill-related expenses.  There are also dozens of entries specifying the different kinds 

of paper produced at the mill, as well as the number of reams: ñsuperoyalò; ñsmall Royalò; No. 1 

vellum; No. 1 writing; No. 1 letter; No. 1 [fools?] cap; No. 1 Retrieve [?]; No. 1 cut; No. 2 folio 

post; No. 2 letter; No. 2 cap; No. 2 cut; No. 2 uncut; and wrap [wrapping paper].  By 1812 Carson 

also seems to have operated a store at the mill, and there are numerous entries for provisions such 

as pork, beef, potatoes, apples, corn, salt, sugar, tobacco, coffee, tea, spirits, rye, chocolate, and 

molasses, as well as merchandise like shoes, cloth, and spelling books. 

 

 Bidwell notes that by 1820 Carson employed four men, three boys, and five girls at his Old 

Berkshire Mill--perhaps including some of those whose boarding expenses are recorded in this day 

book--and that annually the mill made a range of papers: ñ200 reams of letter paper, 700 reams of 

writing grades, 100 reams of writing medium, and 1000 reams of medium printing and super royal 

printingò (2013:123-124).  Paper demand had decreased, however, especially for the higher quality 

grades, likely due to the Great Panic of 1819.  Yet Carson and his fellow Berkshire papermakers 

persevered, and by 1850 no fewer than 27 mills had been established in the county.  Carson would 

retire from making paper in 1849, turning management of the company over to his sons.  He moved 

to Pittsfield, where he became president of the Pittsfield Bank and died about a decade later at the 

age of 75 in 1858.  Carsonôs 1811-1813 day book offers a richly detailed record of papermaking 

at the first mill in western Massachusetts, a pioneering enterprise in New Englandôs manufacturing 

history.  Most primary source materials related to American papermaking, particularly from 

such an early date, are now in library  collections and rarely appear in commerce. 

 

Relevant sources: 

Bidwell, John 

2013  American Paper Mills, 1690-1832: A Directory of the Paper Trade, with Notes on  

          Products, Watermarks, Distribution Methods, and Manufacturing Techniques.  Dartmouth  

          College Press, Hanover, NH. 

McGaw, Judith A. 

1987  Most Wonderful Machine: Mechanization and Social Change in Berkshire Paper Making,  

          1801-1885.  Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ. 

Valente, A. J. 

2010  Rag Paper Manufacture in the United States, 1801-1900: A History, with Directories of  

          Mills and Owners.  McFarland & Co., Jefferson, NC. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

[New England--Early Paper Making]. David Carson. [MANUSCRIPT DAY BOOK OF DAVID 

CARSON, DOCUMENTING PRODUCTION AT THE FIRST PAPER MILL IN WESTERN 

MASSACHUSETTS].  Dalton, Massachusetts, February 1811-May 1813.  160 pp.  6 3/4 x 7 1/2 

in. (17 x 19 cm).  Marbled paper covered boards and 1/4 leather spine, edge wear, paper stripped 

from about 2/3 of rear board, minor exterior stains; interior with light foxing.  Very good. 

 

4.  $3000. 
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An Impressive Broadsheet: The First Calendario by El Pensador Mexicano 
 

 

 Late in 1811, during the midst of Mexicoôs War of Independence, José Joaquín Eugenio 

Fernández de Lizardi Gutiérrez found himself freed from jail in Mexico City with no home and no 

means save his pen for supporting a young and growing family.  Lizardi had published some of 

his writings before, mostly poems that he issued as pamphlets, to supplement the meager income 

he earned as a provincial officer in Taxco, a small town in Guerrero about 100 miles southwest of 

Mexico City.  Yet after running afoul of royalist forces in January 1811 and spending the next few 

months imprisoned, he would make his writing a vocation.  Over the next year he published about 

twenty lightly satirical poems as broadsheets and pamphlets and sold them on the street.  Then, in 

October 1812, when the Constitution of Cádiz granted limited freedom of the press throughout the 

Spanish Empire, he shifted to political journalism and published the first number of the periodical 

whose name he took as his pseudonym: El Pensador Mexicano (The Mexican Thinker).  From this 

platform, Lizardi would become a leading figure in Mexicoôs liberation movement, issuing more 

than 300 recorded pamphlets, editing four periodicals, and--most famously of all--writing Latin 

Americaôs first novel, El Periquillo Sarniento.  He also published four issues of a Calendario in 

1816, 1824, and 1825.  This rare copy of the Calendario y Prognostico for 1816, published as a 

broadsheet, is the earliest known example of his work in the genre and may have been issued as 

an insert in his 1816 Calednario Curioso.  It is one of two recorded examples. 

 

 
 

 Lizardi was born in Mexico City in 1776; his father was a physician who supplemented his 

income by writing, and his mother was the daughter of a Puebla bookseller.  When his father died 

unexpectedly in 1798, he left Colegio de San Ildefonso and entered the civil service at Taxco.  It 

was here in 1810, as the long and drawn out war for independence broke out across Mexico, that 

he came to the attention of both insurgent and loyalist factions.  Lizardi had ascended through the 

civil service ranks to the role of Teniente de Justica, the acting head of the local government, and 

when insurgent forces took Taxco in November, he turned over its armory to the rebels in the hope 

of sparing his city and its residents further bloodshed.  At the same time, he also passed information 

about rebel troop movements to the viceroy, Francisco Javier Venegas.  Nevertheless, Lizardi was 

arrested as a rebel sympathizer when royalists retook the city in January.  Only months later, after 

appealing to Venegas directly, were charges against him dropped.  Yet his post and home were not 

returned, and lacking other opportunities, he turned to his pen. 
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 In El Pensador Mexicano, his writing became more overtly political and regularly focused 

on the pressing conditions that pushed Mexico deeper into violence.  In the December 1812 issue 

he attacked the dictatorial policies of Venegas and his government, which landed him once again 

in prison.  Released seven months later with the installation of a new viceroy, he shifted his writing 

from journalism and explicit political commentary to fiction, and to the novel in particular.  Two 

years after his release, he produced El Periquillo Sarniento (The Mangy Parrot), issued in weekly 

installments through late 1816.  Widely recognized as the first Latin American novel, Periquillo 

is a picaresque that follows the adventures of Pedro Sarmiento, nicknamed ñthe mangy parrotò by 

his equally shabby friends.  But like many other novels written in the picaresque tradition, it is 

anything but apolitical.  Literary critic Jean Franco has described it as ña ferocious indictment of 

Spanish administration in Mexico: ignorance, superstition and corruption are seen to be its most 

notable characteristicsò (1969:34).  Indeed, the novelôs blistering critique of the Asiento--a contract 

between Spanish merchants and the Crown that perpetuated African slavery--led authorities to halt 

publication of its final chapters, which did not appear until several years after his death.  Over the 

next four years, during a period of renewed royalist censorship, Lizardi would complete three more 

novels and a collection of fables.  

 

 When the freedoms of the Constitution of Cádiz were reestablished in 1820, Lizardi turned 

again to journalism and immediately began issuing a periodical El Conductor Electrico, intended 

as a defense of the constitution and its liberal supporters against abuses by the clergy.  In 1821 he 

was briefly imprisoned yet again for writing a pamphlet that advocated Mexicoôs independence 

from Spain.  Upon his release he joined the insurgent forces of Agustín de Iturbide and continued 

to print pamphlets in support of independence.  Iturbide would triumphantly enter Mexico City in 

September, ending Spanish colonial rule once and for all, but Lizardi would find little peace in the 

newly proclaimed Mexican Empire.  He was excommunicated by the Church in 1822 for defending 

the rights of freemasons (although he was not a mason himself), and launched a series of pamphlet 

attacks against centralists in the provisional government.  He fought until the end for the Mexico 

of his republican ideals, and by this time that end was near.  Lizardi had contracted tuberculosis at 

some point in the previous decade, perhaps when jailed, and he died penniless in 1827.  He was 

buried in a pauperôs grave but had asked that his epitaph read: ñHere lie the ashes of the Mexican 

Thinker, who did the best he could for his countryò (Vogely 2004:xxvii).   

  

 This impressive broadsheet, Calendario y Pronostico del Pensador Mexicano, para el Año 

Bisexto de 1816, is the first calendario that Lizardi issued.  Both the recto and verso display the 

title printed at the top of the sheet and a central column flanked by three equal sized columns to its 

left and right.  The text of the title is divided on each side of the sheet, recto and verso, by a circular 

monogram, that of Jesus Christ on the recto and of Mary, Lady of Guadalupe, on the verso.  Below 

each of the two monograms is a short poem by Lizardi that does not appear elsewhere: the poem 

on the recto is titled ñDecima a San Felipe de Jesus,ò while that on the verso is ñDecima a Maria 

Santisima de Guadalupe.ò  Each of the twelve flanking columns is devoted to a specific month and 

opens with a clever, four-line poem about the month.  Here is Septemberôs, for example: 

 

         Este mes refrescará 

         el ambiente su calor. 

         Agua y granizo en rigor 

         del todo, no faltará. 
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Each poem is followed by that monthôs religious feast days and days of observance, with its lunar 

cycles indicated by woodcut moons.  All of the text on recto and verso is surrounded by a simple 

printerôs device.  Finally, there is an imprint on the verso, at the base of the central column, for the 

printshop of Doña Maria Fernandez de Jáuregui, one of the most prolific female printers in Mexico 

during the colonial period.  This would have been one of her last imprints, as the shop was sold 

and moved following her death in 1815. 

 

 All of Lizardiôs works published during his lifetime are quite scarce today, particularly in 

commerce.  This Calendario is among the scarcest.  We locate no other copies on OCLC, but we 

do trace a copy among the Mexican pamphlets in the Sutro Library, now housed at the California 

State Library.  In his discussion of newly discovered works by Lizardi located during cataloguing 

of the Sutro collection, Paul Radin--who led the WPAôs Sutro Library Project--suggests that it may 

have been issued as an insert in Lizardiôs 1816 Pronostico Curioso, the only known copy of which 

is located in the National Library of Chile (BNCH).  The BNCH catalogue entry makes no mention 

of an insert, however, so it is also quite likely that the broadsheet was issued separately.  There is 

no question, though, as to its rarity.  Radin transcribed its decimas to Jesus and Mary in his entry 

for the Sutro copy, ñSince there may be no other copy...in existenceò (1939:16).  The copy that 

we offer here is the first seen since, and may well be the only other.    

 

Relevant sources: 

Radin, Paul 

1939  Some Newly Discovered Poems and Pamphlets of J. J. Fern§ndez de Lizardi (El Pensador    

          Mexicano).  Prepared under the direction of Paul Radin.  Occasional Papers, Mexican  

          History Series, No. 1.  Sutro Branch, California State Library, San Francisco. 

Spell, Jefferson R. 

1927  Fernández de Lizardi as a Pamphleteer.  The Hispanic American Historical Review 7(1):104- 

          123. 

Vogely, Nancy 

2004  Introduction.  In The Mangy Parrot: The Life and Times of Pedro Sarmiento, Written by  

          Himself for His Children, by José Joaquín Eugenio Fernández de Lizardi Gutiérrez,  

          translated by David Frye, pp. xi-xxx.  Hackett Publishing Co., Indianapolis. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

[Mexico--Colonial Imprint].  José Joaquín Eugenio Fernández de Lizardi.  CALENDARIO Y 

PRONOSTICO DEL PENSADOR MEXICANO, PARA EL AÑO BISEXTO DE 1816.  En la 

Officina de Doña Maria Fernandez de Jáuregui, calle de Santo Domingo, Mexico City, 1816.  Con 

las licencias necesarias.  Broadsheet, oblong folio.  12 1/4 x 16 3/4 in. (31 x 42.5 cm).  Text on recto 

and verso in seven columns, all contained within a typographic rectangle.  Old folds, small pinhole 

at center fold, several very small scattered wormholes.  Very good. 

 

5.  $2500. 
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The Childôs Grammar, with Illustrations by Ohio Engraver Hugh Anderson  

 

 
 Prior to American Independence, practically all of the childrenôs books sold in the colonies 

were published in Great Britain, and among the bare handful of surviving titles that were printed 

locally, most were limited to religious subjects.  By the mid-1780s, a much wider range of books 

became available to American children, usually copied from British titles and published in the East 

Coast centers of Philadelphia, New York, and Boston.  As Americans and the printing press made 

their inexorable advance on the West, there was a noticeable lag in the appearance of childrenôs 

books and literature published along the frontier; for example, dôAlt® Welchôs classic Bibliography 

of American Childrenôs Books Printed Prior to 1821 (1972) lists no more than three or four titles 

printed and published in Cincinnati and Lexington, the cultural hubs of the American West.  Hugh 

Anderson was one of the first publishers of childrenôs books to locate to the west of the Allegheny 

Mountains.  He was also a talented engraver, and his works are well regarded for their charming 

and brightly hand-colored illustrations.  Between about 1830 and 1835, he published at least eight 

small, chapbook-style works in Cadiz, Ohio, a small town 60 miles west of Pittsburgh.  Rarely do 

any of these imprints appear in commerce--hardly a surprise, given that children in such a frontier 

setting must have read them to pieces.  This work, The Childôs Grammar, or English Grammar 

Illustrated, is the fifth known copy, complete in its original illustrated wraps . 
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