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Jacquel i ne Ferreras-Savoye. "La C�Zestine" ou la crise de la. soci été 
patriarcal.e. París: Ediciones Hispano-Americanas, 1977. 224 pp. 

There is room for a full-scale Marxian analysis pf La Celestina 
(LC) .. The relationships between social classes, the servants' acute com-. 
ments on those relationships, Celestina 1 s transfonnation of sexual lave 
into a marketable commodity of which at times she seems to hold the mono
poly, her profitable manufacture of virginities, Pleberio's awareness of 
himself as a merchant in the midst of his lament, the prevalence of 
commercial and financial imagery -- all of these suggest that a sociohis
torical approach to the work should be fruitful and illuminating. It is, 
of course, not the on ly approach, and i t is probab ly not e ven the mas t 
important; but who can doubt the relevance of Marxian tools of analysis 
to a novel in which a lover's elevated courtly language is a transparent 
covering for his view of his mistress as a commodity? And not just a 
commodity, but an opportunity for conspicuous consumption ("Bien me 
huelgo que estén semejantes testigos de mi gloria"}. 

The longest and most successful study of this kind.is josé Antonio 
Maraval 1 's El mundo social de "La CeZestina 11 (1964, 3rd ed. 1972; Snow 
bibl. 63}, which applies Thorstein Veblen's theory of the leisure class 
to late medi.eval Castilian society as reflected i.n various theoretical 
writings, and to LC. Objections can be raised, but when due allowance 
has been made for them, Maravall 's book still convinces. However, it 
makes no claim to completeness, and the possibility of other lines of 
sociohistorical investigation has since been dernonstrated in essays by 
Julio.Rodríguez-Puértolas (Snow S16) and Antony Van Beysterveldt (S95). 
Both ceiestina scholarship and Marxian critical techniques have developed 
greatly since Maravall's book was first published (there is now a jour
nal, IdeoZogies & Literatiaie, devoted explicitly to the sociohistorical 
and ideological criticism of Hispanic and Luso-Brazilian literatures). 
The time is clearly ripe for a new book of this kind, and Ferreras
Savoye's title and preface make it clear that this is what she is offer
ing, albeit in a tentative way (."les résultats provisoires de nos recher-. 
ches," p. 6}. The preface raises additional hopes: 

La société patriarcale subit a la fin du Moyen-Age un profond bou
leversement: la trouvaille de Rojas réside peut-etre en ce qu'il 
incarne ce désordre dans les roles majeurs qu'il confere a deux 

31 

https://doi.org/10.7203/Celestinesca.4.19517



CELESTINESCA 

femmes, l ' u n e  v i e i l l e  e t  pauvre, l ' a u t r e  noble jeune f i l l e ,  
C6 lest ine e t  M&lib&e, e t  q u ' i l  l i e  l e  comportement f6min in  au 
nouveau pouvoi r  de l 'argent .  (pp. '6-7) 

There has never, as f a r  as I am aware, been a ser ious f e m i n i s t  ana lys is  
o f  LC--surpr is ing ly ,  g iven t h e  c u r r e n t  i n t e r e s t  i n  f e m i n i s t  c r i t i c i s m  and 
t h e  prominent r o l e  o f  women i n  t h i s .  book. Indeed, i n  one respect  the  
case i s  even s t ronger  than Ferreras-Savoye says: one o f  the  women char- 
ac te rs  took h o l d  o f  p u b l i c  imaginat ion t o  such an e x t e n t  t h a t  the  
p r i n t e r s ,  i n  o rder  t o  increase t h e i r  sales,  renamed the book a f t e r  her. 

Most o f  the expectat ions which a r e  r a i s e d  remain u n f u l f i l l e d ,  
a l though Ferreras-Savoye makes some i n t e r e s t i n g  po in ts .  Her bas ic  con- 
t e n t i o n  i s  t h a t  the re  were two major changes i n  l a t e  medieval C a s t i l i a n  
s o c i e t y ,  and t h a t  these were causa l l y  l i nked :  the  growth o f  a  money eco- 
nomy, and the new importance o f  money as a  r e g u l a t o r  o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  
she maintains,  weakened the  a u t h o r i t y  o f  Church and n o b i l i t y ,  and w i t h  i t  
t h e  f a t h e r ' s  a u t h o r i t y  w i t h i n  h i s  fami l y .  Th is  i s ,  she a r  ues, r e f l e c t e d  
i n  the  f i c t i o n a l  wor ld  o f  LC. The f i r s t  p a r t  o f  he r  book qpp. 9-74) i s  a  
h i s t o r i c a l  survey, based l a r g e l y  on Vicens Vives and o t h e r  h i g h l y  r e -  
spected modem h i s t o r i a n s  (Susrez FernLndez, Maraval l , Moxo', Dominguez 
O r t i z ) .  The second p a r t  (pp. 75-144) deals w i t h  LC; the  remainder o f  t h e  
book i s  occupied by notes, a  b r i e f  b ib l i og raphy ,  and an appendix o f  
t e x t s .  The successful  p resen ta t ion  o f  a  case such as t h a t  made by 
Ferreras-Savoye depends i n  l a r g e  measure on the r igo rous  establ ishment o f  
connection between an e f f e c t  and i t s  supposed cause, and between h i s t o r -  
i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  phenomena. Ferreras-Savoye i s  i n  no doubt as t o  the  
ex is tence o f  these connections, e i t h e r  i n  general o r  i n  the s p e c i f i c  i n -  
stance o f  LC: 

Convaincus pour n o t r e  p a r t  de l a  r e l a t i o n  fondamentale.entre une 
oeuvre e t  l a  s o c i l t l  ou e l l e  l c 1 8 t ,  non pas au sens oii l ' e n t e n d a i t  
Auguste Comte, mais 3 t rave rs  l a  parent6  de s t r u c t u r e  q u i  r e l i e  
l ' o e u v r e  2 son contexte soc io-h is tor ique,  nous tentons une nouve l le  
approche de l 'oeuvre de Rojas. (p. 5). 

Th is  i s  a  d i f f i c u l t  operat ion,  r e q u i r i n g  n o t  o n l y  t h e  mastery o f  a  wide 
range o f  in format ion,  b u t  a l s o  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  a t  l e a s t  two techniques 
o f  research, those o f  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  and t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c .  The d i f f i -  
c u l t y  has been emphasized by P. E. Russel l  on several  occasions i n  h i s  
Temas de "La CeZestinul' (1978), and one o f  the  most i n f l u e n t i a l  Marxian 
c r i t i c s ,  Te r ry  Eagleton, has warned aga ins t  t h e  making o f  f a c i l e  connec- 
t i o n s  between the socioeconomic base and the  l i t e r a r y  a r t i f a c t .  I sus- 
pec t  t h a t  Ferreras-Savoye does no t  take s u f f i c i e n t  account o f  the d i f f i -  
c u l t i e s ,  and I am convinced t h a t  she does n o t  overcome them. 

The connection between the  growth o f  a money economy and the  d i s i n -  
t e g r a t i o n  o f  the  feudal  system i s ,  r i g h t l y ,  a  commonplace o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
s tud ies .  Moreover, the re  i s  no doubt t h a t  these developments brought 
about d r a s t i c  changes i n  the  funcions and a t t i t u d e s  o f  the n o b i l i t y ,  and 
t h a t  those changes i n  t u r n  had l i t e r a r y  consequences (most r e c e n t l y  de- 
s c r i b e d  by Roger Boase i n  The Troubadour Reviva l ,  1978). It i s  much l e s s  
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clear  tha t  they diminished the power or  the authority of the Church, and 
I doubt whether many people in Cast i le  in the 1490's f e l t  t ha t  the power 
of the Church had lessened. I am doubtful also about the connection be- 
tween feudal society and the patriarchal family. "Patriarchal" as a de- 
scr ipt ion of social uni t s  la rger  than the family i s  a metaphor. I t  i s  
commonly used nowadays, but t h a t  does not turn a metaphor in to  r ea l i ty .  
The family ruled by a f a t h e r ' s  authority existed long before the feudal 
system evolved, and i t  long outlived tha t  system. There i s  no incompati- 
b i l i t y  between the patriarchal family and a mercantile or  an industr ial  
capital ism: the two major factors  tha t  circumscribe the emotional l i v e s  
of Jane Austen's heroines are  money and paternal authority. Yet 
Ferreras-Savoye maintains, in her chapter on "La c r i se  de l ' au tor i t6 ,"  
t h a t  "L'autori t6 paternel l e  devant l aquel l e  l 'enfant s e  reconnait 
coupable e s t  absente du l ien  qui uni t  M6libge 2 son psre" ( p .  121). The 
statement may be t rue  (though I should have liked t o  see some recognition 
of the poss ib i l i ty  t h a t  Rojas i s  here showing us an aspect of Melibea's 
s inful  passion), but there i s  no attempt t o  demonstrate a connection 
between the statement and e i the r  the economic s i tua t ion  of Pleberio 's  
family or the changed ro le  of the nobil i ty .  

This f a i lu re  t o  es tabl i sh  the necessary connections between one his- 
tor i  cal phenomenon and another, and between h is tor ica l  and l i terary phe- 
nomena, i s  a f a t a l  weakness in Ferreras-Savoye's book, and i t  contrasts  
sharply with Maraval l 'S  care in  making such connections . Ferreras- 
Savoye has other weaknesses, as well as some good points. Let us take 
weaknesses f i r s t .  Some his tor ica l  generalizations a re  unsupported by 
evidence, including the  s t a r t l i n g  assertion t h a t  Cast i le ,  unlike Cata- 
lonia,  "semble avoir Gt6 peu touch6 par l a  grande peste de 1348-1351" 
(p. 1 1 )  Whereas some of the h is tor ica l  detai l  i n  Part  I of the book is 
relevant t o  l i t e r a r y  questions, the somewhat disjointed accumulation of 
data on maritime commerce (pp. 13-15) i s  never used in  t h i s  way. There 
are  non sequi turs : "Le me'cennat sous tous ses aspects implique un 
i n t i r g t  rEel pour l a  conduite humaine en t an t  que t e l l e "  (p. 58). 
Although most of the c r i t i c a l  points made i n  Part I1 are  valid (most of 
them derive from the canonical tex ts  of modern CeZestina c r i t i c i sm) ,  a 
few are  highly debatable: Phrmeno i s  incapable of irony when he says 
tha t  Celestina "remediaba por caridad muchas hu6rfanas y erradas que se 
encomendaban a e l l a "  (p. 82); A l i s a l s  a t t i t ude  t o  Celestina i s  "noble e t  
ggngreuse--mai S non point so t t e "  (p. 93) ; Cel e s t i  na re1 i e s  on natural 
aids rather  than on the Devil ("Le pouvoir auquel e l l e  a recours n ' e s t  
pas dlessence diabolique, mais naturel le:  e l l e  u t i l i s e  herbes e t  obje ts  
aux propri6tEs desquels e l l e  c r o i t , "  p .  104); and she i s  not a transmit- 
t e r  of t radi t ional  wisdom, but speaks only in the name of her own exper- 
ience (p. 123). These statements are seldom supported by argument. and 
in the l a s t  case there i s  no recognition of the obvious point t h a t  one of 
Celest ina 's  major weapons is  her a b i l i t y  to cloak her real purposes with 
the t radi t ional  comnonplaces of moral philosophy. 

Ferreras-Savoye's bibliogra hy includes only seven works on u: ( a l l  
books--did she read no articles?!. She makes use of a l l  of them, incor- 
porating c r i t i c a l  judgments ; but she does not express disagreement with 
any of the c r i t i c s ,  and she adopts views t h a t  a re  not always easy t o  re- 
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conc i l e :  i f  B a t a i l l o n  i s  r i g h t  about Rojas' i n t e n t i o n s  (p. 127), can 
Gilman be r i g h t  about the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of d ia logue i n  the  work (pp. 138- 
39)? I have the  impression t h a t  Ferreras-Savoye i s  n o t  r e a l l y  a t  home i n  
CeZes t ina  c r i t i c i s m .  Although she c i t e s  Gilman's Art, she over looks The 
Spain of Fe& de  Rojas, which i s  more imnedia te ly  r e l e v a n t  t o  a  so- 
c i o h i s t o r i c a l  study. She discusses the  a t t i t u d e  t o  Fortune w i t h o u t  r e -  
f e r r i n g  t o  Berndt, and the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between LC and caneionem poe t ry  
w i t h o u t  ment ioning Agu i r re  (Kass ier 's  a r t i c l e  probab ly  appeared too  l a t e  
f o r  her t o  use). More se r ious ly ,  she nowhere acknowledges t h a t  LC i s  
h e a v i l y  dependent on l i t e r a r y  sources. L i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  i s  c e r t a i n 1  y  
n o t  a  f u l l  exp lanat ion o f  t h e  fea tu res  t h a t  Ferreras-Savoye discusses, 
b u t  i t  plays i t s  p a r t  a longs ide s o c i o h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t o r s .  

On t h e  techn ica l  l e v e l ,  the  book has a  markedly un f in i shed  appear- 
ance. There i s  no index. Spanish c a p i t a l i z a t i o n  r u l e s  a re  repeated ly  
v io la ted .  Pablo de Santa Maria becomes Pedro (p. 38); and Alfonso de 
Cartagena becomes Alvaro (p. 52). S i x  endnote numbers a re  repeated, and 
the  e r r o r  seems t o  have been spot ted o n l y  a t  t h e  l a s t  minute (p. 146). 
The b ib l i og raphy  (pp. 160-61 ) i s  unsystematic. Pages 165-220 con ta in  
t e x t s  o f  poems r e p r i n t e d  from Foulch&DeTbosc's anthology.  These a r e  
presented, n e a r l y  always u s e f u l l y ,  as analogues, b u t  what i s  t h e  j u s t i f i -  
c a t i o n  f o r  t a k i n g  up a  q u a r t e r  o f  the  book and i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  p r i c e ?  We 
a r e  t o l d  t h a t  t h e  poems a re  inc luded because Foulch6-Delbosc i s  l ong  o u t  
o f  p r i n t  (p. 7), b u t  scho la rs  have ready access t o  h i s  c o l l e c t i o n ,  and 
t h e  more  general p u b l i c ,  f o r  whose sake a1 l Spanish t e x t s  a r e  quoted i n  
t r a n s l a t i o n  ( t h e  o r i g i n a l s  a re  given i n  endnotes), w i l l  n o t  be helped by 
t h e  r e p r i n t i n g  o f  poems i n  .Spanish. Moreover, Foulchi-3elbosc i S o f t e n  
t h e  wrong source: the re  are, f o r  example, more recen t  and much b e t t e r  
e d i t i o n s  o f  A lvarez Gato (p. 204), I i i i g o  de Mendoza (pp. 205, 215), and 
Cota ( p .  219). F i n a l l y ,  one memorable double entendre has eluded t h e  
a u t h o r ' s  s c r u t i n y  o f  her  work: "A l a  r e l a t i o n  v e r t i c a l e  Areusa p r6 fSre  
une r e l a t i o n  ho r i zon ta le "  (p. 117). - 

Does t h i s  l ong  l i s t  o f  c r i t i c i s m s  mean t h a t  I regard Ferreras- 
Savoye's book as va lue less? Not a t  a l l .  I t makes one t h i n k  again about 
t h e  e f f e c t  o f  l a t e  medieval C a s t i l i a n  s o c i e t y  on Rojas 's  work. It has 
some shrewd observat ions ( t o  take b u t  one example, "De son ipoque 
l ' a u t e u r  a  re tenu ce qu i  en c o n s t i t u a i t  l a  nouveaut i  c a r a c t 6 r i s t i q u e :  
l ' espace  u rba in  avec ses consiquences s u r  l e s  e t res ,  l a  percept ion du 
temps qu i  e s t  nouvel le,  de m6me que l a  l i b e r t 6  de mouvements," p. 136). 
And, perhaps most impor tan t l y ,  i t  gives va luab le  p o i n t e r s  towards a com- 
prehensive study o f  the  r o l e  o f  women i n  LC. 
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