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HE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH POET aNd maRTYR ST. RObERT SOUTHwELL 
produced writings which emanate from a vision which unites biblical, patristic, medieval, and Jesuit 
traditions into one interdependent whole.  Southwell wrote during an age of  intense political division 
and religious controversy, and his poetry and prose distinguish themselves as confidently rooted in an 
unbroken tradition going back to the primitive Church.  From his deep personal commitment to his 

vocation in the Society of  Jesus (as revealed in his early Spiritual Exercises and devotions, 1578-86),1 
to his affirmations of  his vision in his “Letter to Sir Robert Cecil” (April 6, 1593, his last writing, sent 

from the Tower),2 and his final statements prior to his martyrdom at Tyburn in 1595,3 Southwell consis-
tently reveals himself  as a man and writer of  unified vision.  His vision is both universal and particular, and 

his writings present a man utterly committed to the Catholic Church as well as to his own English nation;4 his 
prose works in particular, though shamefully neglected by English scholars, disclose his Catholic understanding 

of  God, man, and history.
 Although fine studies have noted various significant features of  St. Robert Southwell’s biography, it is fair to 
say that his full educational context, and its implications for the study of  his writings, have not received the atten-
tion they deserve.  I hope to present here a fuller picture of  Southwell’s 
educational background in the hopes of  illuminating certain resonances 
and influences in the saint’s diverse writings.  For example, scholars have 
frequently concluded that there is no convincing evidence that South-
well translated Diego de Estella’s Hundred Meditations on the Love of  God.  
This skepticism, I suggest, is based upon too strict a notion of  influ-
ence: namely, an evident concrete borrowing of  materials.  Southwell’s 
writings, I would argue, will be much more accurately appreciated if  
readers are sensitive to resonances within the fuller context of  his edu-
cational background.  This is important, because if  we begin to doubt 
Southwell’s reading of  Estella because we haven’t discovered “proof ” 
in the scientific sense of  the word, for instance, then how will we deal 
with something like the influence of  St. Thomas Aquinas on Southwell?  
As the following pages make clear, Southwell’s educational years were 
literally permeated with the thought of  aquinas, and yet combing 
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Southwell’s writings will reveal very little concrete evi-
dence of  this fact.  To deny the influence of  St. 
Thomas upon Southwell’s writings is simply 
incredible once we are made aware of  South-
well’s educational formation.  Similarly, the pro-
found Ignatian influence of  teachers like St. Robert Bel-
larmine and Francisco Suarez on Southwell’s formation 
has vast implications for his writings, as do the echoes 
from the spiritual meditations of  the Franciscan diego 
de Estella.  In what follows, I will outline Southwell’s 
educational context in a manner which, I hope, will il-
luminate areas of  indebtedness and influence.

 Robert Southwell’s earliest biographer, the Span-
ish Catholic diego de Yepes, whose account is virtually 
contemporary and is based upon documents obtained 
from England (his Spanish frequently betrays idioms 
that, according to Pierre Janelle, “point to an English 
original”), published his Historia particular de la persecucion 
de Inglaterre at Madrid in 1599, four years after Southwell’s 
martyrdom.6  Historically, Yepe’s biography has been 
followed by a variety of  others: alegambe, more, Tan-
ner, Foley, Thurston, Grosart, Hood, Janelle, devlin, 
and Brown have all devoted their energies to Southwell’s 
biography over the ensuing centuries.7   Nancy Pollard 
Brown’s biographical summary is particularly succinct 
and clear:

 Brown describes Southwell’s silent endurance of  
Topcliffe’s repeated tortures (which were of  the most 
sadistic nature), and Southwell’s imprisonment, which 
was characterized by harshness but which he endured in 
peace.9  To this basic account of  Southwell’s life, we can 
add extensive knowledge about his specific educational 
formation.

 while studying for the priesthood in Rome (1578 
- 86), Southwell proved himself  not only a diligent stu-
dent of  the Church Fathers, but also a brilliant student 
of  philosophy.10  That he had superb teachers in St. Rob-
ert bellarmine and Francisco Suarez is of  vital impor-
tance.  both of  these famous Jesuit educators taught at 
the Roman College during Southwell’s period of  educa-
tion-Bellarmine in the “chair of  controversial theology”11 

and Suarez in the “chair of  theology,”12 - and inevitably 
their Thomistic views influenced Southwell deeply.  In-
terestingly, we can even trace the influence of  Bellarmine 
upon Southwell back to his period of  study in douay. as 
Christopher devlin has shown, Southwell arrived at the 
English College in douay on June 10, 1576, and boarded 
there (while he attended lectures at the Jesuit “Anchin 
College”)13 until November 1576.14  because of  social un-
rest, william Cardinal allen transferred many of  his stu-
dents (including Southwell) to Paris, and there Southwell 
studied at the Jesuit College of  Clermont from Novem-
ber 1576 through June 1577.  according to the Douay Di-
ary, Southwell returned to the English College in douay 
on June 15, 1577.  Though the “arrangement for Robert 
was that he should have board and lodging at the Eng-
lish College, and attend classes at the neighbouring Jesuit 
school,”15 he certainly would have been enthusiastically 
present at the morning dictations of  Bellarmine’s ecture 
notes on St. Thomas aquinas.16   morning classes at the 
Jesuit school “were from eight till ten-thirty followed by 
High Mass,”17 and Southwell would at least have 

Robert Southwell, born in 1561, was the youngest 
son of  Richard Southwell of  Horsham St. Faith’s, 
Norfolk, and grandson of  Sir Richard Southwell, 
commissioner for the suppression of  the monas-
teries under Henry VIII and a powerful figure at 
court through the successive reigns until his death 
in 1564.  His mother was bridget, daughter of  Sir 
Roger Copley of  Roughway, or Roughey, Sussex. 
Robert was brought up a Catholic, and in 1576 he 
was sent to the Jesuit school at douai, where he 
was boarded at the English College.  He spent a 
short time in Paris during the political unrest in the 
Low Countries in 1577, returned briefly to Douai, 
and then entered the Jesuit novitiate at Rome on 
October 17, 1578.  He took his vows two years 
later, remaining in Rome to continue his studies 
for the priesthood.  In 1581 he was transferred 
to the English College, where he acted as tutor in 
philosophy and later as prefect of  studies and pre-
fect of  the Sodality of  the blessed Virgin until he  
left for the English mission in the spring of  1586.  
He landed on the coast of  Kent on July 7 (accord-
ing to the English calendar, or Old Style) 

and made his way to London where he spent most 
of  his six years of  service on the mission.  He was 
arrested in the early morning of  June 26, 1592, 
and after being confined in Topcliffe’s house for 
two days, he was transferred first to the Gatehouse 
Prison and then, a month later, to the Tower from 
which he was taken to Newgate Prison a few days 
before his trial in February 1595.  Arraigned before 
the Court of  the Queen’s Bench for treason under 
the act of  1585, he was found guilty and executed 
the following day, February 21, at Tyburn.  He was 
beatified in 1929 and canonized in 1970.8
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attended the first of  the two morning dictations, perhaps 
both. Regarding Bellarmine’s Thomism, James Brodrick 
writes:

Clearly, Southwell encountered Bellarmine’s influence 
early and primarily through his Thomistic lecture notes.  
This preliminary influence was to be followed by per-
sonal instruction in Rome.

 Pope Gregory XIII asked Bellarmine “to teach 
theology to [the] English...missionary students in the Ro-
man College.”19  and as bellarmine notes in the preface 
to volume one of  his Controversies (1586):

Robert Bellarmine’s effectiveness as an educator and au-
thor is evident from the fact that his Controversies, a three-
volume work, which according to J. Friske, “put order into 

the chaotic argumentation of  attack and defense waged 
between Reformers and Catholics,” was “so effective a 
weapon against reform theology that special chairs of  
learning were erected just to combat ...[its] influence.”21  
Volume One appeared in 1586, Two in 1588, and Three 
in 1593.22  Significantly, as we shall later see in our discus-
sion of  Franciscan influences, “Bellarmine taught the-
ology from the Summa...practised self-sacrifice, poverty, 
disinterestedness and devotion to duty...[and] fostered a 
special devotion to St. Francis of  Assisi.”23

 
 

 The impact of  bellarmine in the England South-
well was to return to in 1586 is evident from william 
Whitaker’s dedicatory epistle to his Disputation on Holy 
Scripture Against the Papists Especially Bellarmine and Stapleton 
(1588). whitaker writes:

at the outset of  his lectures on the blessed Trin-
ity Robert [bellarmine] made public profession 
of  his faith in the Summa Theologica of  St Thom-
as...Four manuscript volumes of...[Bellarmine’s] 
lecture notes are preserved in the archives of  the 
Society of  Jesus...He follows St Thomas question 
by question, explaining, developing, supplement-
ing him all the time...His lectures struck a fresh 
and inspiring note which won him some fame 
even beyond the frontiers of  belgium.  at the 
English College in douay the authorities were 
so impressed by the reports which reached them 
that they procured a copy of  the lecture notes and 
had them dictated to their students.  The second 
diary of  the College, under date march, 1577, 
has the following entry:  “Dr Allen, the Presi-
dent, gave instructions for dr wright to dictate 
to us at six o’clock in the morning after Mass, 
and Dr Bristow at eight o’clock, the learned, con-
cise, and easily intelligible commentaries on the 
prima secundae and secunda secundae of  St Thomas, 
which the Reverend Father Robert of  Italy deliv-
ered not long since in Louvain.”18

when Pope Gregory XIII, of  blessed memory, 
in his zeal to assist Germany and England es-
tablished two great colleges for the young men 
of  those countries, I was appointed to teach 
them controversial theology in our schools, and 
thus, as it were, to arm these new soldiers of  the 
Church for the war with the powers of  darkness 
which they should have to wage when they re-
turned home.20

There have been many heretofore, illustrious Ce-
cil, who have defended the papal interest and sov-
ereignty with the utmost exertion, the keenest zeal, 
and no mean or vulgar erudition...amongst these 
locusts-that is, as very learned men justly deem, 
amongst the innumerable troops of  monks-none, 
as we before said, have ever appeared more keen 
or better prepared and equipped for doing mis-
chief  than are the Jesuits at this present day; who 
in a short space have surpassed all other societies 
of  that kind in numbers, in credit, and in audac-
ity...amongst these Jesuits, Robert bellarmine, a 
native of  Italy, hath now for several years obtained 
a great and celebrated name...when you...demand-
ed my opinion of  the writer, I answered...that I 
deemed him to be a man unquestionably learned, 
possessed of  a happy genius, a penetrating judg-
ment, and multifarious reading...Now that bel-
larmine hath been published, we shall know bet-
ter and more certainly what it is [our adversaries] 
hold upon every subject, the arguments on which 
they specially rely, and what is...the very marrow 
of  popery...I thought it worth my while to handle 
these same controversies...[and] to discuss the new 
sophisms of  the Jesuits and [so] vindictive our un-
adulterated truth from the captious cavils with 
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which the popish professor hath entangled it.24

The clash of  Christian perspectives here is painfully evi-
dent. Bellarmine’s own opinion and treatment of  Whi-
taker is recorded by Lupton in his History of  the Modern 
Protestant Divines, in a passage cited by brodrick: 

This brilliant anecdote illustrates the learned saint’s 
respect even in times of  bitter theological warfare, a 
warfare which was to cost Southwell and other fellow 
Jesuits their lives.  When Southwell wrote his final letter 
from the Continent to John deckers on July 15, 1586, 
on the eve of  his sailing for England, he clearly defined 
himself  as one of  Bellarmine’s “new soldiers of  the 
Church”: his allegiance is the same, as are his adversar-
ies.  Historically, Southwell’s letter is especially valuable 
because it closes his preparatory period, and marks the 
beginning of  his English mission work with an intense 
martyrological tone:

Southwell was about to step upon his native English soil 
as a spiritual soldier personally trained by bellarmine.  He 
was also, however, about to bring with him the influence 
of  Francisco Suarez.

 Francisco Suarez was born in Granada, Spain, on 
January 5, 1548.27  His religious vocation was discernible 
early, and in “1561...[he] was sent to the University of  
Salamanca to study canon law...In 1566 he began his theo-
logical studies.”  The prima professorship in theology at 
Salamanca was held (1564-1576) by the dominican Juan 
mancio.  mancio, a pupil of  Vittoria,28 “was able to im-
press Suarez with the first achievements of  the Thomistic 
revival begun by the Dominicans...Suarez’s studies at Sal-
amanca ended in 1570.”29  He had entered the Society of  
Jesus in 1564, and was ordained in 1572.30  after teaching 

philosophy at avila, 
Segovia, and Val-
ladolid, he taught 
from 1580-85 at the 
Roman College.31

 That Suarez was 
to become an im-
portant published 
writer is chronolog-
ically significant to 
his relationship with 
Southwell.  For just 
as Bellarmine first 

influenced Southwell through his dictated lecture notes 
on the Summa, so Suarez’s influence was to be based on 
his own Thomistic lectures.  Suarez, though he began 
teaching in 1570, did not publish a work until 1590 - five 
years after he had left the Roman College, and four years 
after Southwell’s arrival in England.  This first publication, 
De Verbo Incarnato, [was] a commentary on the third part 
of  the Summa.”32  In fact, most of  his early publications 
were commentaries on aquinas.33  This is not surprising 
given that “when St. Ignatius launched his new society 
[in 1540]...[his] decision was for aristotle as the guide in 
philosophy and St. Thomas Aquinas in theology.”34  Suar-
ez’s Thomistic lectures have not survived, unlike those of  
bellarmine, but his publications reveal a method analo-
gous to Bellarmine’s.  For example, like Bellarmine in his 
Controversies, Suarez displays in his Metaphysical Disputations 
(1597) a “painstaking statement of  the views held by oth-
ers on every problem he treats,” and his method thus 
“has the wonderful advantage of  setting his own views 
clearly in the perspective of  his time.”35

I have heard it confessed of  English Papists them-
selves which have been in Italy with bellarmine, 
that he procured the true portraiture or effigies 
of  this whitaker to be brought to him, which he 
kept in his study.  For he privately admired this 
man for his singular learning and ingenuity; and 
on being asked...why he would have the picture 
of  that heretic in his presence, he would answer: 
...that although he was a heretic and his adversary, 
yet he was a learned adversary.25

Faced with the last encounter, from death’s ante-
room I write to you, my father, for the help of  
those same prayers of  yours that once awakened 
life in me when I was dead in spirit: pray now 
about my body’s death, that either I may usefully 
escape it, or manfully endure.  It is true I am be-
ing sent “amongst wolves,” and likely enough “to 
be led to the slaughter,” - I only wish it were “as 
a lamb” - for His Name’s sake who sends me...
[L]ions, as well as wolves, go prowling in search 
of  whom they may devour.  but I welcome, 
more than fear, their fangs.  Rather than shrink 
from them as torturers, I call to them to bring 
my crown...[If] I reach, God willing, the lowest 
rank of  happy martyrs, I will not be unmindful of  
those who have remembered me.  my helpers will 
not find I am less pleasing in heaven, I, who on 
earth would do anything to please them.  Plead, 
then, for me...that I who play His [Christ’s] part 
may so sustain it...and throw away my life-blood, 
if  I must, with fortitude and faith.26

“But I welcome, more than 
fear, their fangs.  Rather 
than shrink from them as 
torturers, I call to them to 

bring my crown.”
-St. Robert Southwell
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His own views were consistently Thomistic, and South-
well absorbed them.  as Clare C. Riedl points out, 

By Suarez’s own account, we can be certain that South-
well was taught essentially the same Thomistic vision 
which Suarez held in later life, a vision articulated in his 
published works.

 The profound unity of  vision which we see dis-
closed in Southwell’s prose bears the unmistakable stamp 
of  his Jesuit education under both bellarmine and Suarez.  
That these men were convincing Thomists is further evi-
denced by Southwell’s former educator at Douay, Leonard 
Lessius, whose sudden shift of  pedagogical allegiance to 
Thomism occurred during his advanced studies in philos-
ophy and theology at Rome under bellarmine and Suarez 
from 1582 - 84.37  when Lessius (himself  a famous bel-
gian scholar) returned to teach theology at the University 
of  Louvain, “he shocked some of  the older professors 
by substituting in his classes the Summa of  St. Thomas 
for the customary [Sententiae] of  Peter Lombard.”38  It is 
important to remember that Thomas aquinas was but 
one of  many theologians studied and taught during the 
sixteenth century, and that his preferment and central-

ity only became a real-
ity during the Spanish 
revival of  scholasticism 
and the official forma-
tion of  the Jesuits in 
1540.  within this histor-
ical context, bellarmine 
and Suarez were Jesuits 
committed to Thomis-
tic studies; they attracted 
students from all over 
Europe, and their influ-
ence upon those under 
their instruction was felt 
deeply.

 During Southwell’s years at the Roman College, 
the Thomistic influences of  Bellarmine and Suarez were 
supplemented with Jesuit theories of  art.  as Pierre Janelle 
notes in Robert Southwell the Writer, the ideas of  bencius, 
muretus, Possevinus, and Pontanus were all in circulation 
during Southwell’s educational period in Rome.  These 
critics, Janelle writes, agree on one all-important point:

We see this didactic vision expressed in Southwell’s pref-
aces.  In his letter to “his loving Cosen” which prefaces 
his poems, Southwell writes:

In the dedication to Marie Magdalens Funeral Teares, “To 
the worshipfull and vertuous Gentlewoman, mistres d. 
D.,” we see the same didactic concern:

when Suarez completed his studies in 1570, he 
was set the task of  conducting a review of  the-
ology for those who like him had finished their 
course.  at this time he also reviewed metaphysics 
and started the work which was to be published, 
only after many years had elapsed, as Disputationes 
Metaphysicae.  In the preface of  this work he states 
that he had commenced it as a young man and al-
though he did not give it its final form until many 
years later, his opinions on most questions had re-
mained the same.36

St. Robert Bellarmine

[a]rtistic beauty in general, is not an end in itself.  
Its position is subordinate. Indeed it may give 
pleasure, but that pleasure is not to be cultivated 
or enjoyed for its own sake; it is only legitimate in 
so far as it is made to serve the cause of  virtue or 
religion, to concur in the greater glory of  God.39

Poets by abusing their talent, and making the fol-
lies and fayninges of  love, the customary subject 
of  their base endevours, have so discredited this 
facultie, that a Poet, a Lover, and a Liar, are by 
many reckoned but three wordes of  one signifi-
cation.  but the vanity of  men, cannot counter-
poyse the authority of  God, who delivering many 
partes of  Scripture in verse, and by his apostle 
willing us to exercise our devotion in Himnes 
and spirituall Sonnets, warranteth the arte to bee 
good, and the use allowable.... and because the 
best course to let them [misguided poets] see the 
errour of  their workes, is to weave a new webbe 
in their own loome; I have heere layd a few course 
threds together, to invite some skillfuller wits to 
goe forward in the same, or to begin some finer 
peece, wherein it may be seene, how well verse 
and vertue sute together.40

For as passion, and especially this of  loue, is in 
these daies the chiefe commaunder of  moste 
mens actions, and the Idol to which both tongues 
and pennes doe sacrifice their ill bestowed la-
bours: so is there nothing nowe more needefull 
to be intreated, then how to direct these humors 
vnto their due courses, and to draw this floud of  
affections into the righte chanel.  Passions I allow, 
and loues I approue, onely I would wishe that men 
would alter their obiect and better their intent.41

5



The didactic function of  art expressed in these excerpts 
is indicative of  the pragmatic nature of  Southwell’s Jesuit 
training in general.  Every aspect of  his educa-
tion was directed towards the practical ends 
of  his order.  In his education, Thomism (through 
bellarmine and Suarez) was integrated with Jesuit con-
ceptions of  art, and this within the broader parameters 
of  his Jesuit spirituality.

 To understand the overall complexity of  South-
well’s education, it must be borne in mind that St. Ig-
natius himself  drew together various influences in the 
formation of  the Society of  Jesus, especially those of  the 
dominican St. Thomas aquinas, the benedictine Garcia 
de Cisneros, and the Carthusian Ludolph.42  St. Ignatius, 
it is true, did something new with his influences in inte-
grating them within a militarized spiritual context, em-
phasizing the notion of  preparation for spiritual battle 
in the arena of  the active life, but he did not originate 
an especially distinct spiritual method or view as such.  
Similarly, we see the Jesuit order’s educational system as 
eclectic and vibrant, while organized around pragmatic 
goals.  There is nothing insular about Ignatian spirituality.  
For example, following the Spanish Franciscan revival 
of  interest in St. Thomas aquinas, Ignatius accepts and 
implements their consensus regarding St. Thomas’ pre-
eminent status: Thomas’ Summa Theologica is preferred 
over the traditional Sentences of  Peter Lombard (c. 1095 
- c. 1160).  That this shift from Lombard to aquinas, a 
dominican (a shift which did not imply a rejection in any 
sense), was the culmination of  a Franciscan revival, and 
was incorporated by Ignatius into the foundation of  his 
Jesuit system of  education, the Ratio Studorium,43 exempli-
fies the error in insular conceptions of  Jesuit spirituality-
conceptions which assume, for instance, that Southwell 
would not have been attracted to texts such as diego de 
Estella’s Meditations.  Robert Southwell was familiar with 
the various strands which together comprised the fab-
ric of  his order, and so passages, for example, from his 
Spiritual Exercises and Devotions, which seem to emphasize 
a sense of  insularity, must be understood within the con-
text of  a Jesuit framework comprised of  various influ-
ences. Southwell’s statement, for example, in section 69 
of  his Devotions, must be read in this light:

The Society embraced and was founded upon various 
influences, but was guided-as a new militant and highly 
focused order-by clearly delineated pragmatic goals, root-
ed in the systematic educational program of  the Ratio 
Studorium.

 The unity of  the Society within this diversity of  
influences can be seen in Ignatius’ incorporation of  ideas 
relevant to his historical period and mission.  we see this 
expressed in Southwell’s “Fourth Foundation” (in Devo-
tions), where he writes: “I am utterly determined 
... to embrace with the greatest joy and alac-
rity all the means which are customarily em-
ployed in the Society of  Jesus; but whatever 
other means there may be, even though they 
appear most excellent, if  they are not used in 
the Society, I will reject them as alien to its 
spirit and foreign to my vocation.”45  Here we 
see not insularity as such, but rather a selectivity borne of  
a desire for spiritual effectiveness.  The Jesuits in general, 
and Jesuit educators specifically, such as Robert Bellarm-
ine, were dedicated to Thomism (with its dominican 
heritage), great admirers of  St. Francis of  assisi, and ad-
vocates of  whatever writers were valuable to their work 
at hand.  E. allison Peers shows, for example, that St. 
Ignatius himself  was deeply influenced by the Spanish 
Benedictine, Garcia de Cisneros, whose “Exercises, writ-
ten in Spanish and afterwards translated into Latin, were 
completed in 1500.”46  Ignatius “certainly knew [of  Cis-
neros’ Exercises], and almost certainly used [them in writ-
ing his own].”47  Similarly, the meditative method Igna-
tius outlines in his own Exercises certainly has its origins 
in “the Life of  Christ of  Ludolph the Carthusian, which 
there is no doubt that St. Ignatius studied and used.”48  
The influences upon Ignatius were thus diverse; this di-
versity infused the Society, and it is unhistorical indeed 
to presuppose that Southwell would have had any con-
ditioned aversion to writers from other religious orders.   
This is especially true of  Franciscan writers such as di-
ego de Estella, given Southwell’s student relationship to 
bellarmine, a man deeply appreciative of  St. Francis of  
assisi and Franciscan ideals.

 within the context sketched thus far, it is also vital 
to remember that Southwell was deeply attracted to the 
ideal of  martyrdom.  Highly conscious of  the example 
of  the martyrs, spanning from St. Stephen to Southwell’s 
contemporary Edmund Campion (who was martyred at 
Tyburn on december 1, 1581).49

I have made the firm and inviolable resolution, in 
the sight of  God and of  all creatures, that it is ab-
solutely the best, the most necessary, the most suit-
able thing for me, to live and to die, for the praise 
and glory of  God, in no other state that exists or 
might exist, but only in the Society of  Jesus.44
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Southwell hungered to place himself  humbly within their 
ranks. And it is significant that in Rome Southwell be-
gan (“after January lst, 1585”) his translation of  Diego 
de Estella’s Hundred Meditations on the Love of  God.50  For 
as Janelle notes,

Southwell’s own writings are permeated with this desire 
for union obtained through sacrifice and suffering.

 Estella’s potential influence upon Southwell’s 
martyrological ideal is important and should be explored.  
“The family name of  Diego de Estella was Diego de San 
Cristobel,” the name Estella being derived from the small 
town in which he was born in 1524.52  His father, diego 
de San Cristobal ballesteros y Equia (who was related to 
Francis Xavier), sent diego as a young man to the French 
University of  Toulouse, but “he returned to Spain [be-
cause]...of  the Franco-Spanish wars, and entered the 
University of  Salamanca.”53  Historically, Estella’s educa-
tional period at Salamanca is without documentation; we 
first hear of  him again as a friar minor in a document 
dated 1550.54  Then, as E. allison Peers notes,

There is a lacuna that follows, and all we know is that Es-
tella was back in Toledo, Spain, in January 1561, for the 
publication of  his extremely popular book of  the Vanity 
of  the World.56  During Southwell’s lifetime, this text was 
published in English translation under the titles The con-
tempte of  the world and the vanitie thereof, and A Methode unto 
morification: called heretofore the contempt of  the world and the 
vanitie thereof, in 1584 and 1586 respectively.57  The Vanity 
of  the World (1561) went through numerous editions and 
underwent extensive translations during Estella’s life-
time.58  It is possible that Southwell knew of  it.

 Estella followed this text with a commentary on 
the Gospel of  Luke and a technical treatise on the art of  

preaching.59  This period of  publishing activity culminat-
ed with the publication, in 1576, of  his Devout Meditations 
on the Love of  God.  This work was produced at the height 
of  his popularity as a preacher, for it is certain that during 
the years 1574-75 Estella had returned from his lecture-
ship in Madrid, to reside in “the same Convent of  St. 
Frances where he had entered the Order” in Salamanca.60  
Here, in 1574, he was made “one of  the official preach-
ers of  the province.”61  Of  particular note, Peers writes 
that “On Michaelmas Day, 1573, he had preached, by the 
request of  St. Theresa, on the occasion of  the founding 
of  the second Carmelite convent in Salamanca, and in a 
contemporary document is described as being ‘one of  the 
most famous preachers we have here.”62   This important 
event marks a high point in Estella’s career, and his Medi-
tations were completed soon after it-according to Peers, 
“as early as the summer of  1574, since the royal privilege 
of  a ten years’ copyright for the author is dated August 
27 of  that year.”63  Meditations appeared in three more edi-
tions (following the original in 1576) in Salamanca, Lis-
bon and barcelona, together in 1578.64  Estella, then in 
failing health, died at the age of  fifty-four on August 1, 
1578.  Aside from these basic facts of  Estella’s biogra-
phy, as Peers notes, “until three years before his death, 
his biography is all but impossible to write for lack of  
information.65  within the context of  a similar lack of  in-
formation regarding Southwell, there is no documentary 
proof  that he read any of  Estella’s works other than the 
Meditations (which he translated into English). Through-
out the Meditations resounds the intense martyrological 
tone we hear in Southwell’s own writings.  And a careful 
examination of  Estella’s Meditations allows a strong case 
to be made for his influence upon Southwell’s personal 
spiritual intensity.  as is evident from the preceding pag-
es, the complexity of  Southwell’s biographical context, 
purely from the standpoint of  discernable influence, is 
obvious; each of  the formative educational and spiritual 
influences in his life (not excluding, of  course, textual 
influences) are themselves the combined product of  a 
complex synthesis of  sources.  Southwell’s writings, as 
Jesuit writings, portray this same complex synthesis of  
influences.  However, the spiritual dimension which pres-
ents itself  repeatedly through and within his synthesis is 
the ideal of  Christian martyrdom, an ideal which serves 
as the enduring theme in Southwell’s writing.

Estella desires union with the Godhead, to the ex-
tent of  suffering any hardships to obtain it, of  sac-
rificing his life, and even of  renouncing his free-
will, rather than suffering the slightest decrease of  
the heavenly love in his breast.51

[i]n or about the year 1552, Fray diego accom-
panied Philip II’s favourite, Ruy Gomez de Silva, 
on a journey to Lisbon...[where] he remained for 
some time, writing and publishing there in 1554 
his first book, a Life of  Saint John the Evangelist, 
composed ‘in a short time and amid many other 
occupations’and dedicated to the Queen of  Por-
tugal.55
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