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   Perhaps one of the best-known passages of  El Buscón —and of all of Que-
vedo’s work—is the description of  Dómine  [preceptor of Latin] Cabra. 
Aside from being cast as “un clerigo cerbatana” with his “ojos avencidados 
en el cogote” [“eyes next-door to each other in his throat”] and other 
choice descriptors, Cabra is depicted as having “la nariz, de cuerpo de 
santo, comido el pico, entre Roma y Francia, porque se le había comido 
de unas búas de resfriado, que aun no fueron de vicio porque cuestan 
dinero” [“his nose, like that of the body of a saint, with the end eaten off, 
between Rome (a term that also means short-nosed) and France, because 
it had been eaten by some blisters from a cold, for they weren’t quite the 
kind you get from vices as those cost money to get”]. 1  This description 
accumulates characteristically witty images in order to evoke the idea of 
a nose without a point: like the incorrupt bodies of saints (or their stat-
ues), Cabra’s flat nose is in line with the effects of syphilis (“entre Roma y 
Francia”), though this physiognomy is actually due to a cold because the 
cleric is so avaricious that he doesn’t waste his money on prostitutes. 2  By 
such turns, and thanks to the registered trademark of Quevedo’s wit, this 
vignette in fact takes advantage of just a small fraction of the figurative 
and symbolic power of the  morbus gallicus . 

 In Quevedo’s context, syphilis represented creative possibilities in the 
best sort of way because it had everything: circumstantial origins including 
a touch of mystery (the Neapolitan wars of 1494–98); connections with 
the sensual (and darker) side of love; implied links to medicine; a rela-
tionship with scandal (divine punishment, a sign of sin, etc.); uses as a 
rhetorical weapon (as in expressions liks  mal francés, mal español, mal 
napolitano ); and a long and rich intertextual tradition, which could be 
exploited to both burlesque and serious ends. 3  All of these ingredients 
combine optimally for the confection of games of wit, and Quevedo 
gladly picks up the gauntlet, making use of the theme of syphilis in his 
poems according to diverse aims, functions, and meanings. As Arellano 
aptly puts it, syphilis is “la reina de las enfermedades en la poesía bur-
lesca de Quevedo” [“the queen of illnesses in the burlesque poetry of 
Quevedo”]. 4  The following discussion is aimed at tracing the contours of 
Quevedo’s approach to  mal francés . 
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 The Game of Taboo: Context, Intertextuality, and Medicine 

 Something that bears clarifying before proceding is the complex location 
of syphilis in Quevedo’s work at the triple intersection between the public 
revealing of the disease within a specific framework, early poetic interest 
in the disease, and constant historical discourse surrounding the search 
for a cure, all of which combines to generate a productive,  sui generis  
iconography. Perhaps the touchstone of the matter harkens to the rela-
tionship between syphilis and clinical categories of disease, beginning 
with Fracastoro’s poem  Syphilidis sive de morbo galllico  (1530), which, 
together with Fracastoro’s treatise  De contagione et contagiosis morbis  
(1546), lends its name to the illness. 5  Such works form part of a progres-
sively expanding list of authors and texts interested—with more or less 
serious or mocking intention—in syphilis. Names like Agnolo Firenzuola 
( In lode del legno santo  e  Intorno alla sua malattia , 1528 and 1533), 
Francesco Berni (two poems in  In lode della peste , 1532), and Gimabat-
tista Lalli (the epic poem  La Franceide overo del mal francese , 1629) 
represent an Italian vanguard in syphilitic poetry, a mantle soon taken 
up by Spanish  ingenios  like Cristóbal de Castillejo, Baltasar del Alcázar, 
Hurtado de Mendoza, and Sebastián de Horozco, among others. 6  

 If in principle the medical theme—the description of symptoms and 
their connection to the pathologies of chancre, leprosy, etc. 7 —seems 
to play a predominant role in syphilitic poetry, later on this approach 
becomes comic material for jokes related to satyrical types, such as the 
prostitute and the old woman. More concretely, poetry dedicated to 
syphilis tends to fall into one of two categories: on the one hand, texts 
that are concerned with causes and symptoms of the ailment itself, yield-
ing a sort of scientific poetry, and on the other, comical approaches that 
exploit the potential of the disease from within the model of the para-
doxical encomium. 8  In this context, Ponce Cárdenas warned about the 
need for a broad examination of the “poetics of disease” elaborated in 
this Italo-Spanish  corpus . 9  For now, I’ll focus on such an approach in the 
specific case of Quevedo. 

 Before turning our attention to Quevedo’s poetry, however, there are 
other texts by the author in which traces of syphilis can be found. Perhaps 
the epidemic shows its first signs in  Capitulaciones matrimoniales  (1600–
05, “Y declara con juramento que es sano y entero de sus miembros, y 
que no ha tomado sudores ni unciones, ni ha usado de bragueros, hilas ni 
de otros pertrechos asquerosos” [“And he declares under oath that he is 
healthy and complete in his members, and that he has not received sweat 
treatments nor ointments, nor has he used trusses, bandages, nor other 
disgusting instruments”]); 10  in the  Pregmática que han de guardar las 
hermanas comunes  (or  Premática contra las cotorreras , 1609–26, which 
includes the threat of a sentence “que será aposentada vuestra vejez en 
el hospital” [“that your old age will be housed in the hospital”]); 11  and 
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in  Gracias y desgracias del ojo del culo  (c. 1620, “como se ve cada día 
por falta de los de la cara, que, expuestos a toda ventisca e inclemencia 
de leer, de fornicar, de una purga, de una sangría, le dejan a un cristiano 
a buenas noches” [“as is seen every day for the lack of eyes in the face, 
which, exposed to all sorts of gales and inclemency from reading, from 
fornicating, from purges, from blood-letting, they leave a Christian in a 
fine state”]). 12  The theme gains steams in  Visita y anatomía de la cabeza 
del cardenal Richeleu  (1635), which already opens by playing with dilo-
gism in its request for a medical evaluation by sage experts: 

 Viendo que hasta ahora el peor y más contagioso y asqueroso humor 
que infestaba el mudo era el que llaman mal francés, y que hoy en 
Francia se ha derramado y que corre por todos sus miembros peor 
humor de otro peor francés, y sabiendo que toda la sciencia afirma 
que estos humores bajan de la destemplanza de la cabeza, y siendo 
cierto que no es la de nuestro señor el rey de donde procede por ser 
bien templada y compuesta y asistida de real temperamento, bus-
cando cuál cabeza será esta que es manantial de tanto veneno, he 
hallado que sea la del eminentísimo cardenal de Richeleu, no por 
conjeturas sino por testificación ocular y experiencia mayor de toda 
excepción; y como para la cura sea necesario acudir al origen y 
reconocerle, he acudido a vosotros, doctísimos médicos, para que 
veáis de qué suerte se podría explorar con la anatomía de esta cabeza 
la raíz de tan copiosa y mortal pestilencia 

 [Seing as how up until now the worst and most contagious and 
repugnant humor that has infested the world is the one called  mal 
francés , and how today in France it has spread and an even worse 
humor from an even worse Frenchman runs through all of France’s 
members, and knowing that all of Science affirms that these humors 
descend from imbalances in the head, and being as it is certain that 
it is not from the imbalance of Our Lord the King that it proceeds, 
since his head is well-tempered and composed and assisted by a 
royal temperament, searching for which head is to blame that is the 
fountainhead of so much poison, I have found that it is that of the 
most emminent Cardinal Richelieu, not by means of conjecture but 
by through eyewitness testimony and experience beyond any sort of 
exception; and since for the cure it is necessary to go to the source 
and recognize it, I have come to you, most wise doctors, so that you 
can see how you might explore the root of such a copious and mortal 
pestilence with the anatomy of this head.] 13  

 A little later on, a very similar game appears in a letter addressed “Al 
padre Juan Antonio Velázquez, Provincial de Castilla en la Compañia de 
Jesús” from the prison of San Marcos de León (October 20, 1642): 
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 Lastimosas nuevas vienen aquí de los cristianos viejos circuncidados. 
Cuéntanse viudas de navaja y cauterio, invención nueva en los matri-
monios. En lugar de traer al mal francés debajo de los pies, le traen 
entre las piernas, y los que habían de invocar a Santiago, invocan a 
san Cosme y san Damián 

 [Pitious news arrives here from the circumcised Old Christians. Wid-
ows tell of razors and cauterization, new inventions in matrimony. 
Rather than dragging  mal francés  beneath their feet, they carry it 
between their legs, and those who should be invoking Santiago, 
invoke Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian.] 14  

 There is a good deal of nastiness to the game here. Aside from the initial 
opening nod to the imperfections of the penis (a circumcision following 
Christian rather than Jewish rites), through dilogism the text critiques 
the dedication of nobles to prostitution—which gets them nothing but 
“mal francés . . . entre las piernas”—rather than committing to the fight 
against their French enemy, who they should be working to vanquish 
(“debajo de los pies”), all the while invoking the patron saints of medi-
cine (“san Cosme y san Damián”) to ask for a cure rather than invoking 
the name of the Apostle James to aid in the cause of righteous war. 15  

 “El mal comunicado”: Mapping Quevedo’s Body 
of Syphilis Poetry 

 There are almost 20 poems by Quevedo dedicated to the theme of syphi-
lis, 16  aside from other scattered possible cases. 17  These references can be 
distributed into four groups: 18  

 1. Above all, these poems offer a gallery of pains and effects of the 
disease. For example, “Haga en mí lo que las bubas/en otros cabellos 
hacen” [“May the buboes do unto me as they do unto other hair”]; 19  
in the context of a hermit’s penitence, “Cofrades de los dolores/son, 
por mis bubas, mis miembros” [“Because of my buboes, my members 
are confraternity brothers of my pain”]; 20  the warning for a young 
court pretender that he not end up “sin narices y con parches,/con 
unciones y sin cejas” [“without a nose and with patches, ointments, 
and without eyebrows”]; 21  “El narigudo oledor” [“The well-nosed 
sniffer”] who “a sombra de sus narices/se está riendo del romo,/que 
en figura de garbanzo,/por braco juró de monstro” [“in the shadow 
of his nose is laughing at the stub-nosed person who in the figure of a 
garbanzo as a pug was sworn as a monster”]; 22  the grotesque tokens 
of love of a syphilitic lady in number 729; the action of Time upon 
young men, which “sin poder andar le hace/pasar caballos a Francia” 
[“without walking makes him send horses to France”]; 23  the scene of 
a woman “con guardainfante plenario,/de los que llaman las ingles/
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guarda infantes y caballos” [“with a full  guardinfante  (a popular sort 
of very wide farthingale worn by women in early modern Spain), of 
the kind that they call the groin that hides infants and horses”]. 24  

 2. From a different angle, some poems are dedicated to cataloguing a 
series of remedies and treatments: the “seis libras de zarza” [“six 
pounds of sarsaparilla root”] that is the dowry of the ugly old woman 
in “Casamiento ridículo,” which are repeated in the gathering of 
“zarza y gritos” [“sarsaparilla root and screams”] in case “bubas” 
[“buboes”] emerge in the dialogued romance between Villodres and 
Maricomino; 25  the erroneous exchange of two treatments between 
“la purga/con un recién desposado/y un vejecito con bubas” [“purg-
ing with a newlywed and a little old man with buboes”], which are 
complemented by a prescription for “sudores” [“sweats”] (a clinical 
treatment whereby sweating is provoked in patients through a variety 
of means; more on this later). 26  

 3. Aside from these approaches, there is a dialogued game that includes 
a wink and a nod in the direction of circumstancial and political 
commentary: “mal francés al buen francés volvieron” [“they gave 
 mal francés  to the good Frenchman”] in the poem “A la venida del 
duque de Humena.” 27  This poem is dedicated to the French diplo-
matic visit aimed at negotiating the capitulations of Spanish-French 
double royal marriage, and it presents ceremonies of welcome and 
public celebration that end up with syphilis infecting “las trongas de 
Madrid peores” [“the worst trollops of Madrid”]. 28  

 4. And, finally, syphilis is presented hand in glove with prostitution in 
the dialogued sonnet “A una roma, pedigüeña por demás”; 29  in two 
romances on the curing of Marica in the hospital; 30  and in “Respuesta 
de la Méndez a Escarramán,” 31  as well as in the illness-themed end-
ing of “Dama cortesana lamentándose de su pobreza y diciendo la 
causa,” 32  in another entitled “Púrgase una moza de los defectos de 
que otra enfermaba,” 33  more briefly during Antoñuela la Pelada’s 
summertime stays in Madrid’s Antón Martín in “A la perla de la 
mancebía de las Soleras,” 34  in the  redondillas  “De la roma,” 35  and 
in the pitiable state of  la Méndez  who, “de bubosa,/ya no me puedo 
mandar” [“I can’t move around because I’m so bubo-infested”] and 
who writes while enclosed and sweating in a hospital, 36  among other 
poems by Quevedo that do not always privilege the connection to 
syphilis. 37  

 Writing against the grain of contemporary dominant trends in poetry on 
syphilis, Quevedo’s approach is rather original. To begin with, the poet 
discards autobiographical touches—whether real or fictional—relating to 
the afflicted subject, and he also does not follow the popular mode of 
the paradoxical encomium in dealing with the theme of buboes, which 
enjoyed Italian precedents 38  and was  de rigueur  in academic circles. 39  
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Quevedo prefers, rather, to focus on the witty presentation of the effects 
of the ailment and evocations of a limited number of remedies (“zarzas” 
or sarsaparilla root, purges, and “sudores” or clinically induced sweating, 
but no cures using mercury, concoctions of  palo santo , bloodletting, etc.). 
These approaches, however, deviate from the medical satire that Que-
vedo so exploits on other occasions. 40  At the same time, the poet takes 
full advantage of dilogism in order to throw political darts through the 
vehicle of  mal francés  (both in other poems and in his letters and other 
minor works already alluded to earlier). 41  In short, Quevedo’s approach, 
which I have only sketched here in broad strokes, represents a novel 
model for poeticizing syphilis. In what follows, I would like to consider 
more specifically how syphilis operates in a pair of poems concretely in 
relation to intertextuality and the category of the visual. 

 Syphilitic Visuality and Intertextuality in Quevedo 

 The exhibitionist pleasure that Quevedo’s work takes in reveling in the 
ravages of  mal francés  is directly related to the grotesque portraits that 
are more broadly so dear to the author, and this phenomenon is of a 
piece with the deformed images of  pidonas , prostitutes, and related fig-
ures that mark his work. 42  The romance “En la simulada figura de unas 
prendas ridículas, burla de la vana estimación que hacen los amantes de 
semejantes favores” offers a fine example of such tendencies through the 
churlish gifts of Benita, a woman devastated by the illness. 43  Her descrip-
tion approximates a clinical profile of the  perfecta sifilítica : 

 Sacó luego unos cabellos, 
 entre robles y castaños, 
 que a intercesión de unas bubas 
 se te cayeron antaño. 
 Considere aquí el letor 
 pío, o curioso o cristiano, 
 su gozo al ver que de liendres 
 eran sartas los más largos. 
 Descubrió un retrato tuyo, 
 y halló que tiene, al mirarlo, 
 cosas de padre del yermo, 
 por lo amarillo y lo fl aco: 
 la frente mucho más ancha 
 que conciencia de escribano; 
 las dos cejas, en ballesta, 
 en lugar de estar en arco; 
 la nariz, casi tan roma 
 como la del Padre Santo, 
 que parece que se esconde 
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 del mal olor de tus bajos; 
 avecindados los ojos 
 en las honduras del casco, 
 con dos abuelas por niñas, 
 de ceja y pestañas calvos; 
 una bocaza de infi erno, 
 con sendos bordes por labios 
 donde hace la santa vida 
 un solo diente ermitaño; 
 halló al cabo un escarpín, 
 que, sin estar resfriado, 
 tomando estuvo sudores 
 seis meses en tus zancajos. 

 [She removed some hairs, somewhere between oak and chesnut, 44  
which you lost yesteryear through the intercession of some buboes. 
May the pious, curious, or Christian reader consider here his joy 
upon seeing that the longest ones were but strands because of the lice. 
She revealed a portrait and found that she has, upon consideration, 
things proper to a desert father because of being so yellow and so 
skinny; her forehead much wider than the conscience of a scribe; her 
two eyebrows in the shape of a crossbow rather than an arch; 45  her 
nose almost as fl at as that of the Holy Father, looking like it’s trying 
to hide from the smell of her lower regions; her eyes, neighbored 
together in the depths of her skull, with two grandmothers in place 
of pupils, 46  and bald of eyelashes and eyebrows; a nasty mouth from 
hell, with a pair of borders for lips where a solitary tooth lives out a 
holy life as a hermit; at the end, she found a slipper which, without 
having a cold, spent six months on the end of her foot taking sweat 
treatments.] 47  

 Aside from other tokens that I will leave aside here (a “reverendo zapato” 
[“revered shoe”], a bad knot, and an even worse ribbon), 48  by means 
of a lock of hair and a small portrait this poem ridicules the custom of 
the gallant gifts offered by ladies, mocking such conventions above all 
because this case relates to a woman sick with syphilis (perhaps a pros-
titute) whose gift-giving breaks with all possible models. Her amorous 
token is a repugnant castoff (her hair, infested with lice and fallen out 
due to buboes). The starkly visual rhetoric of these verses conjures an 
authentic negative portrait of conventional beauty: yellowish color and 
extreme skinniness, likened here to a “padre del yermo,” one of the desert 
fathers; eyebrows affected by a generalized alopecia that leaves her with 
a depilated face; a nose “como la del Padre Santo” [“like that of the Holy 
Father”], missing its end while also trying to escape the fetid odor of the 
girl’s own body; and a toothless and foul-smelling mouth, framed by the 
sweating (“sudores”) associated with clinical treatments for syphilis. 
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 Together with this explosive parody of the conventional  descriptio 
puellae  (although following the same descending vertical organization 
that such descriptions demand), the horrendous image of Benita is pre-
sented here as a portrait in miniature, in yet another example of Quevedo’s 
appreciation of the visual medium of painting. 49  The portrait presented 
here can be read as the flipside of the “Retrato a Lisi que traía en una 
sortija,” 50  connecting also in a material sense to the genre of the “retratico” 
(mini-portrait) 51  and to the recourse of the painting within a painting, 
through which the inserted image is commented upon via ekphrasis 
within the poem, 52  only to conclude with the abandoning of these turpid 
objects in the middle of the countryside. 53  The heightened visuality that 
is basic to this poem invites the text’s consumer not only to imagine in 
vivid detail the sick body of the female subject but perhaps even to draw 
a measure of sarcastic “gozo” [“pleasure”] from the imaginative activity 
of conjuring such a grotesque vision. 

 On a different level, the diptych of Marica’s syphilitic cures also 
stands out (“Cura una moza en Antón Martín la tela que mantuvo” and 
“Segunda parte de ‘Marica en el hospital’ y primera en lo ingenioso”). 54  
In short, this pair of romances presents two descriptions of treatment for 
Marica’s case of  mal francés  and its consequences, with a range of exhibi-
tions of intertextual winks and nods (to  bailes  like “Escarramanes” and 
“¡Ay! ¡ay! ¡ay!”; traditional and Gongorine romances, like “Cata Francia, 
Montesinos” and “muchos siglos de hermosura”); 55  anti-French attacks 
within the Carolingian tradition (“Por todas sus coyunturas/anda encan-
tado Roldán”); 56  grotesque images of corporeal degradation that invert 
Petrarchan conventions; 57  and, in the first of these two poems, games of 
wit of all sorts, while the second maintains the same clever dynamic with 
the presence of a  galán  who accompanies her in the same suffering. 58  

 Although Quevedo had other models at hand—Martial 59  among other 
Classical authorities, along with a number of Italian authors—I would 
like to highlight the relevance here of Pietro Aretino’s  Ragionamenti  
(comprised of a  Ragionamento  and a  Dialogo , Paris [Venice], Mazzola 
[Marcolini], 1534 and 1536), which served as a repository of syphilitic 
and prostibulary themes, recognizing of course the text’s survival of cen-
sorship in an expurgated version (in the translation of Fernán Xuárez, 
 Coloquio de las damas , Sevilla, Juan de León, 1547). 60  Quevedo shows 
himself to be a connoisseur of some of Aretino’s work, 61  which invites us 
to consider the possible influence of Aretino’s representation of syphilis 
on Quevedo. 

 The recourse to dialogue, with successive confessions and lessons of a 
prostitute speaking with another, is valuable as it gives direct voice to the 
poems’ courtesan subjects. Upon her entrance on the scene in the  Rag-
ionamenti , Antona presents herself by declaring that her only problem is 
syphilis (“dal mal francioso in fuora, non trovo cane che mi abbair”). 62  
Shortly afterwards, she repeats the idea that, unlike the petty trifles that 
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worry Nanna, “la morte è il pigliare il legno due e tre volte ‘anno e non 
isbollarsi, non isgommarsi e non isdogliarsi mai” (I, 6) because “il mal 
francioso [è divoratrice] di chi lo ha nelle ossa” (III, 132). Later on, she 
again underscores the consequences of the illness and the tricks used to 
ameliorate its effects: 63  

 spesso il mal francioso fa le vendette dei mali arrivati: ed è pur bello 
a vedere una che, non potendo più appiattare sotto al belletto, ad 
acque forti, a sbiaccamenti, a belle vestie a gran ventagli la sua vec-
chiezza, fatto denari di collane, di anelli, di robbe di seta, di scuffioni 
e di tutte le altre sue pompe, comincia a pigliare i quattro ordini, 
come i fanciulli che vogliono essere preti. 

 [ mal francés  often comes for the unfortunate ones: and it is quite 
something to see a girl who, not being able to hide under cosmet-
ics, perfumes, ceruse, beautiful clothes, and big fans, with her old 
age, selling her necklaces, rings, silk dresses, big bonnets, and all the 
other vanities, starts to take the four orders like boys who want to 
be priests.] 64  

 Alongside such a portrait, so oft repeated in Quevedo, in the dialogue 
between Nanna and her daughter Pippa, the martyrdom of syphilis 
sometimes appears together with invocations of the patron saints of 
medicine 65 —Cosmas and Damian—who also appear, in most topical 
terms, in Quevedo’s letter cited earlier. More interesting is the discussion 
here of the prostibulary origins of syphilis: 66  

 Il mal francioso me vien via ora. Io mi consumo quando sento dire 
ad alcun sorcone: “I tale è stroppiato bontà de la tale”; altro ci è che 
squarta e crocifigge con le bestemmie la puttanacia, con dire: “Ella 
ha guasto il poverino.” Io ho speranza, poi che s’è trovato che nacque 
prima la gallina o l’uovo, che si trovará anco se le puttane hanno 
attaccato il mal francioso agli uomini, o gli uomini a le puttane; ed 
è forza che ne domandiamo un dì messer san Giobbe, altrimenti ne 
uscirà quistione. Perché l’uomo fu il primo a stuzzicar la puttana, la 
quale si stava chiotta, e non la puttana a stuzzicar l’uomo. 

 [ Mal francés  comes to mind now. It drives me crazy to hear some 
recluse say: “Such-and-such person is crippled by that so-and-so 
girl”; there are others who draw and quarter and crucify that same 
whore with their curses, saying: “She ruined the poor little guy.” I 
trust, once it is discovered whether the egg or the chicken was born 
first, that we will also know if it was whores who first gave  mal 
francés  to men, or if it was men who gave it to whores; and it will 
be necessary that some day we go ask Saint Job about it to resolve 
the question because, in the end, he was the first man to stoke up 
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whores, who until then were quiet, rather than it being whores who 
provoked men.] 67  

 Leaving aside the gendered critique and other implications here, this text 
presents us—if only in passing—with a theme that appears in Quevedo’s 
poetic  disputatio  on “podridos” (meaning both “corrupted by the dis-
ease” and “irritated from battling”), in a conversation between Marica 
“la Chupona” [“She Who Sucks”] (v. 1) and the  pícaro  don Crispín 
Garabía, who is “tan su amante” [“so much her lover”] that he also suf-
fers the effects of the ailment: 68  

 Sobre quién las pegó a quién 
 ahí de podridos andan: 
 él con humores, gabacho, 
 y ella Lázaro con llagas. 

 (núm. 695, vv. 29–32) 

 [Regarding who struck whom, there they are walking around cor-
rupted; him, disgusting with humors, and her, a Lazarus with wounds.] 

 It may be a minor point, but it is worth recalling that Aretino was one of 
the Spanish Golden Age’s genuinely forbidden loves, and that the work 
of the Italian author had to be handled with great care. To conclude, we 
might return to the attitude and tone of Quevedo regarding syphilis in this 
poetic series, disseminated here and there across his satirical-burlesque 
production without ever reaching the status of a poetical-syphilitic mini-
cycle, as in other cases. 69  In view of these coordinates of genre and circu-
lation, critics tend to conclude that Quevedo’s treatment of  mal francés  
reveals a “tono ambiguo, rasgo definitorio de lo grotesco” [“ambiguous 
tone, defining feature of the grotesque”] because of its “atención minu-
ciosa a los detalles de la destrucción corporal” [“careful attention to the 
details of corporeal destruction”], 70  which might be better defined as a 
“risa feroz” [“ferocious laughter”] that seeks to distance itself from the 
problem of actual pain, a move that begs the question of whether such 
discourse reads best as mockery or as satire. 71  Laughter and smiles are 
tempered especially in poems that wrap up with a final lesson, which 
might be the case in a moralizing poem even despite the temptation of 
dialogic play here (“coyuntura” implying both “occasion, opportunity” 
and “sexual encounters”): 

 Las que priváis en el mundo 
 con el pecado mortal, 
 si no perdéis coyuntura, 
 las vuestras se perderán. 

 [You women who deprive the world through mortal sin, if you don’t 
lose your  coyuntura , your ( coyunturas ) will be lost]. 72  
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 Conclusions 

 In sum, with the preceding brief overview of Quevedo’s poetic production 
relating to syphilis, one can appreciate the expressive  tour de force  of his 
approach. Quevedo rejects certain traditional  topoi  (such as autobiogra-
phism and paradoxical encomia) in order to exploit the potential—both 
symbolic and visual—of the symptoms of the illness by means of witty dil-
ogism, taking advantage at the same time of graphic, pictorial mechanisms 
(such as ekphrasis), and perhaps instrumentalizing the magisterial work of 
Aretino, the quintessential “prophet of sexuality.” 73  In the final analysis, 
Quevedo’s production on syphilis connects clearly with his potent abilities 
for description and with his playful reimagining of tradition, not to men-
tion his penchant for exploiting the theme of prostitution, which lends 
naturally to the topic. But that is a question for another day. 
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50, and the commentaries of Profeti,  Quevedo , 161–8; Díez,  La poesía , 280–
3; and Juárez Almendros, “La otra cara,” 301–2. 
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  62 . Aretino,  Dialogo , I, 5. 
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includes these saints is more extensive: 
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housed in a heel or in the bend of a knee or in the fold of an arm or, to 
say it more forcefully, one of those headaches that only saints Cosmas 
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 ( Diálogo , I, 346)] 
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 There is another mention a little earlier: “il morirsi di fame di qualunche si 
sia, mentre saziano di se stesse la lebbra, il cancaro e il mal francioso che le 
scanna” (Aretino,  Dialogo , I, 168). 

  67 . Aretino,  Dialogo , II, 277. 
  68 . Quevedo,  Obra poética , n. 695, vv. 23–4. A similar idea can be found in 

“Respuesta de la Méndez a Escarramán”: “dentro del pobre hospital, / donde 
trabajos de entrambos / empiezo agora a sudar” [“in the poor hospital, where 
I am beginning now to sweat the labors (or suffering) of both of us”] (Que-
vedo,  Obra poética , n. 850, vv. 170–2). 

  69 . Ponce Cárdenas, “De burlas.” 
  70 . Schwartz and Arellano in Quevedo,  Un heráclito , 447. 
  71 . Díez,  La poesía , 282 and 288. 
  72 . Quevedo,  Obra poética , n. 694, vv. 69–72. 
  73 . Waddington,  Aretino’s Satyr , xviii. 
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