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The story of Susanna and the Elders is found in the thirteenth chapter of the Book of Daniel. The 

Bible describes her as a model of virtue, but in Renaissance paintings she was portrayed as a 

seductive nude whose resistance to the elders vanishes amidst attributes of Venus. The biblical 

narrative is transformed in the popular imagination, as the image of a pearl-bedecked 

exhibitionist is superimposed onto the story of the pious, unjustly accused Susanna. The 

influence of this visual tradition is felt in early modern Spanish plays that adapt the Susanna 

story: while they ostensibly recount persecuted innocence, they also avail themselves of the 

opportunity to stage a partially undressed woman. This paper examines Las maravillas de 

Babilonia by Guillén de Castro, which adapts the Susanna story very freely. During the bath 

scene, Susanna threatens to beat the elders with a tree branch, a refreshing display of agency for 

the normally passive character. But Susanna’s self assertion is juxtaposed with the display of the 

actress’s body;  the stage directions specify  that she “remove as much clothing as possible.” The 

play illustrated Susanna’s chastity and resistance in new, more emphatic ways, protesting the 

counter-narrative suggested in art. Nevertheless, that visual narrative and the trace of Venus is 

too pervasive for the play to erase it completely.  Castro lays bare the competing claims in 

history plays seeking to reinscribe saintly female figures of the remote past.  Recent scholarship 

has documented the feminist historiography of Sor Juana and other women writers who used 

historical exemplars in order to defend the education of early modern women.  This paper will 

analyze Castro’s far more contradictory recycling of the exemplary female, and the very different 

gender discourse his reinscription proposes. 

  
 


