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ABSTRACT

Literary portraits of the beautiful woman in medieval Iberia tend to emphasize
several physical features, such as long, blond hair, or light-colored and hairless skin.
This study examines the specific features of the beautiful woman in several major works
and genres from medieval Iberia. It also traces the rhetorical sources of these portraits to
the Classical and medieval Latin traditions, whose influence is evident in other early
vernacular literatures of Europe. It then analyzes several medieval cosmetic treatises in
Latin and in vernacular languages that attest to medieval women’s beautifying practices,
such as the use of hair-dyes, depilatories, and skin-whitening creams.

The comparison of the literary and cosmetic evidence shows a canonical view of
feminine beauty that encompasses different cultural areas in medieval Iberia. This view
is also consistent with ancient as well as with twenty-first century conceptions of beauty.
The findings suggest that the ideal of feminine beauty in medieval Iberia is not unique,
but rather a manifestation of near-universal male preferences shaped by sexual selection

in the course of human evolution.



teeth and white of the eyes; three “black’: hair, eyebrows, and pupil of the eyes; and three
“red”: cheeks, lips and gums (Mettmann 163). Some of these features, such as red gums,
wide hips, or black eyes have been seen as typical of the Arabic tradition, and influential
in the development of a unique Spanish “canon” of feminine beauty (Lopez-Baralt 80-81;
Marcos-Marin 32). Although the stylistic form of the portrait may change (in time or
space) there is considerable agreement over the attributes of feminine beauty among the
Latin, vernacular and Arabic traditions.
Standards of beauty according to cosmetic texts

One question that arises is whether this canon of beauty was only a common
literary convention shared by different cultural traditions, or if it had a broader social
significance. In other words, was the literary standard of feminine beauty reflected in
Spanish society in terms of what men and women considered to be the physical attributes
of a beautiful woman? One approach to the historical conception of beauty in medieval
Spain emerges from studying the cosmetic practices of the time. Cosmetics occupied an
ambiguous position in medieval society; though generally criticized in literature, they
also figured in practical manuals on women’s health. Chapter Four discusses first the
connection between medicine and cosmetics and then examines nine medieval treatises in
Latin, Castilian, Catalan and Arabic on cosmetology and women’s health. The products
and techniques used by Spanish women provide historical evidence of beautifying
practices. Their recipes for creams, ointments, baths or hair removers are usually
introduced by specific titles that state the purpose of the preparation, such as dyeing hair,
whitening the skin, or making eye make-up, which are indications of the standards of

beauty they were trying to achieve.



From the tenth-century Arabic treatise al-Tasrif to the fourteenth/fifteenth century
Catalan Flos del tresor de beutat we find cosmetic recipes that address similar aesthetic
issues. The largest group of recipes deals with skin care: cleansing the face; whitening
the face; coloring the cheeks a soft red; whitening the neck and hands; removing facial
and body hair; softening the skin; smoothing wrinkles; smoothing stretch marks, and
firming the breasts. A second group of recipes deals with hair care: growing hair;
strengthening damaged hair; preventing hair loss; preventing premature graying, and for
dyeing the hair blond or black. A third group is concerned with the mouth, offering
recipes for giving a healthy red color to gums and lips, cleaning and whitening the teeth,
and eliminating bad breath. A final and smaller group of recipes is devoted to eye make-
up. The ideal of feminine beauty promoted by these cosmetic recipes is remarkably
consistent with the ideal of the literary portraits.

The view from evolutionary psychology

This shared view of women’s beauty among different literary and cosmetic
medical traditions suggests that it may represent a cross-cultural universal male
preference for certain physical feminine attributes. Over the last two decades, research
on physical attractiveness from the point of view of evolutionary psychology has
highlighted a number of features considered critical to male judgments of women’s
beauty, and has linked them to evolutionary mechanisms of sexual selection (Symons,
“Beauty” 87-88; Skamel 178-180). Chapter Five discusses evolutionary research on
beauty, its application to literary works, and the ways in which it can contribute to an

understanding of the literary ideal of feminine beauty in medieval Spain.



Many recent studies have shown that physically attractive people in contemporary
societies are perceived, by virtue of their looks, to possess numerous desirable moral
qualities, such as pleasant personalities, trustworthiness, and intelligence. In turn, these
perceived qualities allow “beautiful” individuals greater access to jobs, higher salaries,
more cooperation from others, and generally enjoy more satisfying interpersonal
relationships (Fallon 128). In addition, beauty appears to be a more significant factor in
male judgments of women than vice-versa, while “femininity” and “good character” are
perceived by both men and women as being linked to beauty in a woman. A woman’s
beauty, in other words, is the main index of her “mate value” from a man’s point of view
(Symons, “Beauty” 81). But the specific features that constitute beauty are still a debated
issue. The predominant view has been that the perception of who is regarded as
beautiful/handsome varies from culture to culture, from historical period to historical
period, and from individual to individual. It is, in other words, bound culturally,
historically and individually by context. Contemporary ethnographic studies on physical
attractiveness, however, show that there is broad agreement among world societies on a
number of basic features that make a person beautiful (Buss, Evolutionary 144). What
are these features in a woman? Research based on evolutionary theory has suggested that
there are some universal preferences, the most common being long hair, large eyes, a
small nose and mouth; others are lack of body hair, a slender figure characterized by
moderate overall weight, and a certain curvaceousness created by a slim waist. Preferred
skin and hair color are those that represent the lighter end of the spectrum within any

given population (Buss, Evolutionary 143-145).



These features have been connected with a number of physiological changes in
women’s bodies related to youth, health and fertility, and therefore suggest that they are
indicators of those three factors in men’s eyes/minds, who find them attractive because
they advertise reproductive potential. For example, facial proportions in women who are
judged attractive are those that give a youthful (almost baby-like) appearance, such as big
eyes, small nose and mouth, and smooth, white, and hairless skin. Changes in facial
morphology caused by aging make the eyebrows descend and sag laterally (making the
eyes look smaller), the continued growth of cartilaginous tissues leads to bigger ears and
a longer and wider nose, and the loss of connective tissue makes the red zone of the lips
thinner (Jones 83-85). Women tend to have lighter skin than men, though it darkens with
age, especially after the onset of menopause, due to the physiological link between
estrogen and melanin production. In addition, the lightest skin color is associated with
the time of ovulation (Jones 98). Hormonal changes also influence body shape. Women
after puberty tend to deposit fat on the hips, thighs and buttocks, creating a low ratio of
waist to hip (the hourglass shape). Those with a low waist-to-hip ratio tend to start
ovulating younger, are more fertile, and become pregnant without difficulty.

The features mentioned above appear to be consistent with the ideal of feminine
beauty in Iberian medieval society. Specifically, literary descriptions and cosmetics texts
mention many of the same desirable features: hairless skin, light color, high forehead,
arched eyebrows, large eyes, small size of nose, ears, and mouth, red lips, blond hair, as
well as slender body shape; all are physiological indicators of youth, health, and fertility.
The emphasis on these features, therefore, does not appear to be simply a literary

convention, or even a social norm typical of medieval Iberian society, but rather the



expression of evolutionary mechanisms of mate selection that exist universally in the
human species. Yet this does not exclude that preference for some traits, such as a
certain color of the eyes or of the hair, may be due to historically-bound cultural and

status differences.
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CHAPTER 2 - BEAUTY AND LITERATURE

The following discussion encompasses the eleventh to the fifteenth century.
Some literary genres remain in vogue for more than a century and this division is mainly
to provide an organizing principle.
Eleventh and twelfth centuries

The kharajat

Among the earliest medieval Romance vernacular lyrics that have survived are the
fragments of the Mozarabic kharajat (kharja in the singular) from the eleventh and
twelfth centuries. The kharja (literally “exit”) is the last stanza of the muwashshah
(muwashshahat in the plural), a poetic form in Classical Arabic or Hebrew probably
invented in the tenth century in al-Andalus (Frenk Alatorre 101). Unlike the main part of
the poem, however, the kharja is in colloquial Arabic or Romance. Furthermore, unlike
Classical Arabic poetry, many of the Andalusian kharajat are written in a female voice.
For example, the anonymous “Kharja N. 31" (Heger’s classification) is in colloquial
Mozarabic written in Arabic script, and follows a muwashshah in Classical Arabic
(Heger provides Garcia Gomez’s translation into modern Spanish). A young lady, whom
a careless guardian has left alone with her lover, asks this lover to kiss her. The kharja
includes two features associated with women’s beauty, “sarta de perlas” ‘a string of

2 ¢

pearls’ (white, even teeth), and “boquita de cerezas” ‘cherry mouth’ (red lips):
muwashshah
Vi6 los descuidos del guardador

una muchacha que se quedo a solas con el amado,
y dijo con voz maravillosa:

11



kharja

Si me quieres como bueno,

bésame entonces esta sarta de perlas:

boquita de cerezas. (Heger 134)

Fish-Compton has made a systematic comparison between a collection of
muwashsha hat written completely in Classical Arabic and two other collections of
bilingual muwashshahat in which the kharajat are in Mozarabic. The Classical Arabic
muwashsha hdt belong to the anthology by the Egyptian Ibn Sana’ al-Mulk (1155-1211),
a work known as Dar at- Tiraz (“The House of Embroidery”). The bilingual poems are in
a collection culled by Garcia Gémez in 1965 from two Andalusian anthologies, one by
Ibn al-Khatib and the other by Ibn Bushra, who compiled them in the fourteenth century
(Fish Compton 59). Many of the same poems appear in all three anthologies.

There is a clear difference in the use of the female voice in the two types of
muwashshahat: only three out of the thirty-four solely Arabic poems introduce the female
voice, whereas in the bilingual type the kharja is sung by a woman in thirty-four out of
the thirty-eight poems (Fish Compton 77). The frequency and the sudden change from
the masculine voice of the Arabic to the feminine voice of the Mozarabic kharja is only
one of the elements that have generated a long-standing debate among scholars on the
relationship between this poetics and Classical and vernacular Arabic traditions, on the
one hand, and European love lyrics in Provengal, Italian, Galician-Portuguese, and
German, on the other (Fish Compton 84; Frenk Alatorre 132-134; see Zwartjes for a
recent survey).

About eighty percent of the muwashsha hdt in the solely Arabic anthology are

love lyrics, while all those in the bilingual anthologies concern the theme of love, and
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offer several references to beauty (Fish Compton 45). It is sometimes impossible,
however, to tell the gender of the beloved in the muwashshahat, since the stock
descriptions of male and female beauty are similar, and some of them treat of male
homosexual love. In addition, masculine pronouns and verb forms were traditionally
used in Arabic poetry even when referring to a female figure. Among the three
anthologies only one poem specifically mentions a woman by name, though in some
cases it is possible to infer that the description is of a woman thanks to the mention of a
harem or a “guardian” (Fish Compton 67).

Besides the female voice, however, there are a number of other elements that,
according to Fish Compton, are “essentially feminine” in the bilingual kharajat: a young
woman who asks her mother for advice (not found in Classical Arabic poetry, but present
in colloquial North African poems); the presence of a guardian; the complaint about a
rough or careless lover; some lewd sexual references (a theme expressed through a
female voice in Classical Arabic literature); and comments about a cloistered life (88-92).
Also, the theme of a woman as a gazelle or as a bird, typical of Arabic poetry, does not
appear in the Mozarabic kharajat (Fish Compton 102).

Male and female beauty in all the muwashshahat is usually described with one or
more of the following metaphors (many being well-established in Arabic poetry): the face
is radiant like the moon or the sun; the eyes are lustrous; the teeth are white like pearls;
the skin is white as jasmine or lilies; the mouth is a “delicate box™ or a “piece of sweet
fruit;” the torso is slender and willowy; the eyebrows are curved, like the Arabic letter
“nun” (“n”); and, finally, the body is perfumed. On the other hand, when only the

woman is described, the most common metaphors are those of a gazelle, a bird, or the
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wind. She is young; her hair is black and luxuriant, sometimes with a lock that curves
about the face (lock of myrtle); has a long neck (like a gazelle); her fingertips are
compared to the jujube (a small and reddish date-like fruit); her cheeks are referred to as
“candied fruits of the rose;” her breasts are rounded; the hips are plump and rounded, and
she is beautifully adorned with anklets and earrings.

Rubiera Mata has provided a collection of kharajat written by Andalusian women,
and these offer an interesting comparison with those discussed above. Despite the
alienation and seclusion of women in al-Andalus society, a small number of women
enjoyed a certain freedom of movement, especially during the domination of the Berber
dynasties in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries CE. Such freedom may be attributed to
their lack of a dowry, brothers, or family wealth to inherit (8-9). While it was unusual for
women to receive a basic education, some upper-class women did, even gaining access to
further study if their families allowed it, usually in the home or in the mosque (under
guardianship); their poems were preserved and passed on by their families (12).

The poems written by these cultured women poets present the beloved as having a
face like the sun or the moon (bright), with cheeks like a rose, and a mouth sweeter than
wine. A common animal metaphor for the man is the lion. The woman describes herself,
or is described by her lover, with the metaphor of the gazelle, the midday sun, or the
moon. The description of her body includes hair in curls; cheeks like roses; teary black
eyes; lips like sweet water; teeth like pearls; breasts like round peaches; adorned with a
pearl necklace. She is young and unmarried (often through the metaphor of a garden
without a gardener). White skin is preferred, and the denigration of dark skin assumes

sharper tones when the poetic voice is that of a woman jealous of her beloved who has
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taken a black slave as a lover: Wallada the Umayyad (eleventh century) describes herself
as “la luna de los cielos” and the rival as a “sombrio planeta” (Rubiera Mata 104; all
translations are by Rubiera Mata). A similar example is from the poetry of Hafsa Bint al-
Hayy Ar-Rakiiniyya (Granada, 1135-1191) who describes her rival as “negra como la
noche” ‘dark as the night’, such that “no se ve la hermosura del rostro ... el rubor de las
mejillas” ‘one cannot see the beauty of her face ... the rosy cheeks’:

jOh ti que eras el hombre mas fino del mundo

antes que el destino te hiciera caer!

Est4s enamorado de una negra como la noche,

donde se ocultan los encantos de la belleza;

donde no se ve la hermosura del rostro,

ni, desde luego, el rubor de la mejillas.

iDime ta que sabes tanto de amar a las formas bellas!

(Quién puede amar un jardin que no tiene flores? (Rubiera Mata 144)

In the poetry of the cultured women (wholly composed in Classical Arabic), the
love theme is typical of the Arabic poetry written by men: symptoms of lovesickness, the
bucolic “locus amoenus” and the (narcissist) self-portraits that adopt the classic metaphor
of the woman as a gazelle or a doe, with bewitching eyes, pink cheeks, and teeth as
pearls.

Besides the love poems there are also a number of satires, which are composed on
traditional male themes such as obscene allusions to male genitals (Rubiera Mata 32).
One poem by Umm al-‘Ala’ Bint Yasuf of Guadalajara (eleventh century) teases an
insistent suitor for his old age (121-122).

At the other end of the social ladder, slave women (but not concubines) also had
more freedom of action; they were exempt from wearing the veil and from being
cloistered, and so had more contact with the male world, including access to the social

circles where poetry was composed and discussed (Rubiera Mata 14). Slaves, men and
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women, were often the lover protagonists of their master’s love poems, and since they
could not aspire to marriage they could more easily engage in the “love games”
celebrated by poetry. Among the female slaves the “singers” (giyan) had a special
position as “cultured prostitutes” who could please men physically and aesthetically (like
Greek hetairas or Japanese geishas), and whose services were richly rewarded, as in the
story of the Doncella Teodor (discussed in the next chapter) (16). In particular, women
slaves of Christian origin (sagaliba) captured or bought in various places around the
Mediterranean were considered the most talented (19).

Arabic society considered the muwashshah an obscene genre, written by men for
men, and often with a homosexual tone, a theme probably inherited from the Abbasid (or
“modernist”) movement of Classical Arabic poetry that began during the ninth century in
Baghdad. The use of the feminine voice (pleading to her male lover) could therefore be a
technique indicating a male’s acceptance of submission to another (Rubiera Mata 22-23).

According to Rubiera Mata, three factors suggest that the kharajat were created
by European female slave singers and then transmitted to Arab poets: the different
Romance languages employed in the kharajat; the fact that the muwashshah and its
variant the zajal were both musical genres to which known songs in Romance could be
adapted; and, given the character of these songs, only slave women could be permitted to
perform them for a male audience (23-25). The main theme of these kharajat sung in the
female voice is the desire of the woman for her male lover, as opposed to the Arabic
tradition, where it is the man who pretends to be driven crazy by desire. In these
kharajat, references to the male body are usually limited to the face, especially the

mouth. The woman (the female voice) talks about her own body and her own needs. For
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example, she exhorts her lover to kiss her and hug her (“bésame la boca, aprétame los
pechos”), and make love to her (“junta ajorca y arracada’), while her husband is busy
with other matters (“esta ocupado”):

Amiguito, decidete,

ven a tomarme,

bésame la boca,

aprétame los pechos;

junta ajorca y arracada.

Mi marido esta ocupado. (Rubiera Mata 44)

In Rubiera Mata’s selection of anonymous kharajat probably composed by slave
singers, we find descriptions of both the lover and the beloved throughout the fifty
poems. Some descriptions apply to both men and women: like a bird; with a small red
mouth (“como circuma”); the teeth like pearls; the hair usually black; of bewitching
eyes; a white neck, and a mouth of “sweet saliva.” Other descriptions apply strictly to
men, like praise of their dark skin, and in one case his blond hair. The mention of blond
men or women in Arabic poetry is highly unusual, though the medieval Arab chronicler
Ibn Hazm stated that the Umayyad rulers preferred blond women (Rubiera Mata 26). The
descriptions that apply specifically to women describe them as having hair with curls and
braids; with loving eyes; “beautiful” breasts; a white neck, and various body ornaments
(bodice; necklace and other jewels). The following example belongs to the “canciones de
confidente” type, and laments the fact that her beloved will see her “cuello albo” (“white
neck”) unadorned because the jewelry merchant does not want to lend her any “joyas”
(“jewels”):

El vendedor de collares, mama,

no quiere prestarme joyas.

El cuello albo vera mi sefior,
no vera adornos. (Rubiera Mata 55)

17



In a “cancion de cuna” (“cradle song”) the use of maternal language such as “nifio
mio” (“my child”) towards the male lover acquires an erotic meaning in the association of
feeding (“desayunaras”) with the offer of her beauty and her breasts (“te daré¢ mi
hermosura y mi pecho”):

(No vienes, nifio mio, conmigo?

Hoy desayunaras,

te daré mi hermosura y mi pecho,

y no ser¢ parca. (Rubiera Mata 71)

Hebrew Andalusian poetry of the eleventh century was also closely modeled on
Arabic Abbasid poetry. The poems celebrate love for women as much as love for boys,
which may be a custom associated with courtly wine drinking in Iraq and Persia before
Islam, where boys were made to look like girls and girls like boys (Schippers 147). In a
study of the four major Hebrew Andalusian poets, Schippers has outlined the most
frequent themes in their love lyrics, also prescribed in two works called Kitab al-

Tashbihdat, one by Ibn Abi ‘Aun and the other by Ibn al-Kattani: black hair (like musk),
in contrast with the radiant face (like the sun or moon), with the locks described as
scorpions or snakes watching over the red roses of the cheeks; languid eyes, with pupils
like lances, that tear to pieces the heart of the lover, or that ensnare and capture him;
teeth as pearls or daisies; red, scarlet lips of cornelian; fragrant mouth, palate like honey,
and saliva like wine (but also like white and cold hail); manna under the tongue; neck
like a lily (or a gazelle or a roe); breasts are compared with pomegranates; the stature
and shape is compared with a work of art in ivory, or with branches of balm and date-
palms, and the naked arms like swords that pierce the lover’s heart; the body spreads a
myrrh-like perfume (Schippers 152-154). The following examples are single verses

extracted from various poems on love in Schippers’ study:

18



My right hand embraced the white moon, my lips kissed the warm sun (165).

The perfumed scent of our balms dwells in his clothes and from the words he
speaks drip the pleasing of his sweetness (166).

She took as a prisoner with the pupil of her eye, a neck, and a face, that shone for
those who looked at [her] (174).

They say: ‘It is dark, let there be light” with the light of their face and the dark of
her hair (178).

Her lips are honey, her nose is myrrh, because of her face she is a sun, and
because of her hair she is dark clouds (178).

Her cheek is like a rose, with a hair lock like a snake to watch over it (179).

The beloved in these poems is often a slave from a different ethnic group: in
Arabic poetry she/he may be of Indian, Turkish, Jewish, Christian or Black African
origin, while in the Hebrew poems she/he may be Christian (with red or blond hair), or
Arabic. The lover is physically consumed by his love, and his health suffers greatly
(Schippers 153-154). The metaphor of the woman as garden is not only found in love
lyrics, but also in Nature poems:

If you walk through the garden, then you will see that she is of silver covered
with gold above the earth of the garden (192).

From day to day the colours of the plants change from the colour of pearls into
the color of rubies and the colour of carbuncles (193).

The images and motifs of these Hebrew Andalusian love poems match closely
those of Arabic Andalusian poems, and all the elements may also be found from pre-
Islamic times onward (Schippers 317-320).

The epics
Twelfth-century epics, among the earliest literary works in vernacular Spanish,

contain few if any specific references to feminine beauty beyond the attribute “beautiful.”
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Their main theme is the pursuit of honor and adventure rather than love. Women do not
play a central role in the narrative, and the few portraits are more concerned with their
ethical choices than their physical beauty (Sponsler 119). In the twelfth-century Poema
de mio Cid the most detailed description of a person is that of the Cid himself in his
clothes and armor, his shirt “tan blanca commo el sol” ‘as white as the sun’ (v. 3087).
This expression for whiteness and brilliance also occurs in other instances related to the
Cid’s clothing (his shirt, v. 3493, and his head covering, v. 3087) and the soldiers’ armor
(v. 3074). There are, nonetheless, two allusions to feminine beauty, one to the “beautiful
eyes” (“ojos vellidos”) of the Cid’s wife and daughters (v. 1612), and the other to the
complexion of his daughters, “white as the sun” (“mis fijas tan blancas commo el sol,” v.
2333). Whiteness and brilliance are, in all these cases, clearly associated with purity and
righteousness.
Thirteenth century

The Libro de Alixandre concerns the legendary life, rise to power, and tragic
death of Alexander the Great, a theme that achieved great popularity in the Middle Ages.
The work may be classified as a literary epic as well as a romance, and its main direct
source is the twelfth-century Latin poem Alexandreis of Gautier de Chatillon,
supplemented by the French poem Roman d’Alexandre and the Latin prose-work Historia
de preliis (Deyermond 66-67). Its cuaderna via form is typical of thirteenth century
learned poetry. The portrait of Thalestris, queen of the Amazons, constitutes a detailed
description of the beautiful woman:

Avié muy buen cuerpo, era bien astilada,

correa de tres palmos la c[e]iiia doblada,

nunca fue en el mundo cara tan bien tajada,

non podrié por nul precio seer mejor poblada.

20



La fruent avié¢ muy blanca, alegre e serena,
plus clara que la luna quando es duodena;
non avrié cerca d’ella nul precio la Filomena,
de la que diz Ovidio una grant cantilena.

Avie las sobercejas como listas de seda,
eguales, mas abiertas, de la nariz hereda;
fazie[n] una sombriella tan mansa e tan queda
que non seri¢ comprada por nenguna moneda.

La beldat de los ojos era fiera nobleza,
pestafias mesturadas de comunal grandeza;
quando bien las abrié era fiera fadeza,

a christiano perfecto tolrié toda pereza.

Tant avi€ la nariz a razon afeitada

que non podri[¢] Apelles reprenderla en nada;
los labros abenidos, la boca mesurada,

os dientes bien [e]guales, blancos como quajada.

Blanca era la duefia, de muy fresca color,
avié [i] grant entrega a un emperedor;

la rosa del espino que es tan genta flor

al matin el rucio non parece mejor.

De la su fermosura non quiero mas contar,

temo fer [a] alguno de voluntad pecar;

los sus ensefiamientos non los sabrié fablar

Orfeus el que fizo los arboles cantar. (Stanzas 1873-1979)

After describing the beautiful shape of the body (slender) and the slim waist

(three palms), the portrait concentrates on the face: a forehead whiter than the moon (with

an explicit reference to Ovid’s description of Filomena’s beauty); thin, separated and

“equal” eyebrows; a straight, well-fashioned nose; eyelashes of a “common size”; the

beauty of “bold nobility” in her eyes; the harmonious lips; the mouth just the right size

(“mesurada”); even teeth, white like cheese curd (“quajada”). Her skin is white, of a

fresh color, more beautiful than a rose covered by morning dew (see Dana Arthur

Nelson’s notes for manuscript variants, Libro de Alixandre 581-582). The portrait of the
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queen makes no mention of her hair or of other body parts, though earlier in the chapter
we find the traditional view of the Amazons lacking the right breast: “Fazen otra barata
por mal non parescer: / queman la teta diestra, que non pueda crecer; / la otra, porque
puede mas cubierta seer, / por criar los infantes dexan la poblecer” (stanza 1869).
The cantigas

Galician-Portuguese love poems, cantigas, are a form of popular poetry that was
directly influenced by the Provengal poetic tradition (Deyermond 10). The influence was
the result of the development of one of the main axes of economic, social and cultural
communication in medieval Europe, the pilgrimage route that led to Santiago de
Compostela. Over a thousand Galician-Portuguese love poems have survived, compiled
in three major collections: the Cancioneiro de Ajuda, the Cancioneiro da Biblioteca
Nacional (previously called Cancioneiro Colocci-Brancuti, and the Cancioneiro da
Vaticana.) They date from the fifteenth century, but most cantigas were composed
between the late twelfth and early fourteenth centuries, and many authors’ biographical
information is provided by Nunes (Cantigas de amor) and Lanciani and Tavani
(Dicionario). Of the 1693 cantigas in the Cancioneiro da Biblioteca Nacional
(henceforth Cancioneiro) few mention specific attributes of beauty (the number in the
following parenthetical references to the Cancioneiro identifies the poem’s classification
number). There are three major genres: cantiga de amor, cantiga de amigo, and cantiga
d’escarnho e maldizer. The cantigas de amor are secular poems closely related to the
Provengal tradition of courtly love, though simplified in form and not as sensual, more
abstract in content and with much less description of the lady; they express the emotions

of men, and the man is the only, or first, speaker (Deyermond 12-14). Physical beauty is,
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nonetheless, an essential feature of the beloved and the cantigas de amor often describe
her as “de ben parecer” (“good-looking”), “ben talhada” (“well-shaped”) or “fremosa”
(“beautiful”™), the latter also used as an attribute of the Virgin Mary (Cancioneiro 409).

In the first stanza of a cantiga by Jodo Airas de Santiago, one of the most prolific cantiga
authors of the thirteenth century, the poetic voice praises the beauty of the lady, cause of
his love and his suffering (“pero que moyro, querendo vos bien”):

Senhor fremosa, de bon parecer,

Pero que moyro, querendo uos ben,

Se uos digo que muyto mal mj ven

Por uos, non mj queredes ren dizer,

Pero no mundo non sey eu molher

Que tan ben dig o que dizer quer. (Cancioneiro 899)

A cantiga de amor by Pero da Ponte, active in mid-thirteenth century, opens the
poem with a praise of the lady’s slender body (“corpo delgado™):

Senhor do corpo delgado,

En forte pont eu fuy nado,

Que nunca perdi coydado,

Nen afan, des que uos uj.

En fort pont eu fuj nado,

Senhor, por uos e por mj. (Cancionero 926)

A cantiga by Pero Larouco (late-thirteenth early-fourteenth century) mentions the
beautiful “color” of the beloved, without any specific detail (Cancioneiro 575).

The second type, the cantiga de amigo, expresses the emotions of women, and the
woman is the only, or first, speaker. More numerous than the cantigas de amor, many
differ in form, using a parallelistic structure. As in the cantigas de amor, though,
descriptions of the lady’s beauty are limited to a few features. There is occasional

mention of the lady’s eyes, but only in the context of the power of her gaze to make a

man fall in love, without describing them: “En grave dia vi os olhos seus” (“grave was
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the day I saw her eyes”) for example (Nunes, Cantigas d’amor 462). A poem by Martin
Codax (late thirteenth century) describes a woman dancing outside the church in Vigo,
highlighting her beautiful and slender body (“corpo velido ... corpo delgado”):

En no sagrad e[n] Vigo,

Baylaua corpo velido

Amor ey;

En Uigo no sagrado,

Baylaua corpo delgado,

Amor ey. (Cancioneiro 1232)

Other types of cantigas de amigo, such as the pastorela, describe the lady
washing her hair, a common theme. In a cantiga by Pero Medgo (early thirteenth
century) we find a few features of the locus amoenus, “uerdes eruas” (“green grass”),
“uerdes prados” (“green fields”), and female and male deer (“‘ceruas” and “ceruos”). The

99 ¢¢

lady who describes the scene is washing her hair, her locks (“cabelos,” “garcetas”):

En as uerdes eruas,

Vi anda las ceruas,

Meu amigo.

En os uerdes prados,

Vi os ceruos brauos,

Meu amigo.

E, con sabor d elhos,

Lauey meus cabelos,

Meu amigo.

E, con sabor d elhas

Lauey mhas garcetas,

Meu amigo. (Cancioneiro 1137)

Neither the cantigas de amor nor the cantigas de amigo ever mention any specific
attribute of beauty (hair color and length, skin color, eye color, etc.). The third type of
cantiga, the cantiga d’escarnho e de maldizer, is also based on the Provengal tradition

and is similar in form to the cantiga de amor, but its content is satirical and often
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obscene, indirectly (“d’escarnho”) or openly (“de mal dizer”) attacking a specific person
(Liu 2-3). Unlike other cantigas, a few present (satirical) portraits of women. The
following example is taken from the thirteenth-century poet Pero d’ Armea:

Donzela, quenquer entenderia
que uos muy fremosa parescedes;
se assy he como uos dizedes,

no mundo uosso par non auia
aunque y uosso par ouuesse:
quen a meu cuu congela posesse
de parescer ben uencer uos ya.

Uos andades dizend en concelho

que sobre todas parescedes ben,

e, con tod esto, non uos uei eu ren,

pero poedes branq en vermelho;

mays, sol que s o meu cuu de ssi pague,
et poser huu pouco d aluayade,

rreueer s a con uosco no espelho.

Donzela, uos sodes ben talhada,

se no talho erro non prendedes,

ou en essa saya que uos tragedes,

e pero sodes ben colorada,

que ao meu cuu posesse orelhas

et lhi ben figesse as sobrancelhas,

de parescer non uos deuera nada. (Cancioneiro 1504)

The target of criticism in this poem is a young lady who uses too much make-up
(white and red, “branq en vermelho). The poet claims that he would look just as
handsome if he put some make-up (“aluayade”) on his backside and painted ears and
eyebrows on it.' A cantiga d’escarnho by (probably) Martin Soarez, active in mid-
thirteenth century, also teases a lady by asking her is she wants to be portrayed in white

and red (first stanza):

No mundo non me sei parella

! Pero d’ Ambroa, contemporary of Pero d’ Armea, wrote a satire in response to the above, pointing out that
the desired look of the poet’s backside could be improved if he added a nose, lips, and mustache
(Cancioneiro 1505).
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mentre me for como me uay:

ca ia moiro por uos e, ay!

mia sennor, branca e vermella

queredes que uus retraya?

quando uus eu uj en saya,

mao dia me leuantey

que uus enton non uj fea. (Cancioneiro 1571)

Caldeyron, jongleur at the end of the twelfth century, offers a portrait of ugliness
in the following cantiga:

Hua donzela coitado

D amor por si me faz andar.
Et en sas feyturas falar

Quer eu como namorado:
Rostr agudo come foron,
Barua no queix e no granhon,
Et o uentre grand e inchado.

Cobrancelhas mesturadas,
Grandes et muy cabeludas,
Sobre 1h os olhos meriudas,
Et as tetas pendoradas

Et mui grandes, per boa fe,
Ha hu palm e meio no pe
Et no cos tres polegadas.

A testa ten [en]rugada

Et os olhos encouados,

Dentes pintos come dados

Et a calor de passada:

Atal a fez Nostro Senhor,

Muy sen doyt e sem sabor,

Des y muyt abre for¢ada. (Cancioneiro 1523)

In this cantiga we have a description of the features that define the opposite of
beauty: a pointed face like a ferret, a beard, a big and swollen belly, thick and hairy

eyebrows that are joined, large and sagging breasts (a palm-and-a-half long and three

inches wide), wrinkled forehead, sunken and bleary eyes, and teeth blackened like dice,
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the color of raisins. Ugly traits like a dark face, hairiness, and white hair, are mentioned
in relation to old age in a cantiga de maldizer by King don Alfonso of Ledn:

Non quer eu donzela fea
que a mha porta pea.

Non quer eu donzela fea
E negra come caruon,

Non quer eu donzela fea.
E uelosa come cam,

Non quer eu donzela fea
Que a brancos os cabelos,

Non quer eu donzela fea,

Veelha de ma coor,

.......................... (Cancioneiro 421)

The reference to a slender body (“corpo delgado™), as in the example by Pero da
Ponte (Cancioneiro 926) is also found in a cantiga d’escarnho by Fernam Rodrigiz de
Calheyros (early thirteenth century). Although it is a satire of a man named Fernam Roiz
Corpo-Delgado who was rejected by the woman to whom he proposed marriage, the
poem is significant because the pun on the name draws a contrast between “auer corpo
delgado” (having a slender body) and “seer mal talhada” (being badly shaped), and the
poet expresses (sarcastic) amazement at the lady’s choice of ugliness over beauty:

Dunha donzela enssanhada

Soo eu marauilhado

De como foy razoada

Contra mj n outro dia,

Ca mj disse que queria

Seer ante mal talhada
Que auer corpo delgado. (Cancioneiro 1281)
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Rhetorical descriptions of beauty and ugliness, therefore, appear only as sketchy
parodies in the cantigas d’escarnho e de maldizer and do not appear at all in the other
types of cantigas on love. The more detailed portrait of feminine beauty, in fact, is more
typical of learned poetry, such as the Razon de amor y los denuestos del agua y el vino.
This is a thirteenth-century lyrical poem close to the Latin debate poem tradition, but in
the subject, tone and rhythm of the first section reveals a clear influence of the love
narrative of the cantigas de amigo (Alvar, Antigua poesia 147; Deyermond 74). The
literary debate about chastity and lust is introduced symbolically in the second section,
where water and wine may be identified respectively as “pure love” and “sexual love,” in
parallel with the erotic encounter between a troubadour and a young lady in the first
section.

Cast in the classical rhetorical setting of a locus amoenus in the Spring, the first
section makes a detailed description of a beautiful woman. The troubadour register is
keyed when the young man says that he wishes to sing about courtly love (‘e quis’ cantar
de fin amor,” v. 55). As he is about to sing, he notices the arrival of a young woman,
who is described thus:

Mas vi venir una doncela;

pues naci, non vi tan bella:

blanca era e bermeia,

cabelos cortos sobr’ell oreia,

60 fruente blanca e locana,

cara fresca como macana;

naryz egual e dreyta,

nunca viestes tan bien feyta;

oios negros e ridientes,

65 boca a razon e blancos dientes;

labros vermeios, non muy delgados,

por verdat bien mesurados;

por la ¢entura delgada,

bien estant e mesurada. (Alvar, Antigua poesia 151)
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After treating of her beauty, the description moves to her white face and red
cheeks (like an apple), short hair above the ears, white and “lively” forehead, a
symmetrical and straight nose, black and radiant eyes, well-proportioned mouth, white
teeth, red lips (not too thin, and well proportioned), slim waist, well-shaped and well-
proportioned body. The reference to short hair is highly unusual, for long hair--whose
length was often specified as reaching to the waist--was the typical feature, symbolizing
both beauty and virginity.? References to the size of the lips and of the waist resemble
those found in the “muger fermosa” of the Libro de buen amor, discussed later in this
chapter.

The association of beauty with sexual love, but as a negative feature, is made in
Vida de Santa Maria Egipciaca. The earliest known hagiographic account of St. Mary
the Egyptian, who appears to have lived in the fifth century, was written in Greek in the
seventh century, probably by Sophronius, the Patriarch of Jerusalem. In its original
version (based on several sources) it was supposed to serve as an “exemplum,”
illustrating how the monk Gozimas, in his quest for spiritual perfection, realizes his
limitations when he meets Mary, an ex-prostitute who had repented in such a profound
way that her last forty-six years were spent as an ascetic wandering in the Jordanian
desert. There are several extant Latin translations, the earliest from the ninth century,
which in turn led to translations in prose and verse in Anglo-Saxon, French, Italian, and
Arabic in the following centuries (Vida 9-19; Walker vii-xiii). However, in some of the
best known vernacular treatments of the story the emphasis of the exemplum shifts from

the monk Gozimas to Mary the ascetic. Unlike the original story, where Mary herself

? Alvar paraphrases v. 59 as “los rubios cabellos le llegaban a las orejas,” introducing an element (long
hair) that is not in the poem, but is part of the literary canon of beauty (Alvar, Antigua poesia 151).
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gives an account of her life to the monk, these later vernacular versions offer a third-
person biography of Mary’s whole life, and Gozimas becomes a secondary, minor figure
(Walker ix-xi).

Four surviving vernacular versions are known from the Iberian peninsula. Two
are adaptations of the French Vie de Sainte Marie I’Egyptienne, which exists in verse as
well as in prose: the thirteenth-century poem Vida de Santa Maria Egip¢iaca, and the
fourteenth-century prose version Estoria de Santa Maria Egiciaca. The two remaining
texts, more faithful to Latin sources, are not considered here.’

The poem Vida de Santa Maria Egipgiaca is a longer version of the story, and
contains a description of a young, beautiful Mary, desired by all the men in Alexandria:

205  De la beltat de su figura,
como dize la escriptura,
ante que siga adelante,
direvos de su semblante:
de aquel tiempo que fue ella,
210 depués no nascio tan bella;
nin reina nin condessa
non viestes otra tal como essa.
Abié redondas las orejas,
blanquas como leche d’ovejas;
215  ojos negros, e sobrecejas;
alba fruente, fasta las ¢ernejas.
La faz tenié colorada,
como la rosa cuando es granada;
boqua chica e por mesura
220  muy fermosa la catadura.
Su cuello e su petrina,
tal como la flor dell espina.
De sus tetiellas bien es sana
tales son como macana.
225  Bragos e cuerpo e tod’ lo al
blanco es como cristal.
En buena forma fue tajada,

3 One is a mid-fifteenth century Spanish prose translation of the version contained in the Latin work
Legenda Aurea; the other is a fourteenth-century Portuguese prose translation, the Vida de Sancta Maria
Egipcia (Walker xii-xiii).
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nin era gorda nin muy delgada;
nin era luenga nin era corta,
230  mas de mesura bona. (Vida 55-56)

The subsequent verses describe her beautiful, rich, and colorful clothes and shoes
that match her beauty (vv. 233-244). In brief, Mary’s beauty is defined by: blond hair;
round, white ears; black eyebrows; black eyes, well separated; white forehead; red
colored face; small, well proportioned mouth; white neck and chest; breasts like apples;
white arms; white body; well-shaped, neither fat nor thin; and neither tall nor short. Her
beauty gives her both the means to survive in Alexandria, and later to pay for passage on
a ship going to the Holy Land. When supernatural forces prevent her from entering the
temple she realizes it is because of her sins, and she begins to repent, while tearing at her
hair and beating her chest: “d’amas manos tira a sus cabellos, / grandes feridas dio a sus
pechos” (vv. 458-459). After her repentance and her wandering in the desert for forty
years, Mary’s appearance is radically changed. The beautiful clothes have been worn
away, and her only covering is her hair that now reaches her feet:

720  Toda se mud6 d’otra figura,
que non ha panyos nin vestidura.
Perdio las carnes e la color,
que eran blancas como la flor;
los sus cabellos, que eran rubios,
725  tornaronse blancos e suzios.
Las sus orejas, que eran albas,
mucho eran negras ¢ pegadas.
Entenebridos abié los ojos;
abié perdidos los sus mencojos.
730  Laboca era empelegida,
¢ derredor muy denegrida.
La faz muy negra e arrugada
de frio viento e de la elada
La barbiella e el su grinyon
735  semeja cabo de tizon.
Tan negra era la su petrina,
como la pez e la resina.
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En sus pechos non abia tetas,

como yo cuido eran secas.
740  Bracos luengos e secos dedos,

cuando los tiende semejan espetos.

Las unyas eran convinientes,

que las tajaba con los dientes.

El vientre abié seco mucho,

745  que non comi¢ nengun conducho.

Los piedes eran quebragados:

en muchos logares eran plagados. (Vida 77-78)

This portrait closely parallels, in its length and the attributes mentioned, the
description of the beautiful Mary, but new elements, such as the color of the hair, or the
mention of fingernails, belly and feet are added. After forty years in the desert (and in
her old age), the focus of the portrait is on the darkness of the features previously
described as white or red, on her emaciated body, her cavernous eyes,4 and her white
hair.

Among the ways the shorter prose version of the Estoria differs from the poem is
an unorthodox portrait of Mary in her youth. Some of the differences can be related to
the difference between the two genres, the poetic Vida using more lively and colorful
language, with frequent repetitions stylistically typical of oral recitation intended for a
mass public, while the prose Estoria seems to have been intended for a more cultivated
public (Walker xxii-xxxviii). At the beginning of the Estoria Mary is described as
beautiful in every feature: “mucho era fermosa a maravilla e muy bien tajada e muy
fresca e muy pagadora de todas otras fechuras” (vv. 11-13), or “grant beldade ella avja”

(v. 60). Maria agrees: “Yo so fermosa e menina” (vv. 85-86). All the young men were

attracted to her: “Ella era muy fermosa--asi commo vos dixe--e¢ deseavanla mucho los

* Alvar notes that the meaning of “mencojos” is uncertain. The term could be a form of “entreojos,” that is
the separation between the eyes which was considered a sign of beauty, and that appears to decrease as the
eyes become more deeply set in (Vida 264).
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mangebos de la tierra” (vv. 45-47), or “toda la mancgebia de la tierra era engendida por su
beldat, e todos eran cofondidos por ella” (vv. 129-130). There is, however, no specific
portraiture description of her beauty as in the poem. The description of Mary’s
devastated body after many years in the desert, on the other hand, closely resembles the
poetic version:

E su carne, que era blanca commo nieve, finco toda negra e [como si fuese]

carvon por la friura del jnbierno e por la calentura del verano, ssus cabellos

tornaron blancos, ssu rostro torno anpollado e su boca quebrada e sus ojos

fueron covados, e su pecho prieto e aspro que semejava cuero de cagon; e

los bragos e las manos e los dedos avja mas secos que podia ser, e las unnas

avja luengas e el vientre traya caydo e sus pies eran rresquebrados e muchas

llagas por ellos. (vv. 245-254)
Fourteenth century

Dated to the first decade of the fourteenth century, the Libro del Cavallero Cifar
is the earliest chivalric romance in Spanish, and it narrates the fantastic adventures of the
knight, his wife, and two sons as they roam far from their own land. Only a few of the
women are qualified as beautiful, while we find many more attributes related to their

29 ¢¢

character and morality (“buena,” “honrada,” “razonada,” etc.). Beautiful women are

simply described as “fermosas.” All are members of the nobility, the accompanying term

99 ¢

being mostly “duefias,” followed by “doncellas,” “muger,” “fijas,” and “dama.” Cifar’s
wife, Grima, is almost always introduced by the narrator as “la buena duefa,” although
there are a few instances where a group of (evil) men comments on her beauty (“la
fermosura de aquella duefia”), or King Menton’s messenger reports meeting one of the
most beautiful women in the world (“una duena ... de las mas fermosas del mundo”

(Libro del Cavallero Cifar 29-30; all quotations are from Olsen’s edition). A pious man,

King Mentén has remained chaste with his wife for more than a year, an example of true
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love, though we are told that it surprises many people in the kingdom since the queen is
“una de las mas fermosas damas enderecadas de todo el mundo” (51). Other references
to feminine beauty occur in relation to Roboan, one of Cifar’s two sons. During his
adventures in the Ynsolas Dotadas, Roboan marries the Empress Nobleza, not only
beautiful but also wealthy and powerful (“muy rica, e muy poderosa, e la mas fermosa e
la mas acostunbrada duefia que en el mundo nagio”); she is even more beautiful than her
mother (la Sefora del Parescer) who had also been “una de las mas fermosas del mundo,”
more beautiful than Queen Ginebra (133). Three chapters later, we find Roboan musing
about his wife Nobleza, “la mas fermosa e de mejor donayre, e la mas ensefiada e de
mejor palabra, e la mas sosegada duena de entendimjento, e la mas mesurada de mejor
res¢ibjr, e la mas alegre e de mejor solaz muger que en el mundo fuese nasgida” (137).’
The lengthiest description of a woman’s attributes is made in a passage where Roboan
flatters Gallarda, an “honorable and very beautiful widow,” but without mention of
specific physical traits:

Sefiora, mucho devriedes gradescer a Dios por quanta merced e bien

vos fizo, ca yo mucho gelo gradesco porque vos fizo una de las mas

fermossas duefias, de todo el mundo, e la mas locana, e de coragon, ¢

de mejor donayre, e de mejor palabra, e de mejor paresger, e de mejor

rescebir, e la mas apuesta en todos los fechos. Ca bien semeja que Dios,

quando vos fizo, que de muy vagar estava, ca tantas buenas condigiones

puso en vos de fermosura e de bondat, que bien creo que en muger deste

mundo non las pudiese ombre fallar tales. (112)

The beauty of Gallarda is accompanied by her moral virtues, as is the case with
Seringa (Roboan’s last wife), in whom God had wanted to join beauty with kindness and

goodness (“Dios quisiera ayuntar su fermosura con apostura e bondat” [150]). Four other

examples of beautiful women refer to minor characters in the work. One is found in a

5 The most beautiful and most graceful, most learned and well-spoken, most poised and intelligent, most
proper and welcoming, most happy and amusing woman ever born into the world.
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framed “exemplum” of untrue love, in the form of questions and answers between a good
man and his beautiful and pleasant daughter, “una fija muy fermosa e cunplida de muy
buena palabra e de buen rrecibir e plazible mucho de dezir e aun de oyr” (69). Another is
found in connection with a story about a king of Ephesus and an (evil) vassal who wanted
to punish the king’s daughter, the most beautiful in the kingdom (“ca la donzella era la
mas fermosa de todo el rreyno”) by burning her (99). A third concerns a beautiful and
noble damsel (“una doncella muy fermosa e fija dalgo”) who helps the hero Roboan put
on a finely embroidered shirt during his adventures in the kingdom of Trigrida (127).

The fourth takes place at the court of the Empress Nobleza, where we hear of a group of
well-dressed, beautiful female singers holding flowers in their hands, “donzellas muy
fermosas e bien vestidas con ramos floridos en las manos” (134). That Nobleza’s hair is
golden is revealed when Roboan discovers some strands mixed with gold thread, and
cannot distinguish between the two: “non semejavan sy non oro, de gujssa que non avje
departimjento ninguno entrellos e el oro, salvo que eran mas primos e mas sotiles que los
filos de oro” (137).

There are also those beautiful women who are either “fantastic” (according to the
narrator) or who lack positive moral qualities. One appears near a magical lake, “una
duefia muy fermosa,” and entices the Cavallero Atrevido to marriage and fatherhood by
taking him to a magical underwater world. The passage that recounts their meeting
makes the sole reference in the work to a feature of the body endowed with erotic
content, the lady’s foot: “Ella alco el pie del agua e mostrogelo. E el cavallero semejole
que nunca tan blanco njn tan fermoso njn tan bien fecho pie viera commo aquel” (“She

raised her foot out of the water and showed it to him. It seemed to the knight that he had
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never seen a foot as white or as beautiful or as well formed” [66-67]). The embittered
knight later describes this same woman, la Sefiora de la Traicion, as uglier and darker that
any devil in Hell, and probably related to the devil (on her mother’s side): “Tornada en
otra figura que bien, me semejo que en todos los ynfiernos non era mas feo njn mas negro
diablo que ella era. E bien creo que de parte de su madre que es fija del diablo” (71).
While still in the enchanted world, the knight is taken to a palace, where a banquet is
offered for ten thousand knights on tables and crockery made of precious stones and gold,
and sophisticated dishes brought by “unas doncellas las fermosas del mundo e muy
noblemente vestidas” (68). While wandering the town the knight meets a woman
“mucho mas fermosa que non su sefiora pero que era amada de muchos” and cannot help
but fall in love with her, a mistake that causes his banishment and that of his son from the
magical kingdom (68).

The title of “most beautiful in the world” is also used in connection with an
encounter Roboan has with the devil, who has taken on the appearance of a beautiful
woman in order to destroy Roboan’s relationship with his wife Nobleza:

Acaes¢io que un dia andando el enperador a monte, que lo vido el diablo

apartado de su gente yendo tras un venado e parosele delante en figura

de muger, la mas fermosa del mundo. E el emperador, quando la vjdo,

retovo la rrienda al cavallo e parose e dixole: “Amiga, ;quien vos troxo

aqui tan fermosa e tan bien andante? Ca bien me semeja que nunca tan

fermosa duefia viese commo vos.” (134) °

The deception works, and a few days later the emperor again meets the desguised

devil, more beautiful than the first time: “En figura de aquella duefia que la otra vegada

% It happened one day, as the emperor was walking up a mountain, that the devil saw him separated from
his men in pursuing a deer, and appeared in front of him in the form of a woman, the most beautiful in the
world. The emperor, when he saw her, held the reins and stopped his horse, saying to her: “Who brought
you here, my friend, so beautiful and so graceful? For it certainly seems to me that I have never seen a
woman as beautiful as yourself.
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vjniera, salvo que ssemejava al enperador que era mucho mas fermosa que la otra
vegada” (135). At the third encounter, the devil/lady has become even more beautiful,
“muy mas fermosa que las otras dos vezes” (137).

Regarding men’s beauty and ugliness, the Cifar recounts a story about the
Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar whom God punished by making him live like an
animal, long-haired and with eagle-claws: “E fue enconado el su cuerpo del rogio del
cielo fasta que sus cabellos crecieron en semejanca de cabellos luengos, e las sus ufias
fueron asy commo ufias de agujlas” (89). The Cifar himself is decribed at least twice as
beautiful in arms: “Entre todos los otros e pares¢gie muy fermoso armado, ca era grande, e
muy apuesto e muy valjente” (17). Another knight describes him as beautiful in his skills
and actions: “Del dia que nas¢i non vj a un cavallero tan fermoso armado njn que tan
bien cavalgase un cavallo njn que tantos buenos fechos fiziese de sus armas” (48). There
is also an apparition of Jesus Christ to Grima, Cifar’s wife, where Jesus is described as a
beautiful white child (‘“un nifio ... muy blanco y muy fermoso”) guiding her ship from
atop a sail (29).

Several famous passages in Don Quijote refer to Amadis de Gaula as the “best” of
the Spanish romances of chivalry. It was widely known from the early fourteenth
through the sixteenth century, avidly read by Saint Teresa and Ignatius of Loyola in their
youth, and considered worthy of respect by the humanist Juan de Valdés as well as
Cervantes. In form, it shows the clear influence of the Arthurian cycle. The settings and
some three hundred characters of the romance are almost all foreigners (Gaula = Wales;
Vindilisora = Windsor; Briolanja = Brion I’Ange; Arcaldus = Arc 4 ’eau, etc.). The only

exception is Brian de Monjaste, son of the king of Spain, who participates in one battle
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with a thousand knights (Book IV). The success of this work spawned numerous sequels
that were translated into all major European vernacular languages. The work is
anonymous, and there is conflicting evidence regarding its possible Portuguese origin.
The sole, but partial, manuscript dates from 1420, though it was modified and enlarged
by Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo for the first printed edition of 1508 (Deyermond 159).
This is the version consulted here.

Stylistically the work is characterized by action, knights wage constant battle (in
almost every one of the seventy-six chapters), or engage in dramatic dialogue.
Descriptions of landscape or people are brief, ready-made schematic backdrops for the
action, such as a mountainous forest, a thick-walled castle with high towers, a wealthy
palace, or a beautiful woman. As is the case in other chivalresque romances, we find two
protagonists: a knight errant in search of fame, to be obtained by defeating a notorious
knight, usually in defense of the honor of a beautiful damsel (or sometimes in defense of
the helpless); and a damsel, also in search of fame, which means the widest possible
recognition of her beauty (her supreme virtue) thanks to the exploits of her knight.
Naturally, in this world of black and white, hero and heroine are physically attractive and
morally virtuous, while their enemies are physical unattractive and morally bankrupt.
Four main values/themes predominate: valor in battle for men, beauty for women, love
for each other, and loyalty to friends and superiors (4madis xiii-xv.)

A distinguishing feature of Amadis is its emphasis on the erotic, according to the
canon of courtly love. The knight is spurred to strive for fame in battle, first by the hope
of the love of a beautiful noblewoman, and subsequently by her promise of love; he is

attracted by the physical beauty of the woman. The woman is, in turn, also attracted by
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the physical beauty of the knight, but especially by his fame. For example, the first
chapter of Book I presents the encounter of Amadis’s parents, King Perién and Princess
Elisenda. They are both beautiful, though he is also an accomplished knight, and it is
love at first sight: “Como la infanta era muy hermosa, y el rey Perion también, y ademas
se habia divulgado por todas partes del mundo la fama de sus grandes hazafias, en cuanto
se miraron se sintieron dominados por un gran amor” (Amadis 12; all quotations are from
Rosenblat’s edition). A similar account of love at first sight, with the same contrast
between a woman’s beauty, on the one hand, and man’s valor, on the other, is found in
the last chapter of Book IV (“Las bodas™). Galaor marries queen Briolanja, who was
already beautiful as a young girl, and is now at the peak of perfection: “Cuando Galaor la
habia visto era muy moza, pero ahora estaba en la perfeccion de la edad y de la
hermosura. Al mirarla, sintié por primera vez el verdadero amor, y ella, que conocia sus
grandes hechos de armas y sus buenas maneras de caballero, puso en ¢l el amor que
siempre habia sentido por Amadis” (315).

In terms of masculine beauty, all the heroes are described as “hermoso”; this
adjective is generally accompanied by references to other qualities like strength, courage,
fame or, like the knight Galaor, well-read in chivalric romances (41). A group of women
looking at Amadis, who lies unconscious after a fight, comment on his beauty
(“hermosura de caballero™), as well as being an outstanding youthful knight (66). When
Amadis removes his armor, Briolanja and her mother are amazed at his beauty
(“quedaron maravilladas de su hermosura”), while noting the knight’s great feats despite
his young age: “Siendo de edad tan tierna hubiese hecho cosas tan extrafias en armas”

(74). Other examples include Galaor, also one of the most handsome knights in the
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world and difficult to distinguish from his brother Amadis, and Amadis’s son, six-year-
old Esplandian, who appears to king Lisuarte as the most beautiful boy he has ever seen
(2395).

Though it may seem paradoxical, heroes are handsome even when covered in
blood from battle wounds. In fact, it is of preeminent importance that valor in war
accompanies masculine beauty: “Arban... tenia cinco heridas en el rostro y en la garganta,
y la cara llena de sangre, pero parecia mas hermoso” (109). When Amadis is age twenty,
Briolanja falls in love with him, seeing in him the most beautiful knight in the world, as
the battle scars increased his attractiveness: “y las cicatrices de la cara aumentaban su
hermosura” (118). Grasinda too is stunned by Amadis’s superhuman beauty (“no creia
que un ser humano pudiese llegar a tanto’) when he was seriously wounded (241).

Conversely, enemies are physically disproportionate, not-quite human. King
Abies, for instance, was of huge proportions: “Llevaba un palmo de estatura a cualquier
caballero, y sus brazos parecian de gigante” (38). One of the few detailed descriptions of
such an individual, the evil Ardan Canileo el Temido, is the following:

Era de sangre de gigantes ... Sus miembros eran gruesos, las espaldas

anchas, el pecho cuadrado y el rostro grande y romo, parecido al de

un can, de donde le venia el nombre; tenia las narices aplastadas y

anchas, y era de color encarnado, con unas pintas negras y espesas,

de que tenia sembrado el rostro, las manos y el cuello. Tenia brava

catadura, como de ledn, los labios gruesos y los cabellos y barba

crespos.” (185)

Dwarfs, in contrast, are associated with good luck, and the one who accompanies

Amadis in one adventure is portrayed as a loyal friend.

7 He had giants’ blood ... His limbs were big, his back was broad; he had a square chest and a large face
with a snub nose, like a dog, whence his name; he had flat and large nostrils, and was of a fleshy color,
with black and thick spots scattered on his face, hands, and neck. He had a fierce look, like a lion, with
thick lips, and curly hair and beard.
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The relationship between a knight’s battle fame and a damsel’s fame for beauty
may even reach paradoxical levels. Angriote de Estravaus’s beloved demands that he
forces all knights to go the royal court and declare that she is more beautiful than their
own ladies: “Por imposicion de su dama, obligaba a todos los caballeros a presentarse en
la corte del rey Lisuarte a declarar que la amiga de Angriote era mas hermosa que la
propia” (61). In the case of Grasinda, her brother challenged anyone who maintained she
was not the most beautiful woman of Romania to combat. She asks an unwilling Amadis
to do same at the court of king Lisuarte, where are also found “the most beautiful women
in the world” (257).

In terms of feminine beauty, all the youthful noblewomen are described as

9 <6 29 ¢¢ 99 ¢

“hermosa,” “tan hermosa,” “asaz hermosa,” “muy hermosa,” or “hermosa y lozana.” In
some cases reference is made to a woman’s beautiful hair, or a beautiful woman’s hair:
“una doncella de hermosos cabellos” (30), and “una hermosa doncella peinaba sus
cabellos” (48). The most beautiful in the world is the Danish-born Princess Oriana
(Amadis’s true love), without equals: “Llamada la Sin Par, porque en su tiempo no hubo
ninguna que la igualase en hermosura” (24). At this stage, when Oriana and Amadis are
first promised to each other, both are adolescents; she is ten years old and he is twelve
years old, though he looked older (“aunque parecia mayor” [24]). A few years later, it
seems to Amadis that she is the most beautiful woman in the world (“no habia tal
hermosura en ninguna mujer del mundo” [56]). Amadis nonetheless feels the same way

upon meeting Briolanja when still a young girl: “Le parecid la més hermosa que habia

visto en sus dias” (72).
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As is the case with men, physical and moral ugliness in women is usually seen in
disproportionate size. A beautiful and well-dressed woman, but of enormous size (‘“pero
de enorme proporciones”) (185), turns out to be a deceitful messenger. The Christian-
hating giant Andandona, elder sister of the giant Madarque, also had white hair and a
devil’s face: “Tenia cabellos blancos y ... su tamafio era descomunal, y por la cara parecia
un diablo” (204).

In addition, rich clothing and elaborate hairdoes usually play a major part in the
description of beautiful women: “[Oriana] estaba vestida con unos pafos de seda india,
con flores de oro bordadas. Sus hermosos cabellos estaban sueltos, y los cubria una rica
guirnalda.” (56). The same description applies to the noblewomen at court: “Llevaban
guirnaldas en las cabezas y vestian ricos pafios” (157).

The sole reference to skin color is made in a villancico composed by Amadis for
the infanta Leonoreta when the little girl is allowed to play the part of the damsel asking
Amadis for his services as knight (Book II, Chapter Nine). Amadis compares her to a
beautiful rose, whiter than all other flowers:

Leonoreta, fin roseta,

blanca sobre toda flor,

fin roseta, no me meta

en tal cuita el vuestro amor. (156)

Amadis’s villancico is in fact a refrain from a Castilian rendition of a popular
thirteenth-century Galician-Portuguese cantiga de amor by Joan Lobeyra, which exists in
different versions (Cancioneiro 228, 229, and 230).* A main difference between the

original Galician-Portuguese and the Castilian version in Amadis is that in the original

cantiga Leonoreta is “bella” rather than “blanca.” This substitution suggests that, as in

¥ See Cancioneiro Vol. I, pp. 395-404 for a discussion of the issue.
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similar examples discussed above, the two terms “white” and “beautiful” were easily
interchangeable, not only semantically but also rhythmically. Amadis also praises the
“lindos ojos y esos hermosos cabellos” of the nine-year old Princess Leonoreta (255).

Surpassing all others in beauty is Amadis’s true love, Oriana. Though references
to her specific attributes are few, such as her “beautiful hands” (320), Oriana is the only
one among many other beautiful women who passes the final test for lovers before her
wedding. She must go through a magical arch that tests the lovers’ loyalty (“arco de los
leales amadores y la camara defendida”), which she does successfully thanks to her
courage, determination and, above all, her beauty (“méas que nada con su extremada
belleza” [320]). It is her beauty that allows her to be Amadis’s companion without fear
of competition (“sin temor de que viniese ninguna mujer, por hermosa que fuese” [320]).
It must be added that, much earlier in the adventure, Oriana took the initiative in her first
sexual encounter with Amadis. This happened “mas por la gracia y comedimiento de
Oriana que por la desenvoltura u osadia de Amadis” (105).

Perhaps the most famous work of the fourteenth century is Juan Ruiz’s Libro de
buen amor (LBA) probably composed around 1343. It is a complex work, influenced by
the techniques of many genres, including sermons (popular and learned), the fabliaux,
courtly love lyrics, Latin drama, exempla, Goliardic poetry, and secular lyrics. The main
structure is constituted by the autobiographical narrative of the Archpriest of Hita who
recounts his amorous adventures. In stanza 430 the character Don Amor advises the
Archpriest, who has suffered several setbacks in love, on how to choose a woman: “Si
quisieras amar duefa o otra qualquier muger, / ... / ... / sabe primeramente la muger

escoger’” and proceeds to describe the physical attributes of ideal feminine beauty:
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431

432

433

434

435

444

445

448

Cata muger fermosa, donosa e logana,

que non sea luenga nin otrosi enana;

si podieres non quieras amar muger villana,
que de amor non sabe: es como baiisana.

Busca muger de talla, de cabega pequeiia;
cabellos amarillos, non sean de alhena;

las ¢ejas apartadas, luengas, altas, en pena;
angosta de cabellos: ésta es talla de dueiia.

Ojos grandes, someros, pintados, reluzientes,

e de luengas pestanas, bien claras, parescientes;
las orejas pequeiias, delgadas; paral mientes

si ha el cuello alto: atal quieren las gentes.

La nariz afilada, los dientes menudillos,
eguales, e bien blancos, un poco apartadillos;
las enzivas bermejas; los dientes agudillos;
los labros de la boca bermejos, angostillos.

La su boca pequeiia, asi de buena guisa;

la su faz sea blanca, sin pelos, clara e lisa.
Puna de aver muger que la vea sin camisa:
que la talla del cuerpo te dira: esto aguisa.

Si dexier que la duefa non tiene onbros muy grandes,
nin los bracos delgados, ti luego le demandes

si ha los pechos chicos; si dize ‘si’, demandes

contra la fegura toda, porque mas ¢ierto andes.

Si diz que los sobacos tiene un poco mojados
e que ha chicas piernas e luengos los costados,
ancheta de caderas, pies chicos, sovacados,

tal muger non la fallan en todos los mercados.

Guar[da]te que non sea bellosa nin barbuda:

jatal media pecada el huerco la saguda!

Si ha la mano chica, delgada, boz aguda,

atal muger, si puedes, de buen seso la muda.’ (Ruiz 114-119)

? “Look for a woman who is pretty and witty and full of spirit, who is not very tall nor yet dwarfish; if
possible, try not to fall in love with a low-born woman, for that kind knows nothing of love: she is like a
straw scarecrow. Look for a woman with a good figure and with a small head; hair that is blonde but not
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The passage involves some textual problems. The three extant manuscripts (S, T,
and G) offer slightly different versions, some of which are significant. (1) Verse 432d: in
Ms. G the first hemistich has “ancheta de caderas,” while Ms. S has “angosta de
cabellos.” The G version may reflect a copyist’s error, since it does not fit with the rest
of the stanza (which describes the face) and the phrase recurs later in verse 445c¢ (as part
of the description of the body). The S version may also have been a copyist’s error in
writing “cabellos” instead of “tenriellas” (“mejillas”), or even “carriellos” (“barbilla”)
(Ruiz 115, n. 432d; Alonso; Llorach 173). (2) Verse 434b: the phrase “dientes ... un poco
apartadillos” is explained by literary critics like Lecoy and Cejador as a copyist’s error
for “un poco apretadillos” (Alonso 405). (3) Verses 432a, 432¢, and 435d: the meaning
of the word “talla” has a variety of possible meanings, from well proportioned, to stature,
size, waist, or social status--the same variety of meanings exists in the equivalent term in
medieval French (Ruiz 115, n. 432a; Alonso 402; Alarcos-Llorach 173-174). (4) Verse
433b: the phrase “bien claras, paresgientes” in Ms. G, which appears to refer to the
previous word “pestafias” in the same verse, is rendered as “claros y reyentes” in Ms. S,
which would be a reference to the “o0jos” of verse 432a, and not to the eyelashes (Ruiz

115, n. 433b; Alonso 408, n. 12).

from henna; whose eyebrows are spaced apart, long and arched in a peak; who is nice and plump in the
buttocks: this is the figure of a lady; whose eyes are large, prominent, colorful, shining; and with long
lashes that show good and clearly; with small, delicate ears; mark well is she has a long throat: that is the
kind men want; with a finely chiseled nose; and nice small teeth that are even and good and white, a trifle
separated; with red gums, good sharp teeth; her lips red and nicely fine-drawn; her mouth nice and small,
just so, in a pleasing way; her face white, hairless, bright, and smooth. Try to get hold of some women who
can see her without her blouse on, who will tell you the form of her body: arrange this... If she [the
messenger] tells you that your chosen lady does not have long limbs, nor thin arms, ask her next if she has
small breasts; and if she says “Yes,” inquire about her whole figure, so that you can be more sure. If your
messenger tells you that your beloved’s underarms are just a little damp, and that she has small legs and
long flanks, is nice and wide in the hips, with small, arched feet, this is the kind of woman that is not found
in every marketplace... Take care that your lady is not hairy or bearded; may Hell rid us of such a half-
devil as that! If her hand is small, her voice and delicate and high, you should, if you possibly can, try to
change her from her prudent ways” (Willis 121-124).
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