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"CELESTINA: Has de saber, Parmeno, 
que Calisto anda de amor quexoso. 
Y no lo juzgues por eso por flaco, 
que el amor imperuio todas ·las 
cosas vence." (I ,48)1 

It is not easy to ex:plain why this sentence and especially the 
un.usual word 'imperuio', spoken by Celestina, have so long gone unnoticed. 
Celestina uses the word, and, although we do not know if i t was gi ven to 
her by the first, unknown author, or by Fernando de Rojas, it seems clear 
that we are not dealing with an adjective describing love which enjoyed 
widespread popular or li terary diffusion. In all of Spanish li terature, 
its sole documentation is found here in LC. It is not recorded in the 
dictionaries of Covarrubias and Alderete and, although it does figure in 
the Dieeionario de lcre Autoridades, which cites i t from LC, the etymology 
is not gi ven and meanings are proposed for 'impervi o' ( 'continuo' and 
'constante') which it did not have in the sixteenth century, and never had 
at all in Latin. In the .modern period _it does not appear in Corominas' 
dictionary and perhaps the only one which does record it is Martín 

_,... Alonso 's. 2 

In the modern annotated edi tions of �oj as' work, the lack of agree
ment when dealing with this word and the sentence in which it appears is 
evident. There are authors like A. Prieto3 who equate i t with 'cons
tante', under· the probable influence of the Autoridad,es which fosters this 
error. Fortunately we have the testimony of Nebrij a, who offers us a 
defini ti ve reading. In his Lexieon 4 he lists the precise Castilian equi
valent of the latinism: cosa que no tiene camino. 

*This note comprises the first section of Professor Criado 's article
· (in Spanish), "LC, tratado del 'amor impervio'." Yelmo, núm. 30 (oct.-
dic., 1976), pp. 5-9. · It has been translated by the editor and Eric W.
Naylor (Univ •. of the South), with some expansion of the bibliographical
data of the original notes.
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5 In  t h e  e d i t i o n  by Severin ( in t roduc t ion  by ~ i l m a n )  , t h e  meanings 
given it are  ' impenetrable '  and ' i n v u l n e r a b l e ' ,  n e i t h e r  o f  which i s  en- 
t i r e l y  v a l i d .  The English word ' impervious'  i s  given as an equ iva len t ,  
but t h a t  was introduced i n  t h e  seventeenth century with a  very  concre te  
phys ica l  sense : "impenetrable,  impermeable, impassable",  and only i n  t h e  
modern e r a  does it acquire  a  personal  o r  f i g u r a t i v e  meaning: I t  invulner-  
able t o ,  e t c . "6  

J u l i o  ~ e j a d o r , ~  an accomplished l a t i n i s t ,  provides t h e  co r rec t  e ty-  
mology, not  a  d i f f i c u l t  one, t o  be s u r e ,  ( i~per -v ius /no t -by- the - road)  , 
but f a i l s  i n  h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  passage. It i s  no t  t h e  love lo rn  
C a l i s t o  who overcomes a l l  o b s t a c l e s ;  r a t h e r ,  it i s  t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e  

I ,  of an amor iurpervio" which des t roys  him and a l l  who seek t o  a i d  him. The 
sentence i s  q u i t e  c l e a r :  C a l i s t o  i s  no t  " f l aco" ,  b u t  i s  conquered by a  
fo rce  which "todas l a s  cosas vence". 

The Lat in o r i g i n  of ' impervius ' i s  r e l a t i v e l y  l a t e  and i s ,  although 
not an exact  d u p l i c a t e ,  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  Greek word ' ad iabatos  ' , whose 
meaning was very concre te :  t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  of ford ing  a  r i v e r  o r  o f  
reaching an i s l a n d  from t h e  mainland. It appears thus  i n  Xenophon's 
/habasis (2 ,1 ,11) .  The Lat in  documentation remi ts  us t o  Ovid  e et am or- 
phosis 1 . 1 0 6 ) ~  where t h e  r e fe rence  t o  I r i v e r '  ( m i s )  i s  re t a ined .  
Taci tus  (AnnaZes 3,31) broadens t h e  meaning t o  " the  s tone  which can n o t  be  
pene t ra t ed  by f i r e ,  which i s  incombustible ," and Q u i n t i l i a n  (Tnst .  12- 
11.11) f i r s t  in t roduces  t h e  r e fe rence  t o  ' r o a d q . 9  I n  sum, t h e  two funda- 
mental meanings a r e  c l e a r l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  i n  Lat in  and well-documented: 
1) "Qui t r a n s i r i  non p o t e s t  , impenet rabi l i s" ;  2 )  " ~ u i  a d i r i  non p o t e s t  , 
i n a c c e s s i b i l i s " .  10 The La t in  adds t o  t h e  Greek an important v a r i a t i o n :  
t h e  no t ion  of t h e  " lack of a way' ' ,  complementary t o  but  n o t  t h e  same as 
I' impassable". However, i n  n e i t h e r  of the  two c l a s s i c a l  languages does one 
encounter t h e  l e a s t  tendency t o  a  semantic a b s t r a c t i o n  wi th  t h e  p r e c i s e  
p h y s i c a l  and concrete  i d e a  o f  ' impervius ' .  In  LC, both Greek and La t in  
meanings a re  probably meant, b u t  wi th  a  fundamental acc re t ion  which seems 

'l t o t  a l l y  o r i g i n a l :  i t s  f i g u r a l  app l i ca t ion  t o  imprac t icable  love" and t o  
a l l  of t h e  powerful d e s t r u c t i v e  fo rce  it wields.  

How was it poss ib le  f o r  t h i s  l a t i n i s m  t o  crop up i n  Rojas ' work? It 
i s  p o s s i b l e ,  though no t  t o o  probable ,  t h a t  he got  it d i r e c t l y  from read- 
ings i n  t h e  appropr ia te  c l a s s i c a l  authors .  An e a s i e r  explanat ion  i s  
through medieval I t a l i a n  l i t e r a t u r e ;  i n  modern I t a l i a n  t h e  word ' impervio '  
e x i s t s  wi th  i t s  own meaning: 'l s a i d  of a p l a c e  which admits- of no normal 
p o s s i b i l i t y  of access  o r  passage " . Never the less ,  t h i s  usage i n  I t a l i a n  
i s  r ecen t .  With t h e  etymological  meaning, t h e  word appears i n  t h e  w r i t -  
ings o f  S a r t i ,  an h i s t o r i a n  of t h e  end of the  seventeenth  century. Today, 
i t s  use appears reserved f o r  poetry.  But t h e r e  i s  no  documentation, s o  
f a r  as we know, of i t s  presence i n  t h e  everyday I t a l i a n  of t h e  s i x t e e n t h  
century,  and l e s s  of i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  love. Ne i the r  have we found any 
t r a c e  o f  i t s  use i n  t h e  Lat in  works of Pe t ra rch  and Boccaccio, which a r e  
frequent  sources of LC. There remains another  p o s s i b i l i t y :  t h a t  through 
a  Latin-Spanish g lossary  ( e .  g. , ~ e b r i j a ' s  ) t h i s  word had come t o  t h e  
n o t i c e  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  au thor ,  or  of Rojas ,  and t h a t  it was d e l i b e r a t e l y  
s e l e c t e d  as  t h e  centerp iece  of t h e  amorous t h e o r i e s  p r o j e c t e d  i n  LC, a s  
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the  d e f i n i t i o n  of the  p e s s i m i s t i c  i d e a  of an "amor s i n  camino", a love  
wi th  no p r a c t i c a b l e  end, one which destroys both Ca l i s to  and Melibea. 
This could exp la in  away  t h e  incongruency which r e s u l t s  by supposing it  
used by such a low-l i fe  f i g u r e  as t h e  Ce les t ina ,  i n  a dialogue between 
people who wouldn't have t h e  l e a s t  occasion t o  use o r  even t o  understand 
t h e  word. It i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  i n  t h e  same scene Pgrmeno makes much ado of 
a f a l s e  and pedant ic  philosophy which, i n  t u r n ,  motivates Ce les t ina ' s  
parody of him. But the  context of t h e  "amor impervio" i s  t o o  i n t i m a t e l y  
r e l a t e d  with t h e  expos i t ion  and denoument of t h e  work f o r  us n o t  t o  t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  author  uses it a s  a planned key t o  t h e  whole. 

The presence today o f  ' impervio'  i n  Eng l i sh ,  I t a l i a n ,  and Portu-  
guese,l2 i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  i t s  disappearance i n  Spanish and French, shows 
t h a t  we a re  not dea l ing  w i t h  a " l a t i n a j o "  as  Cejador deprecat ingly c a l l s  
it. Given i t s  p rec i se  meaning and t h e  l a c k  of synonyms i n  Spanish, it 
deserved t o  have been re t a ined .  A s ,  l i kewise ,  ' pe rv io '  ought t o  have been 
r e t a i n e d ,  at l e a s t  i n  t h e  w a y  'obvio'  has been.13 

I n  any case ,  and wi th  etymological  cons idera t ions  a s i d e ,  it seems 
evident  t h a t  t h e  concept as  w e l l  as t h e  form of "amor impervio" is  t h e  
exc lus ive  and u n i v e r s a l  proper ty  of L a  Ce Zestina. 
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