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Preface to the Second Edition

For this second edition of the translation of two of the best-known Spanish picaresque novels, the Introduction has been completely rewritten. I have taken the opportunity to make a number of changes in the translations themselves, adding a map, a chronology of events, some explanatory notes and Further Reading. The note on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spanish currency has been expanded.


I wish to thank my colleague, the literary critic Professor Juan Antonio Masoliver, for his valuable suggestions, as well as my editor at Penguin, though the responsibility for the Introduction and the translation is completely mine.



May 2002 


Chronology


1492 Discovery of America; conquest of Muslim Granada; conversion or expulsion of all Spanish Jews.

1554 Publication of three editions of La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes. Philip II, heir to the Spanish crown, marries Mary Tudor of England.

1556 Philip II ascends the throne.

1564 Council of Trent ends.

1571 Spain defeats the Turks at Lepanto.

1580 Birth of Francisco de Quevedo. Portugal and Spain united under Philip II.

1588 Defeat of Spanish Armada; failure of attempt to invade England.

1598 Philip II dies.

1605 Part One of Don Quixote published.

1621 Death of Philip III, succeeded by Philip IV, advised by his favourite the Count-Duke of Olivares.

1626 Publication of Historia de la Vida del Buscón Don Pablos (The Swindler).

1639 Quevedo imprisoned.

1640 Portugal rebels against Spain.

1643 Death of Olivares. Release of Quevedo.

1645 Quevedo dies.




Introduction

(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the details of the plots explicit.)


THE PICARESQUE NOVEL



The two novels translated in this volume belong to the genre known as the picaresque, of which the following are the major Spanish examples:

Anonymous, La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes, 1554
Mateo Alemán, Guzmán de Alfarache, 1599–1604
Francisco López de Ubeda, La Pícara Justina, 1605
Vicente Espinel, Marcos de Obregón, 1618
Francisco de Quevedo, Historia de la Vida del Buscón Don Pablos, 1626
Anonymous, Estebanillo González, 1646


Picaresque novels usually concern the life of a boy or youth (the pícaro) who goes from master to master, from adventure to adventure and often from disaster to disaster. The pícaro is usually portrayed as a product of his environment, often anti-social, sometimes delinquent, and a literary anti-hero. The origin of the word is probably picardo, that is, of Picardy, which came to mean ragged because of the miserable state of Spanish soldiers who fought wars in that area. From there its meaning was extended to drifters and petty delinquents.

The major Spanish picaresque novels were soon translated into European languages. Lazarillo de Tormes was translated into French in 1560, English in 1576, Dutch in 1579, and in the following century into German, Italian and Latin. In English there have been sixteen different translations. Guzmán de Alfarach saw eighteen editions of four different translations in the century and a half after it appeared. There were twenty translations of Quevedo’s novel in the seventeenth century alone.

The picaresque genre spread outside Spain, beginning with Grimmelshausen’s Der abenteuerliche Simplicissimus Teutsch (1669). Spanish realism and the dry irony known as socarronería were converted into English humour in Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722), Tobias Smollett’s Roderick Random (1748) and Peregrine Pickle (1751), which have the picaresque features of a concern with low life, while the best-known non-Spanish picaresque novel is Le Sage’s multi-volumed Gil Blas (1715, 1724, 1735). There are echoes of the picaresque tradition in Charles Dickens, evident in titles such as The Adventures of Oliver Twist (1838), The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby (1839), The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit (1844). Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer (1876) and Huckleberry Finn (1884) are also in the picaresque tradition.

In Spain itself, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote de la Mancha (Part One, 1605) clearly owes a debt to Lazarillo de Tormes. For Cervantes, it was the model for a new type of novel, as he tells us in Chapter XXII, where Don Quixote comes across a gang of convicts being marched off in chains to serve in the galleys. One of them is the notorious Ginés de Pasamonte, based on a real person but also a name whose syllabification and assonance resemble the hero of the very recent picaresque novel Guzmán de Alfarache, who is also, as it happens, a galley-slave. Ginés tells Don Quixote that he has written his autobiography ‘with these very hands’, and that it is so well written and interesting that it is going to outsell Lazarillo de Tormes and its ilk.



‘I can tell Your Honour that it deals with true things, and these truths are so entertaining and amusing that no lies [i.e. fiction] are as good as them.’


‘And what is the book called?’ asked Don Quixote.

‘The Life of Ginés de Pasamonte,’ he replied.

‘And is it finished?’ asked Don Quixote.

‘How can it be finished,’ Ginés replied, ‘if my life isn’t finished yet? What I have written is from my birth up to this second time that I’ve been sent to the galleys.’1

From these lines in Don Quixote it appears that Lazarillo de Tormes was already seen in 1605 as part of a genre. In Don Quixote an arrogant and well-known criminal wants to be a famous writer and thinks that his story is interesting because it is true and that truth is better than fiction. That may be so, but while the picaresque novel purports to be true, it is subjectively related by its main protagonist. Cervantes in contrast goes further in claiming that fiction is fact and that he has documentary evidence for Don Quixote’s adventures.

Like Lazarillo de Tormes, Cervantes’s great novel is episodic and at the same time coherent, internally self-referential, and recounted in a recognizable time order. And, like Lázaro,2 Don Quixote, introduced in the first chapter as a minor nobleman of no great importance, undergoes a process of psychological maturation.



The Historical, Cultural and Religious Context

Spain had begun its overseas expansion in 1492 when Columbus, financed by the joint monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella, discovered America and was followed, early in the next century, by the explorers, known as the Conquistadores, who overcame the Aztecs and the Incas of Mexico and Peru.


By the mid sixteenth century, Spain, under Charles V (1516–1516), had extensive territories and responsibilities in Europe. However, the energy displayed during the early years of empire could not be maintained. Spain was unable to defeat England at sea and in 1588 lost its great invasion fleet, the Armada. Spain was also unable to repress her rebellious subjects in the Low Countries. Defeat led to military and financial exhaustion, growingly evident in the later part of the reign of Philip II (1556–1556), and under his successors.

Ferdinand and Isabella, known as ‘The Catholic Monarchs’ or Los Reyes Católicos, had established the Inquisition in 1478 to check the secret practice of Judaism by the large number of baptized Jews and their descendants. In 1492, in their effort to create a religiously unified Spain, they expelled all unconverted Jews and conquered the last of the Muslim kingdoms in the Peninsula, Granada, later obliging the Muslims to become Christians. The Inquisition functioned as a moral and religious police, feared by the population, as seen in the Buscón (as Quevedo’s novel is commonly known), when Pablos terrifies his housekeeper by threatening to report her to the Inquisitors.

Suspicion that the converted Jews and Muslims and their descendants were not genuine Christians led to the belief that personal honour required ‘Old’ Christian descent, known as ‘cleanness of blood’ or limpieza de sangre. To be descended from converts implied dishonour – an obsession of Spanish society – and possibly suspicion of heretical behaviour, which would be investigated by the Inquisition.

While Spain was in many aspects an inward-looking society, European involvement brought wider influences, and from the last quarter of the fifteenth century onwards, printing encouraged the spread of knowledge and literature. The renaissance of familiarity with Greek and Latin classical literature created a revived interest in humanism, in human virtues and faults. This is echoed in Lazarillo de Tormes, where the eponymous Lázaro’s prologue emphasizes individual responsibility and analyses people’s motives for virtuous behaviour without mentioning religion among them.

The open and European-orientated society of Charles V had seen the introduction of Italianate poetry and the teachings of the Dutch scholar Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466–1536). Erasmus stressed internalized religious faith rather than the external conformity which was demanded in Spain, and his views are reflected in the attack on clerical behaviour in Lazarillo de Tormes.

By the mid-sixteenth century, however, this outward-looking, energetic optimism was beginning to weaken, particularly in the context of the growing danger for Catholic Spain of the spread of Protestantism. This led to a significant Spanish contribution to the mid-sixteenth-century Council of Trent, whose purpose was to counter the Protestant Reformation by correcting corruption in the Catholic Church. Foreign influences would be barred from Spain, including the works of Erasmus, because it was feared that any relaxation of control would allow the Protestant virus to enter the country. In the second half of the sixteenth century the Inquisition completely crushed incipient Spanish Protestantism.

The picaresque novel abandons the Renaissance concept of the harmonious and balanced man. The gentleman in Lazarillo de Tormes has no function in society. He is neither a warrior nor a poet, while his efforts as a lover are scorned by Lázaro when he sees the penniless gentleman soliciting the prostitutes by the river in a parody of some young gallant courting shepherdesses in an Arcadian scene in the pastoral genre.

The picaresque novel arose in a society whose critics saw it as neglecting agriculture for easy pickings in towns, or seeking openings, like Pablos in the Buscón, for self-enrichment in the new empire in America. As the perceptive Venetian ambassador to Spain, Andrea Navagiero, wrote after travelling through that country in 1525–8:



The Spaniards… are not very industrious, and do not plough or sow the land willingly, but prefer to go to war or to the Indies, to make their fortunes in this way rather than any other.3

Contempt for manual skills and trade had some responsibility for this degeneration of society. Economic decline led to migration to the cities of impoverished peasants, minor landowners and discharged soldiers from Spain’s wars in search of living without working. The burden of heavy taxation fell on the peasants, who suffered heavily from rampant inflation caused by the influx of American silver and the depreciation of the currency. In the second half of the sixteenth century rural distress was widespread, and the exodus from the country to the towns added to the sombre picture of depression which is reflected in Lazarillo de Tormes.

Autobiography and the Question of Honour

The picaresque novel often claims to be written by its main character rather than its true author, because a low-class hero was not a fit subject for an established author to write about. Quevedo, indeed, refused to admit that he was the author of the Buscón, a work which he wrote as a young man and which was published without his consent. On the one hand, the lives of the pícaros are attractively free, not bound by the rigorous social and moral rules of the age. On the other, both the engaging though finally self-deceiving Lázaro, and the rather nasty Pablos, are described as lacking valour, often honesty and sometimes morality. They live without honour in a Spain where society and literature were obsessed with that concept.


Honour in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spain was derived less from behaviour than from occupation and ancestry. The pícaros lack honour not only because of their actions but more importantly because of their parentage. Lázaro’s father is a dishonest miller; Pablos’s father is a hangman and his mother is a witch reputed to have Jewish ancestry. Both lack honour by definition. Honour is impossible for Pablos to achieve, however much he tries. By the end of the book, Lázaro has become the town-crier, considered a dishonourable profession, and his wife is the archpriest’s concubine. Nevertheless, Lazarillo de Tormes suggests that honour is a superficial concept anyway (‘some people suffer for the sake of their honour what they would not suffer for God’, comments Lázaro about the gentleman, in chapter 3). So the gentleman, straitjacketed by the conventions of his honour, is as much a victim as his servant.

The world of the pícaro is a harsh and cruel one, of cold, hunger and blows; a world of the burla, the cruel practical joke, and of thieves, tricksters and murderers. Lázaro begins his story as the victim of cruel masters. Later, when faced with criminal violence, he runs away and leaves his employer, the constable, to his fate. Pablos, for his part, also begins as a victim, enduring the sordid student initiations at the university. But he becomes a cardsharp and ends up by murdering two policemen. At the end of the two novels, Lázaro claims that Fortune has smiled on him through his own efforts, and boasts about it in the Prologue, while Pablos admits that he has become a criminal and that he must mend his ways.

The Venetian ambassador’s opinion about Spain, quoted above, was, of course, a generalization and so, to some extent, is the picture of society presented by the picaresque novel. The genre portrays a grotesquely exaggerated world, where the travelling pícaro meets beggars, priests, idle gentlemen, eccentrics and criminals, in fact anybody who can be used by the author to create the cruel and squalid world that the novels portray. The pícaro does not meet merchants, shopkeepers, craftsmen or professionals, even though such people would have been the obvious providers of employment for boys like Lázaro and Pablos. A modern point of view, though it probably did not occur to the authors of the novels, might be that the pícaro, despite his lack of honour, could have got on better had he wanted to. Neither Lázaro nor Pablos goes in for making his fortune in trade, by working, for example, in a shop. But trade was seen as particularly dishonourable because of its associations with persons of ‘impure’ ancestry. Indeed, when Lázaro thinks he has earned enough as a water-seller he gives the job up and buys a suit of clothes and a sword rather than, say, investing his savings in buying his employer’s donkey and becoming self-employed. He has absorbed the knightly values of the gentleman and learnt that only external appearances count.

As for love, while both pícaros have kind parents, when they reach adulthood Lázaro is married off to a clergyman’s mistress, while Pablos finds his comfort where he can, in the sleazy world of whores and criminals in which he moves. Indeed, prostitution, rather than the Renaissance ideal of love, is the role of women, beginning with Lázaro’s mother, who has to take a lover to feed herself and her son, and ending with the archpriest’s concubine, whom he marries off to Lázaro as a front.




THE LITERARY CONTEXT



The well-read authors of Lazarillo de Tormes and the Buscón would probably have known the great Spanish proto-novel, Fernando de Rojas’s La Tragicomedia de Calixto y Melibea, usually known as ‘La Celestina’, of 1499.4 This is a story of tragic love, with young lovers, a procuress – the eponymous Celestina – corrupt servants who are executed for murdering her, the death of the lover and the suicide of the girl. The subject of ‘La Celestina’ is human love, and she herself is an almost pagan figure. ‘La Celestina”s values are far away from the religious and warlike concerns of medieval literature. While God is on everyone’s lips, daily life lacks a divine sense, as it does in the picaresque novel.


However, the strong moral sense which the contemporary Council of Trent was endeavouring to instil into a corrupt Church contributed to a movement of disdain for the widely read, escapist and fantasizing pastoral novel and for the contemporary and very popular novels of chivalry. The latter are episodic, like the picaresque genre and ‘La Celestina’. They follow the fortunes of one person, whose name forms the title of the book. But the novels of chivalry are noble and optimistic, written in long and rambling sentences. The picaresque novel, in contrast, is bitter, sceptical and, in Lazarillo de Tormes at least, written tautly, with great economy of words, in a style which uses the ordinary prose of life, rather than in an artificial and prescribed literary manner. This is true also of the Buscón, though its style relies much more on plays on words and figurative language than does Lazarillo de Tormes.

While the titles of the novels of chivalry – Amadis of Gaul and Palmerin of England – suggested remote and exotic locations (parodied by Cervantes in Don Quixote de la Mancha where La Mancha is merely an unromantic region of central Spain), the realism of the picaresque novel arises partly from its settings in well-known and identifiable places. The stone-carved bull on the bridge at Salamanca is still there, as are the arcades in the Castilian towns through which the pícaros pass on their journeys.



Lázaro and Pablos visit the noble Toledo, once the capital city, seat of the Primate of Spain. We can follow Pablos’s wanderings up and down the Calle Mayor and around the Puerta del Sol in Madrid, capital since 1561, before he travels south to Seville, then probably the largest city in Spain, with its miles of wharves along the River Guadalquivir, its criminal subculture and its massive cathedral in which Pablos seeks sanctuary from the law.


LAZARILLO DE TORMES



This novel describes the early life of a boy with a number of masters, the stock literary characters of the blind man, the priest, the wandering friar, the presumptuous petty nobleman and the pardoner. Lázaro, symbolically the resurrected Lazarus of the New Testament, and his parents are the only ones to whom the author even gives names.


Lazarillo de Tormes is a portrayal by the adult Lázaro of his growing-up. It is the autobiography of a nobody who claims, perhaps with conscious irony, that his life is sufficiently important for lessons to be learnt from it. The lessons, however, are not those which Lázaro claims. In the Prologue he lectures the reader, perhaps tongue-in-cheek, about the merits of advancing by one’s own talents and by virtue rather than by the fortune of birth, but Lázaro’s achievement does not justify the scale of his boasting about it.

Why does the anonymous author want to give us this account? Ostensibly, because the ‘Your Honour’ to whom he addresses the Prologue has asked him to. But who is ‘Your Honour’? This is not revealed, so it may be assumed to be a device to give verisimilitude to an autobiography whose interest lies less in a real person who, the reader is told, is still alive, the town-crier of Toledo, than in the moral lessons which can be absorbed from the account.

Date and Author: an Erasmian or a New Christian?



The first edition of Lazarillo de Tormes is thought to have been published in 1553. Three surviving and separate editions appeared in 1554, in Burgos, Antwerp (part of the Spanish Empire) and Alcalá de Henares. A probably spurious second part appeared in Antwerp in 1555. The Inquisition prohibited it in 1559, and in 1573 a censored edition appeared.


References in the novel to the ancient classics show that the author, despite the plainness and easy approachability of his style, was well educated. Various proposals have been made for the authorship of Lazarillo de Tormes, including Juan de Ortega, General of the Hieronymite Order of friars, and Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, the distinguished Spanish ambassador to Venice. There is little convincing evidence for them, however. The skill and the economy of the writing suggest that the anonymity conceals a well-known author. The reason for anonymity seems obvious. Sixteenth-century Spaniards, New or Old Christians, knew that over-frank portrayal of the clergy might expose them to Inquisitorial investigation. Criticism of the Church or questioning its tenets might lead to harsh interrogation, followed by humiliating penance.

It would be an understatement to say that religion played a large part in sixteenth-century Spain. The truth of Christianity was taken as obvious and piously asserted at all times. But this very fact, added to the omnipresence of clergy, meant that satire of clerical behaviour was not exceptional in Spanish literature. Lazarillo de Tormes, however, portrays the clergy harshly all the time. Religiosity is always shown as shallow. The boy encounters a blind man who earns his bread by the mechanical repetition of prayers; an avaricious priest; a friar who, the narrative suggests, tries to seduce him; a swindling salesman of papal indulgences; a priest who employs Lázaro to sell water and is thus inappropriately engaging in trade; and finally the archpriest who marries Lázaro off to his kept woman. One or two of these are frankly bad people, while none is described as holy, good or even kindly. There is no contrasting picture of a good clergyman. Furthermore, it is only the clergy who live comfortably. The blind man lives at subsistence level; the gentleman would have starved if not for Lázaro’s begging. All the clergy mentioned, however, have comfortable incomes, which the novel suggests are not all deservedly received. This marked criticism of the laxity of clerical conduct and morals, and of religious platitudes and of sermonizing (such as perhaps is ironically mimicked in the Prologue), might point to an author emerging from circles influenced by the teachings of Erasmus, as, besides, many New Christians were also.5

Was the author a New Christian? When Lázaro argues in his Prologue that it is achievement, rather than birth, which merits respect, is this to be taken as a general comment or is it a hint about the particular circumstance of one who had no cleanness of blood, no limpieza de sangre, because he was the descendant of converted Jews? When the gentleman, so concerned with his status, asks significantly if the dough in the bread which Lázaro begs for him has been kneaded by clean hands, does he mean Old Christian hands? When he mentions that he had lived in a part of Valladolid known as the Costanilla (ch. 3), where readers would have known that Jews or New Christians had lived, this may be a significant statement which suggests that his pride is misplaced, though it proves nothing about the author. It may also be important that the novel omits all specific and commonplace Christian reference to Jesus, the Saints, the Holy Ghost or the Virgin Mary, even though there are several references to God.

In the first chapter Lázaro specifically imitates a perhaps ironic use of a Gospel phrase (Matthew 5:10) made by the convert Fernando de Rojas in ‘La Celestina’. Sufferings in this world endured by those who are persecuted by ‘justice’ are compensated for in the afterlife. With deliberate ambiguity, Celestina refers to people ‘persecuted by justice’ and Lázaro to those ‘punished by law’. Do they mean punished justly or unjustly punished by the institutions of law and the Inquisition? Again, one of the central points in the book is that people criticize others but cannot see their own faults. Could this be interpreted as an attack on those many people, even among the Spanish aristocracy, who scorned the New Christians but refused to accept their own ‘impure’ ancestry?

Furthermore, the story of Lázaro culminates in Toledo, the most important city in Castile, where Lázaro rises, in his own view, to the peak of good fortune. It was in Toledo that Jewish converts to Christianity were first banned, in 1449, from all public office and from the Cathedral chapter. Setting the culmination of Lázaro’s life in Toledo underlines the ambiguity of the dishonourable behaviour of the archpriest. The latter is undoubtedly an Old Christian and as such possesses ‘honour’, but his dishonourable behaviour benefits Lázaro, who, conversely, lacks honour. If the author were indeed a New Christian, there would be some considerable irony here.

None of these arguments for a New Christian author is particularly convincing in itself, but there is a possible link between New Christians and Erasmian criticism of the clergy. Some New Christians were attracted by the spiritual depth of Erasmianism and by a movement, known as Illuminism, whose followers, known as ‘Enlightened Ones’ (Alumbrados), practised a highly spiritualized and internalized Christianity. There may be a hint of this when the blind man and Lázaro are at Escalona, a town which was the centre of a group of Alumbrados. When the author writes that the town ‘belongs to the Duke of the same name’ (ch. 1), is this an intentional reference to the Duke of Escalona because he was a patron of the Alumbrados? Furthermore, the sudden reference to ‘Your Honour’ at the end of the Prologue may point to a missing previous page, which referred to the Duke of Escalona. Was it removed because it might have embarrassed him, to say the least, given the anti-clericalism of Lazarillo de Tormes, and was the author of the book an Alumbrado?6



The Moral Point

Behind the bombast of the Prologue, the anonymous author tells us that we are all moved by our own vanity; everyone is anxious for fame and self-display. Apart from this, he continues, readers can enjoy the book even if they do not go deeply into its meaning. Perhaps Cervantes had this in mind when fifty years or so later he wrote in his own prologue to Don Quixote:

just try to express your meaning in a clear and intelligible manner; and in well-chosen, significant and decorous terms give a harmonious and pleasing turn to your sentences, so that your story may cheer up the melancholy reader, add to the cheerfulness of the jovial, and, while it amuses even the simple, it is approved by the serious, the judicious and the wise.


The story can indeed be read as an amusing tale. Nevertheless, there is a point, un caso, as Lázaro tells ‘Your Honour’ in the Prologue, but this is left to the reader to define. This brief novel portrays the unchristian behaviour of the clergy, and the false values and unjustified pride of the petty nobility. It contrasts the Lázaro of the beginning, innocent, sent out into the world to arrimarse a lo s buenos – ‘to mix with respectable people’ (ch. 1) – with the mature Lázaro of the end of the book, proud that he has reached the peak of good fortune, yet also a victim of self-deception, for he has become not just a deceived husband, but one who tolerates his wife’s adultery because he profits from it – what is known offensively in Spanish as a cabrón or billy-goat.

Yet this is not all. As town-crier, one of Lázaro’s jobs is to walk through the streets of Toledo with people sentenced to whipping or execution and announce the crimes for which they are being punished. ‘How many people run away from others because they can’t see themselves?’ reasons the boy Lázaro, prophetically if somewhat unconvincingly, when he sees his little mulatto half-brother run away in fright from his black father. Yes, that’s what people are like, Lázaro the supposed author is telling us, unaware that the real author is saying that what his character is so sententiously pointing out can be said of himself as well. He has now become a part of this false society where people criticize others but cannot see their own faults.

The idea that there was merit in advancing in one’s station in life was a relatively new one. While the author makes great claims for rising by one’s own merits, in reality he perhaps shared the older view that social differences were immutable and that to try to rise above one’s class was an offence against Divine Providence. Such a view would explain the ridicule implicit in Lázaro’s success. If there is no merit in advancement, it follows that it is a good thing to arrimarse a lo s buenos, get in with the powerful, as Lázaro’s mother recommends. For, despite Lázaro’s claims in the Prologue, nobody in the novel advances through his own efforts. Those who do well in life rely on a corrupt Church and society, like the pardoner and the stingy priest, or live off another’s work, like the priest with the water-distributing business. Everybody uses the burla – deceit. The blind man says only the first words of a prayer as soon as the person who has paid him is out of earshot. The gentleman’s honour does not extend to paying his rent; he leaves his servant Lázaro to face his creditors. The pardoner, aided by the constable, a man with civic authority, deceives people in order to sell the pardons. It is all a question of naked self-interest. The best way to get ahead, as the gentleman tells Lázaro, is to get into the service of a wealthy and powerful man – that is, arrimarse a los buenos – but one has to know how to keep one’s position and to do so one must learn to flatter one’s employer and slander one’s rivals.

In reality, Lázaro is lucky, not deserving, as he claims, to meet the archpriest who needs someone to act as a front for his illicit sexual liaison. Lázaro’s real opportunity to get ahead virtuously comes earlier when he rejects the chance to take over the water-selling business. But, in the Spanish society in which he wants to advance, there was no honourable status in trade.

Compassion seems to be the one quality which is signalled. Lázaro’s stepfather is kind to his mother and to Lázaro himself. Lázaro begs for his master, the gentleman, and sees that he gets something to eat when it should be the other way round. The neighbours are kind to Lázaro when he is left destitute, as are the people who bandage the wounds which his angry masters inflict on him.

Other ideals, those of religion, justice, honour and nobility, are either false in themselves or in the way they are practised. This is a novel of profound disillusion, but its greatness lies in its universality. The intention of Lazarillo de Tormes is in the last analysis a moral one, though its charm and depth lie in its telling and its ambiguity.




THE SWINDLER

Title



The title of the book is internally contradictory. A buscón, from the verb buscar, meaning ‘to search’, is one who searches in rubbish to see what he can find, perhaps like Shakespeare’s Autolycus, in The Winter’s Tale (IV.iii), a ‘snapper-up of unconsidered trifles’. From that it came to mean a petty criminal. Quevedo, however, gives his buscón the title of respect: Don. This reflects the conflict, for Pablos wants to be a gentleman and gives himself airs, but he cannot or is not allowed to rise above his ancestry and his fundamental vulgarity, and becomes a common criminal.

Francisco de Quevedo

The author of this novel, Francisco de Quevedo y Villegas (1580–1645), was born in Madrid to a lady-in-waiting at court. He studied philosophy, theology and classical languages at the universities of Alcalá and Valladolid. He draws on his experiences for the scenes of student life in the novel. A bellicose man, he made many enemies. In 1611 he had to leave Spain to escape the consequences of killing his opponent in a duel. As a close associate of the Duke of Osuna, Viceroy of Sicily, Quevedo achieved the honour of becoming a Knight of the Military Order of Santiago. Yet ill fortune caught up with him, and when the Duke fell from grace, Quevedo was reduced to the governorship of a provincial prison. Though readmitted to royal favour, he attacked the powerful Count-Duke of Olivares, favourite of King Philip IV, who had him imprisoned from 1639 to 1643.


Quevedo was a man of wide culture, most famous for his moral and satirical works. The Buscón was an early work, written when Quevedo was in his twenties, in the first decade of the seventeenth century. He did not intend it to be published and never claimed authorship. The Buscón was not published until 1626, when it appeared in Saragossa, and was republished eleven times over the next twenty years. Quevedo intended perhaps to express his horror at the idea of a person moving out of the class in which he was born, and possibly to suggest that the most a descendant of converted Jews could aspire to was to marry a person from an ennobled New Christian family such as the real Coronels were.



The Epoch of the Buscón

The first half of the seventeenth century was an age of disillusion. Spain was bankrupt, unable to maintain the vast military and bureaucratic apparatus needed to govern the empire in America and to fight wars in Europe. Morally, the Court had reached its lowest point, although elaborate outward forms were maintained.


If Lazarillo de Tormes may have been written by a New Christian, the Buscón displays considerable hostility to them. The epoch of the novel was one in which many well-known New Christians rose to importance at court. Later in Quevedo’s life, he wrote other works attacking the New Christians and, in particular, Gaspar de Guzmán, the Count-Duke of Olivares, Chief Minister to Philip IV from 1621 to 1643, because he had Jewish ancestry and appeared to favour some New Christians for the services they rendered to the State. Quevedo describes Pablos also as descending from Jews, which adds to his already dishonourable status as the son of a witch and a public executioner. Furthermore, the choice of the surname Coronel for his patron, Don Diego, whose cousin Pablos tries to marry, cannot have been accidental. Coronel was the name adopted by Abraham Senior, who was the leading Jewish adviser to Queen Isabella of Castile and consented to be baptized in 1492 as the alternative to expulsion. Furthermore, the Coronels came from Segovia, Pablos’s home town.

It would seem paradoxical for Quevedo to suggest Jewish ancestry for the Coronel family, the paradigm of nobility in the novel, unless, of course, he wants to say that Pablos would be naturally attracted to a woman with ancestry similar to his own. Pablos is innately dishonourable and his ambition to be a gentleman is absurd, but it is for class reasons rather than those of ancestry that he cannot marry into the Coronel family.

As Pablos tells his parents at the beginning of the novel when they are discussing his future, he wants to be a gentleman, but his ancestry and the circumstances of his life impede his ambition. However, unlike Lázaro, Pablos does not address us from a final position from where he surveys his life, except to say that things did not go any better for him in the future, after the book has come to a close. But this final comment is unconvincing, because Pablos does not grow at all in moral stature or self-insight as the novel progresses. He merely recounts his grotesque adventures. Pablos is unwilling to earn his living honestly when the opportunity presents itself. He is very intelligent and could turn his hand to most things. He does very well with the troupe of actors and writes successful plays. Nevertheless, he decides to leave the profession, as he says, to improve his morals!

The view of the author is that the barber’s son may disguise himself as a gentleman, but his origins will always pull him down. Therefore he must be, in Quevedo’s fantasy, associated with the scatological world of filth, ordure, prisons, whores, poverty and crime, which the author, with apparent delight, revels in describing. At the same time, society is at risk from a person of low class who may successfully disguise his inherent lack of honourable status, as Pablos almost succeeds in doing. The lesson behind the novel is that Pablos must accept that he is what he is, that all his pretensions to becoming a gentleman will come to nothing and that running away and starting again will not help him. Unlike the hero of Lazarillo de Tormes, who doubts the value of the Spanish concept of honour, Pablos never questions honour in itself. He simply cannot achieve it. His descent into criminality is only to be expected, implies the author, who does not bother to develop Pablos’s crime into a moral tale by having him punished for his involvement in the murder of the two policemen in Seville. Pablos is punished only when he tries to rise out of his social class.



The highly original picaresque genre was invented in Spain. It had its root in hard social conditions, and it reflected the prejudices of its epoch. In some ways, the rhythms of its prose and the acuity of its moral observations echo the ingrained Spanish awareness that the solitary, struggling innocent learns the tricks of a hostile world, but may well be corrupted in the process.


NOTES



1. Cervantes, Don Quixote de La Mancha, Part One, Chapter XXII (my translation).

2. Lazarillo is the diminutive form of the main character’s name.

3. R. A. Valbuena Prat, La Novela Picaresca Española (Madrid, 1943), vol. 1, p. 14.

4. Fernando de Rojas, La Tragicomedia de Calixto y Melibea, trans. J. M. Cohen (Harmondsworth, 1964).

5. The authority on Erasmus in Spain, Marcel Bataillon, in his Erasme et l’Espagne (Paris, 1937), sees the anticlericalism of Lazarillo de Tormes as too unsophisticated to come from the pen of an Erasmian. See his Introduction to La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes, trans. into French by A. Morel-Fatio (Paris, 1968).

6. For the suggestion that the name of ‘Your Honour’ might have been printed on a missing page of the Prologue, see Rosa Navarro Durán, ‘De cómo Lázaro de Tormes tal vez no escribió el proólogo a su obra’, in Insula 661–2(January–February, 2002), pp. 10–12. On the Illuminists, see Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: An Historical Revision (London, 1998), p. 86.


Further Reading

While most scholarly literature on the picaresque novel is published in Spanish in academic journals, the following more accessible editions and critical accounts are useful:

Deyermond, A., Lazarillo de Tormes (London: Grant and Cutler, 1993 ). Includes a very detailed bibliography.

Dunn, Peter N., The Spanish Picaresque Novel (Boston: Twayne, 1979 ).

Jones, R. O. (ed.), La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1963 ). A useful edition with introduction and notes.

Parker, A. A., Literature and the Delinquent: The Picaresque Novel in Spain and Europe, 1599–1753 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1967 ).

Rey Hazas, A., La novela picaresca (Madrid: Anaya, 1990 ). A basic introduction.


Translator’s Note

Our mindset and outlook are so far apart from those of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that it is difficult to judge the effect of these novels on the original readers. They have to be allowed to speak for themselves to us. So my aim in translating has been to try to use a contemporary English tone and idiom, comprehensible on both sides of the Atlantic, while avoiding trendy language.


The challenge of both novels is to find and maintain a suitable register for their colloquial tone. Quevedo’s style of writing, however, presents additional, serious problems in translating the Buscón. I have tried to provide a continuous narrative even if some of the meaning of the original was obscure for earlier translators and, one suspects, for its Spanish readers. By the seventeenth century, writers were using the elaborate, baroque language of the style called conceptismo, which relied on plays on words, elaborate metaphor and simile, antithesis and contrast. In a sense, Quevedo’s novel seems to have been written mainly as a vehicle for the metaphors and plays on words in which the author excelled. Much of his wordplay is untranslatable even into a language as wealthy as English. Take, for example, his play on the word ante, which he uses in its meaning as the first course of a meal, as well in its usual meaning of suede cloth. If the translator provides a mutually echoing pair of words such as ‘gherkin’ and ‘jerkin’ to mean a preliminary to a meal and a garment made of suede, will they reflect Quevedo’s pun on ante?

The source-texts used in this translation were Francisco Rico’s edition of Lazarillo de Tormes (Madrid: Cátedra, 2000 ), which is more closely annotated than the Jones edition (see Further Reading) that I used in my 1969 translation. There is, however, no major difference in the texts. I have used James Iffland’s edition of La Vida del Buscón (Newark, NJ: Juan de la Cuesta, 1988 ), which is easier to handle and has more helpful notes than the 1927 Clásicos Castellanos text on which the first edition of this translation was based.




A Note on Currency

blanca = ½ maravedí
cuarto = 4 maravedís
real, the standard silver coin = 34 maravedís
escudo, the standard gold coin = 330 maravedís, rising to 440 maravedís in 1609
doblón (doubloon) = 2 escudos
ducat (ducat), a unit of account = 375 maravedís

Inflation and corruption of the coinage in seventeenth-century Spain make it impossible to establish a consistent rate of exchange with English contemporary currency, but the minimum requirement for life was between two and two and a half reales per day (M. Défourneaux, Daily Life in Spain in the Golden Age (London: Allen and Unwin, 1970 ), pp. 233 –4 ). If this is a valid estimate, Lázaro and the blind man each require between 136 and 170 blancas daily. Despite the blind man’s skills, the 272 to 340 blancas required for the two seem impossible to accumulate. Every coin they acquire is spent on food. Indeed, food is as acceptable a charitable gift as money. There is nothing left over to buy anything else.









Lazarillo de Tormes

PROLOGUE

I think it’s a good thing that important events which quite accidentally have never seen the light of day, should be made public and not buried in the grave of oblivion. It’s possible that somebody may read them and find something he likes and others may find pleasure in just a casual glance; and as a matter of fact, Pliny says there is no book, however bad it may be, that doesn’t have something good about it, especially as tastes vary and one man’s meat is another man’s poison. I say this because I think that nothing should be thrown away or given up completely so long as it’s not really disgusting. I think everybody should have the chance to read it, especially if it’s harmless and some benefit can be got from it. If this were not so, very few authors would write just to read themselves. After all, it’s not easy to write a book and if they go to the trouble, they want to be rewarded, not financially but with the knowledge that their work is bought and read and praised if it deserves praise. And in connection with this Cicero says: ‘Honour encourages the arts.’ Who thinks that the soldier who reaches the top of the scaling-ladder first hates life the most? No, of course he doesn’t; it’s desire for praise that makes him expose himself to danger and it’s the same in the case of the arts and in literature. The new doctor of theology preaches very well and he’s a man who only wants to help the immortal souls of his audience; but ask His Grace if it upsets him if people say to him: ‘Oh, how well Your Reverence spoke!’ So-and-so jousted very badly but gave the banner bearing his arms to the jester because he praised the way he used his lance. What would he have done if the praise had been justified?


Now it’s the same in everything. In this childish little story I confess that I’m no better than my neighbour and it doesn’t worry me that anybody can read my story and enjoy it, if they do, even if it is written in a crude way. I think it’s a good thing for them to know that there is a man alive who has seen so much disaster, danger and bad luck.

I beg Your Honour to receive this little gift from the author who would have written it better if his desire and skill had coincided. Your Honour has written to me asking me to tell him my story in some detail, so I think I’d better start at the beginning, not in the middle, so that you may know all about me. I’d also like people who are proud of being high born to realize how little this really means, as Fortune has smiled on them, and how much
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