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INTRODUCTION

IN the last few decades, scholarship has broadened our under-
standing of the family of texts denominated as “sentimental ro-

» «

mance,” “novela sentimental,” or “ficcién sentimental” and their
authors. ! We know now that an amazing number of subtexts, gen-
res, cultural practices and traditions constitute the “genetic make-
up” of each individual text.? The metaphor of the literary artifact as
a palimpsest seems appropriate because it calls attention to the
writerly activity, the various levels of textuality, the evasiveness of

! As my analysis will show, the generic label “romance” in its modern meaning
misconstrues the narrative structure and pragmatics of the texts under considera-
tion; for opposing views see, for instance, Deyermond (“Lost genre”) and Cull;
Rohland de Langbehn reviews the prevalent views on the question of the genre’s
name (Unidad genérica 12-15). Though occasionally used in recent studies, today’s
critics agree that Marcelino Menéndez Pelayo’s creation “novela sentimental” is
misleading. In the following I will use the neutral and less restrictive term “senti-
mental fiction.”

2 See Alan Deyermond’s impressive chart of the “relaciones genéricas” of the
sentimental fiction (58). I will discuss the sentimental fiction scholarship in detail in
my analyses of the individual primary texts. After submitting the final copy of my
book to the NCSRLL, Antonio Cortijo Ocafia’s La evolucién genérica de la ficcion
sentimental de los siglos Xv y XVI: género literario y contexto social (Coleccién Tame-
sis, Serie A: Monografias 184. London: Tamesis, 2001) appeared. His study impres-
sively shows that the possibilities of source studies for sentimental fiction have not
yet been exhausted. He provides an invaluable contribution to situating sentimental
fiction in a historical context. I see, however, no reason to modify the essential
claims of the following book and my readings of the texts under consideration. Too
late, I realized that I could have profited greatly from Julian Weiss’ 1990 The Poet’s
Art: Literary Theory in Castile c. 1400-60 (Medium Avum monographs, New series
14. Oxford: The Society for the Study of Medieval Languages and Literature) in my
attempt to reconstruct 15%-century reading habits.

9
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the text, and by extension, the workings of language. In a more elu-
sive way, the metaphor of the palimpsest also emphasizes the
process of reading: sentimental fiction can be described as a dense
web of entangled, faded readings, as a challenge to the reader.
While the parameters of writing sentimental fiction and its textuali-
ty have been explored with great success, reading and readers have
been largely neglected. > The following study is shaped by the con-
viction that special attention given to the reader will further our un-
derstanding of the texts and the individuals who produced them.
The advance in sentimental fiction scholarship that I propose is,
as a matter of fact, a step back in terms of the history of literary crit-
icism. Some of the most important contributions to reader-centered
criticism were published in the 1970s. Objections were raised that
only the determination of the authorial intention prevents the mul-
tiplication of fortuitous readings. Iser’s concept of repertoire in-
scribed in a given text, Fish’s and Chartier’s interpretive communi-
ties, groups that share sets of reading/writing strategies, and Jaul}’s
method of reconstructing common horizons of expectations com-
pellingly dispel the modern critics’ horror of the postmodern any-
thing goes. Post-structuralist critics, like Paul de Man, on the other
hand, observe that reader-response criticism as a hermeneutical
method is “by definition, a process directed toward the determina-
tion of meaning; it postulates a transcendental function of under-
standing, no matter how complex, deferred, or tenuous it might be,
and will, in however mediated a way, have to raise questions about
the extralinguistic truth value of literary texts” (9). Even if we ac-
cept that no text escapes the play of the différance and the impossi-
bility of establishing a stable center that conveys meaning, this does
not devalue reader-centered hermeneutics as a tool for historical re-
search. Medieval readers were well aware of the treacherous nature
of the letter, yet strove to overcome textual indeterminacy in a

3 John Dagenais’s important The Ethics of Reading in Manuscript Culture
demonstrates how a reader-centered approach is able to open new perspectives in
an otherwise well-researched area of Hispanomedievalism; for the impact of Dage-
nais’s book see the “Dialogue review” published in La Cordnica 1997 (25.2; p. 237-
47). Further reviews were written by Dorothy Severin and Maria Rosa Menocal. See
also Seidenspinner-Nufiez’s 1990-91 plea for a reorientation of medievalist scholar-
ship. In Alan Deyermond’s bibliographical review of sentimental fiction scholarship
after 1988 the question of the reader is virtually absent, both in a plethora of studies
in recent years and as a perspective for future studies (“Estudio de la ficcién”).
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process of active, “ethical” reading. Rezeptionstheorie, then, ap-
proximates the actual discursive formation that generated premod-
ern literature. 4

The reconstruction of horizons of expectations and épistémeés of
past cultures is, of course, a heuristic and hermeneutic fiction, but a
useful one.> According to Hans-Georg Gadamer, the hermeneutical
process necessarily involves the fusion (Verschmelzung) of past hori-
zons of expectations and the interpreter’s present horizons
(Wabrbeit 289-90; Truth 306). ¢ Thus, hermeneutics cannot claim to
unravel the “authentic” meaning that a premodern reader would in-
fer in a premodern text. This limitation distinguishes Gadamerian
hermeneutics from the author-centered and historicist interpreta-
tions and makes it,? despite the claim that it reaches a determinate
meaning, an approach that shares the poststructuralist tenet that
there is no definite, true interpretation, but only a momentary and
revisable locking of an endless chain of interpretations.

Since the horizon of the interpreter is a constituent of the
hermeneutical process, it may be helpful to explain my own experi-
ence as a reader of sentimental fiction. Already the expression
“reader of sentimental fiction” holds an implicit interpretive as-
sumption that shapes the reading experience of the modern critic. I
could only become a reader of sentimental fiction because his-
panomedievalist scholarship provided me with the organizational
concept of “sentimental romance.” This generic label largely deter-
mined my first selection of texts. In my research, however, pace
Rohland de Langbehn, ® I have found no convincing definition of

4 Regarding the parallels between modern and medieval hermeneutics see
Patrick J. Gallacher’s and Helen Damico’s introduction to Hermeneutics and Me-
dieval Culture and the essays in this collection by Florence H. Ridley, Karl F. Morri-
son, Robert Worth Frank, Jr., and Chauncey Wood.

* Niklas Luhmann’s Systemtheorie shows that any theory is only operational due
to its “blind spot.” This principle also applies to deconstruction, which has its main
focus in the unraveling of the “blind spots” of truth-claiming discourses.

¢ Regarding the relation of Gadamer’s “philosophical hermeneutics” and liter-
ary theory, see Weinsheimer.

7 Friedrich Schleiermacher’s proposition “to understand a writer better than he
understood himself” (321) is, according to Gadamer, the fundamental problem of
traditional hermeneutics (Wabrbeit 180; Truth 192).

8 So far, Rohland de Langbehn has accomplished the most ambitious and de-
tailed attempt to describe the “Unidad genérica” of sentimental fiction (see also
“Novela” and Antonio Cortijo Ocafia). Revealing of the intricacy of defining a uni-
fying genre on the basis of content, form and structure is her concluding statement
that “la ejecucién del género analizado en muchos de los casos que se le adscriben
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the genre “sentimental romance.” The lowest common denomina-
tor among critics is that the texts of sentimental fiction, as Keith
Whinnom puts it, are “short love-stories” (Diego de San Pedro 76;
see also Deyermond, “Estudio” 29). Bracketing the vexing question
of genre,® I decided to accept provisionally the implicit horizon of
expectations and read the canonical texts labeled by modern schol-
ars as “sentimental fiction.” 1° I focused on the generally accepted
“unifying” feature of the genre: the importance given to love. Hav-
ing just finished a study on memory in medieval Castilian historiog-
raphy, I was perplexed by the fact that the equivalent of the modern
term “to love” is a rather odd semantic field: the lover of sentimen-
tal fiction uses the verb “to remember” or its equivalents when ex-
pressing his passion for his beloved. !

While it was obvious that the texts under consideration were
somehow centered on the topic of love, I had the impression that
the notion of love inscribed in these texts differed remarkably from
our modern understanding. From my puzzlement as a modern

es meramente virtual [...]” (“Unidad genérica” 91). Ultimately, she provides a com-
parative structural analysis of a group of texts assembled by modern scholars under
a generic label. I question that the genre of “novela sentimental,” a post hoc con-
struct of modern critics, had an equivalent among eatly readers in the sense that a
set of specific rules of the genre shaped their horizon of expectations, whence it
does not contribute a historical understanding of the texts under consideration.

9 See Weissberger’s incisive study of the invention of novela sentimental/senti-
mental romance and her plea to overcome the classificatory impasse, following the
example of other branches of medievalism, by fusing “chivalric” and “sentimental”
romance into one single category of romance (“Gendered Taxonomy”).

1© Gadamer describes understanding as an “Einrsicken in ein Uberlieferungs-
gescheben, in dem sich Vergangenheit und Gegenwart bestindig vermitteln” [“par-
ticipating in an event of tradition, a process of transmission in which past and pre-
sent are constantly mediated”] (Wabrbeit 275; Truth 290). JauR also demands that
the critic must be able “to justify his judgement taking into account his present po-
sition in a historical series of readers” (“Literaturgeschichte” 171 [my translation;
the passage is omitted in Bahti’s translation]).

1 See, for instance, Triste deleytagién: “forgado por el continuo seguir d’aquella
recordar,” (18), “pues sigo ya tu memoria” (27), “que en sta dulge gloria / d’amor
que nos enlazamos / nunqua sea por vitoria, / mas juntos con la memoria, / siguién-
dola I’alcangamos” (73), “la enamorada memoria de la triste senyora” (75), “que mi
memoria, tanto ocupada en querer a ti” (80), “la memoria apasionada del E°” (83);
the examples could be easily multiplied. Complementary to the notion of love as a
continuous recollection is the idea that oblivion is the solution to the unhappy
lovers’ suffering, which is conveyed in Rodriguez del Padrén’s Siervo (ed. Herndn-
dez Alonso, 168), Bursario (238), and FA.d.C’s Triste deleytacion (ed. Gerli, 16)
with the image of the Lethian water. The theme is repeated in Golden Age Litera-
ture in Jorge de Montemayor’s Los siete libros de Diana where the wise Felicia cures
the lovesick shepherd Sireno with a potion that causes oblivion.





