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r--, 

Calisto's fictitious toothache in Act IV of La Celestina has always 
struck me as peculiarly suggestive. Celestina, having provoked Melibea's 
rage by informing her of Calisto's passion under the transparent· guise of 
an illness, has recourse to the seemingly desperate excuse that his suf­
ferings are caused by toothache. Thus, the symptoms of the original ill­
ness, which were totally congruent with those of love-sickness, are now 
transferred to the "dolor de muelas:" 

Y el mayor remedio que tiene es tomar una vihuela y tañe 
tantas canciones y tan lastimeras, que no creo que fueron 
otras las que compuso aquel emperador y gran músico 
Adriano. l 

Celestina claims that Melibea's girdle will have a potentially salutary 
effect on hís dolor. A neat symmetry is thus established between Calisto's 
supposed toothache and his sexual frustration and the girdle's attributed 
powers and its patently symbolic ones. In spite of her outrage at the 
previous insinuation, Melibea accepts the notion of toothache as a basis 
for negotiation and allows Celestina to continue her business. The use 
of the trite imagery of sickness in the first part of the scene has been 
well studied by George A. Shipley who sees it as a convenient vehicle for 
meaningful communication between two interested parties one of whom re­
fuses to hear the facts ungilded.2 Since to aid its cure will not harm 
her reputation, Melibea considers toothache to be a respectable substitute 
for the previously unacceptable love-sickness which she has accurately 
diagnosed. As Shipley himself asserts (p. 327), Celestina's excuse is a 
preposterous one and it is unlikely to prompt Melibea to think that her 
actions were innocent and motivated by Christian charity. The even more 
blatant request for the girdle, to which the girl readily accedes, points 
to the conclusion that she understood and indeed wished to hear·what 
Celestina had to say from the beginning and that her furia arose from the 
pressures of social conformity.3 The only alternative to this can be that 
Mefibea's abrupt change of mind was real and that it was produced by 
witchcraft.4 Whichever of these interpretations is the correct one, it is 
clear that more needs to be said about the suggestive significance of the 
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toothache and about t he  audience's--and possibly Melibea's--appreciation 
o f  that  s igni f icance .  

In a footnote t o  h i s  a r t i c l e  ( p .  329, n .  l ) ,  Shipley remarks that  the 
choice o f  a toothache i s  especially apt because a t  an ear l i e r  period 
Guillaume de Lorris had compared the  anguish o f  the  unhappy lover with 
toothache. The common symptoms are linked fur ther  by the  notion o f  sleep- 
lessness  : 

Tu comenceras a f remir ,  
A t r e s s a i l l i r ,  a demener; 
Sor cost6 t ' es tovera  torner ,  
E t  puis envers, e  puis adenz, 
Come ome qui a mal as denz.5 

Other examples o f  t h i s  graphic comparison can be found i n  the  same approxi- 
mate period. The Provencal poet, Peire V ida l ,  i s  qu i t e  e x p l i c i t :  

D'autres a f a r s  es cortez '  e  chaudiza, 
Mas mal o f a i ,  car a mon dan s 'abr iva ,  
Que pei t z  me f a i ,  e  ges no s ' en  melhura, 
Oue mals de dens, quan do1 en l a  maissela; 
Que.1 cor me bat e.m f i e r ,  que noes re f rena ,  
S'amors ab l e i s  e t  ab to ta  ~ r o e n s a . ~  

In these two cases,  toothache i s  used not as a euphemism, but as a 
straightforward,  though s t a r t l i n g ,  simile whose force would have been more 
readi ly  appreciated by the  medieval audience, unaccustomed t o  pain re l i e -  
vers  and the triumphs o f  modern den t i s t r y .  The f igure  o f  the  medieval 
tooth-puller,  the  barber, occurs too i n  t h i s  more detached, .rather i ron ic ,  
comparison from Renart's Le Lai de Z ' h b r e :  

Or m'a h o r s  en t e l  point pris  
Qu'ele veut que son pooir sache, 
C'onques v i l a i n s  cui  barbiers sache 
Les denz ne f u  s i  angoisseus.7 

These three examples are a l l  concerned with courtly love and re su l t  from 
the  need to  f ind ever more forceful.means o f  conveying the  pain and 
anguish o f  the frustrated lover .  Not necessarily s p i r i t u a l ,  the  lover ' s  
longing i s  here checked and d igni f ied  by the  rigours o f  the  courtly code. 

In  Spanish l i t e r a t u r e ,  I  have not been able t o  f ind any parallel 
examples t o  the French and Provencal ones just  c i t ed .  However, l i t e r a l  
and symbolic references t o  the  t ee th  and t o  oral sensations i n  f i f t e e n t h -  
century and Colden Age verse indicate a clear association between the  
t e e t h  and physical des ire .  The phrase dar dentera r e f e r s  frequently t o  
sexual arousal, as i n  one o f  Sebastiiin de Horozco's canciones de bur2as 
whose meaning r e s t s  on the symbolic s igni f icance  given t o  the imagery o f  
t he  joust:  
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Rehusando l a  c a r r e r a  
y  no p u d i e n d o . e n r i s t r a r  
se qued6 l a  l anga  e n t e r a ,  
poni6ndoos a  vos  d e n t e r a  
y  ~15s gana d e  e n c o n t r a r  

The phrase  o c c u r s  a l s o  i n  a romance nuevo e n t i t l e d  "Redondi l las  a  una dama 
v i e j a  v e s t i d a  d e  verde" which compares t h e  l ady  t o  a  f r u i t :  

Viendo o s  t a n  madura, hal lamos 
que no causa reys  d e n t e r a  
por  mas que ve rde  o s  comamos. 9 

Dentera h e r e  s i g n i f i e s  bo th  t h e  f e e l i n g .  of t h e  t e e t h  being set on edge by 
t h e  u n r i p e  f r u i t  and t h e  s e n s a t i o n s  a n t i c i p a t i n g  s e x u a l  p l e a s u r e .  S e v e r a l  
s i m i l a r  examples might b e ' c i t e d . 1 0  The p h r a s e  need n o t ,  of course ,  have 
s e x u a l  o r  even p h y s i c a l  over tones ,  b u t  i n  t h e s e  c o n t e x t s  i ts  meaning i s  
s e l f  -apparent .  

Tee th  i n  t h e  Middle Ages were a  d e s i r a b l e  s i g n  of feminine beau ty  
when t h e y  were s h i t e ,  even i n  s i z e  and c l o s e  t o g e t h e r ,  w h i l e  s l i g h t l y  
spaced t e e t h ,  es e c i a l l y  t h e  f r o n t  t e e t h  of  t h e  upper jaw, h i n t e d  
a t  1 a s c i v i o u s n e s s . f l  Large t e e t h  were a  mark of u g l i n e s s ,  b u t  a l s o  of 
rampant s e x u a l i t y  i f  we judge by t h o s e  of t h e  f o u r t h  serrana i n  t h e  Libro 
de buen amor, who had " d i e n t e s  anchos e  luengos,  cava l lunos ,  moxmordos."12 
Absence of  t e e t h  was n a t u r a l l y  a s i g n  of o l d  age  and of a i l i n g  s t r e n g t h  
and p h y s i c a l  powers. Sometimes, such a  r e f e r e n c e  c a r r i e s  no s p e c i f i c a l l y  
s e x u a l  o v e r t o n e s ,  b u t  i n  t h e  obras de burlas t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  meaning i s  
u s u a l l y  unmistakeable .  F a i r l y  s p e c i f i c  is  a  l a t e  f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  poem 
which t e l l s  of a n  o l d  woman who: 

S o s p i r a  como m o p e l a ,  
d i c e  que amor l e  d e s v e l a ;  
non t i e n e  d i e n t e  n i  muela, 
rumia'  l corner como ove j  a .  1 3  

As i n  t h e  Roman de Za Rose, f r u s t r a t i o n  is c h a r a c t e r i s e d  by s l e e p l e s s n e s s  
and,  a l though  t h e  toothache.analogy is  l a c k i n g ,  t h e  c r o n e ' s  f a d i n g  s e x u a l  
d e s i r a b i l i t y  is  i n d i c a t e d  by h e r  t o o t h l e s s n e s s .  The most b l a t a n t  equa t ion  
of impotence w i t h  t o o t h l e s s n e s s  o c c u r s  i n  a s c u r r i l o u s  poem about  a n  o l d  
man soon t o  marry an ind ignan t  young g i r l .  The l a t t e r ' s  p a r e n t s  conso le  
h e r  w i t h  t h e  thought  t h a t  she  w i l l  n o t  have t o  s u f f e r  h i s  p h y s i c a l  advan- 
c e s :  "aunque l e  f a l t e n  d i e n t e s ,  / a s ?  no t e  morder6."14 Less  c e r t a i n  is  
a  r e f e r e n c e  i n  a poem by Franc ia  y  Acosta: 

Dices ,  oh v i e j a  s i n  d i e n t e s  
Que e r e s  moza; y  no v e s ,  l o c a ,  
Que cuando se a b r e  t u  boca 
Para  ment i r ,  t e  desmientes .  l5 

However, i n  t h e  l i g h t  of t h e  r e f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  o t h e r  poems, i t  is q u i t e  
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p o s s i b l e  t h a t  a s e x u a l  meaning is  indeed intended.  

The more obviously s e x u a l  r e f e r e n c e s  occur  i n  t h e  obras de burZas b u t  
i n  s e r i o u s  o r  d i d a c t i c  works t h e  degree  of sugges t iveness  i s  d e b a t a b l e .  
I n  Rodrigo Cota ' s  DitiZogo entre a2 Arnor y un Viejo ,  Amor twice  mentions 
t h e  o l d  man's t e e t h ,  o r  l a c k  of them, a s  a s i g n  of t o t a l  p h y s i c a l  unat-  
t r a c t i v e n e s s .  It is n o t  c l e a r  whether t h e  poet  i s  h i n t i n g  a t  impotence 
when Amor d e c l a r e s :  "contrahago nuevos d i e n t e s  / do n a t u r a  10s desecha." l6  
Never the less ,  a subsequent a s s e r t i o n  does  p o i n t  t o  t h e  s u g g e s t i v e  l i n k  
between o r a l  r e f e r e n c e s  and t h o s e  t o  o t h e r  p a r t s  of t h e  body: " a p r i e t o  
10s miembros f l o x o s  / y do ca rne  e n l a s  enz ias"  (11. 300-01). Th i s  l a c k  of 
e x p l i c i t n e s s  is i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  comparisons observed i n  
t h e  Old French t e x t s ,  bu t  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  t h e  degree  of s e n s u a l i t y  is  much 
l e s s  than  i n  most of t h e  C a s t i l i a n  poems. 

Q u i t e  t h e  most g raph ic  u s e  of t o o t h  imagery occurs  i n  poems where t h e  
e x t r a c t i o n  of t e e t h  i s  used a s  a euphemism f o r  s e x u a l  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  A 
romance nuevo, "A1 son d e l  rumor sabroso , "  c o n t a i n s  t h e s e  d i f f i c u l t ,  b u t  
s u g g e s t i v e ,  l i n e s  i n  an exchange between l o v e r  and m i s t r e s s  i n  which t h e  
l o v e r  a l l u d e s  t o  h i s  t a r d y  performance: 

S i ,  cuando en e l  juego estamos, 
de  o t r o  engaiio t e  r e c e l a s ,  
s a c a r t e  puedes t r e s  muelas 
m i e n t r a s  que a F r a n c i a  llegamos. 

17 

The meaning of t h e  phrase  sacar(se) una meZa i s  e a s i e r  t o  p e r c e i v e  i n  a 
seven teen th -cen tu ry  viZlancico i n  d ia logue  form, "Comadre, l a -  de  T o r t u e r a , "  
where two women each hope f o r  a day of p l e a s u r e  when t h e i r  husbands a r e  
away. One sugges t s  summoning t h e  ba rber :  

Pues llamemos a 1  ba rbero  
que nos  saque sendas  muelas,  
y a r r i m a l l e  l a s  e s p u e l a s  
s i  no anduv ie re  l i g e r o . 1 8  

These two poems i n d i c a t e  t h e  c l o s e  euphemist ic  a s s o c i a t i o n  a t  a popu la r ,  
s c u r r i l o u s ,  l e v e l  between t e e t h  and s e x u a l  m a t t e r s .  The u n l i k e l y  equiva- 
l e n c e  between a d e n t a l  e x t r a c t i o n  and s e x u a l  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  p o i n t s  t o  t h e  
e x i s t e n c e  of a n  equ iva lence  between too thache  and u n s a t i s f i e d  d e s i r e . l g  

One f i n a l  a r e a  of i n t e r e s t  is w i t c h c r a f t .  C e l e s t i n a ,  h e r  l i t e r a r y  
s u c c e s s o r s  and h e r  r e a l - l i f e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  g e n e r a l l y  had i n  t h e i r  posses-  
s i o n  t h e  t e e t h  of hanged men. More i n t e r e s t i n g ,  however, a r e  t h e  conjura-  
t i o n s  t h a t  po in t  t o  t h e  power t h a t  t h e  t e e t h  of some mischievous o r  e v i l  
person--usually Barrabas ,  bu t  sometimes L u c i f e r  himself--possessed t o  
a r o u s e  pass ion  i n  a r e c a l c i t r a n t  male. Such s p e l l s  took t h e  form: 

Tres  v a r a s  d e  n i e r v o  negro me t r a e r E i s ,  
por  l a s  muelas de BarrabCs l a s  a f i l E i s ,  
por  l a s  c a l d e r a s  de  Pedro Botero l a s  p a s a r E i s ,  
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una l a  h i n c a r e i s  por e l  s e n t i d o ,  
que no me eche en o lv ido ;  
o t r a  por e l  coraq6n, 
que venga a  m i  af  iq i6n .  20 

Presumably, t h e  witches used t e e t h  i n  t h e  concoction of t h e  p h i l o c a p t i o .  
2  1 

What evidence is  t h e r e  i n  LC t h a t  Rojse was aware of a s s o c i a t i o n s  
of t h e  kind discussed? C e r t a i n l y ,  he u s e s  t h e  phrase dar d e n t e m  w i t h  i t s  
sexua l  connotat ions.  I n  Act V I I ,  a f t e r  she has brought Plrmeno and AreGsa 
t o g e t h e r ,  Ce les t ina  l e a v e s  p a r t l y  because she is  envious, but  p r i m a r i l y  
because she can no longer  bear  t h e  a n t i c i p a t o r y  sensa t ions :  "Ouedaos a  
Dios, que voyme s o l o  porque me hacg is  d e n t e r a  con vues t ro  besar  y r e t o z a r .  
Que aun e l  sabor  en l a s  e n c i a s  me qued6; no l e  p e r d i  con l a s  muelas" 
(p. 132) .  An i d e n t i c a l  remark i s  made by Lucrecia  i n  Act X I X  a s  she  
l i s t e n s  t o  her  m i s t r e s s  t r y i n g  t o  fend o f f  C a l i s t o ' s  more l a s c i v i o u s  
embraces: "iVida e s  bsta?!  iQue me e s t d  yo deshaciendo de  den te ra  y 
e l l a  esquivdndose porque l a  rueguen!" (p. 223). Here aga in ,  envy is  
accompanied by a  t a n t a l i s i n g  phys ica l  s e n s a t i o n t h a t  is o r a l l y  experienced. 

These a r e  no t  t h e  only re fe rences  t o  t e e t h  i n  t h e  work, however. 
E a r l i e r ,  Ce les t ina  had mentioned h e r  much lamented t e e t h  when, AreGsa was 
unwil l ing t o  r e c e i v e  PCrmeno: "de 6 s t o s  me mandaban a  m i  comer en m i  
tiempo 10s m6dicos de m i  t i e r r a ,  cuando t e n i a  mejores d ien tes"  (p. 131) .  
I n  t h i s  case,  t e e t h  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  l inked  t o  t h e  sexua l  prowess of t h e  
female, r a t h e r  than of t h e  male. An example of t h i s  l a t t e r  equivalence 
occurs  i n  t h e  f i r s t  scene between PCrmeno and Celes t ina  i n  Act I where t h e  
f i r s t  au thor  made use of a  proverb,  adding an obviously sexua l  overtone.  

' PCrmeno i s  h e s i t a n t  when t h e  bawd mentions AreGsa f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime,  s o  
she  upbraids him wi th  t h e  remark: "da Dios habas a  quien no t i e n e  qui- 
jadas" (p. 70). The context  of t h i s  j i b e  aga in  makes c l e a r  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  
i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  re fe rence  t o  t h e  t e e t h .  

I n  t h e  l i g h t  of t h i s  evidence,  it is  c l e a r  t h a t  Rojas was aware of 
t h e  double meaning implied i n  C e l e s t i n a ' s  toothache r u s e  and would have 
expected h i s  r e a d e r s  t o  s h a r e  i n  t h e  joke. It is heav i ly  i r o n i c a l  t h a t  
Melibea, who h a s  j u s t  r e j e c t e d  C e l e s t i n a ' s  f i r s t  o v e r t u r e s ,  should b e  
ready t o  accept  t h e  excuse of t h e  toothache. On t h e  bawd's evidence,  
C a l i s t o ' s  love-sickness might have been q u i t e  seemly, even s p i r i t u a l  i n  
n a t u r e ,  b u t  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  conjured up by t h e  re fe rence  t o  t h e  t e e t h  
make it p l a i n  t h a t  h i s  doZor was predominantly phys ica l .  

I f  Rojas'  contemporaries grasped t h e  t r u e  meaning of C a l i s t o ' s  
toothache,  doubts  remain about t h e  l e v e l  of Melibea's awareness. However, 
i f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  d o l o r  escaped h e r ,  t h e  impl ica t ions  of t h e  
handing over  of t h e  cor&n could s u r e l y  no t  have. A g i r l  such a s  Melibea 
would have known popular songs o r  v e r s e s  l i k e  t h e  e s t r i b i l l o :  "Por m i  mal 
me 10 tomastes, / c a b a l l e r o ,  e l  m i  c 0 r d 6 n . " ~ ~  The mention of t h e  r e l i c s  
touched by t h e  cor&n is prepos te rous ,  f o r  t h e  only " r e l i c "  with which i t  
h a s  come i n t o  con tac t  is Melibea's own body. The reques t  f o r  t h e  p rayer  
of S t .  Apollonia a lone  is  without  indecent  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  Even s o ,  t h e  
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power of  C e l e s t i n a ' s  magic could s t i l l  have d u l l e d  he r  w i t s ,  j u s t  a s  i t  
must have done A l i s a ' s  when s h e  l e f t  Melibea and C e l e s t i n a  t o g e t h e r .  None- 
t h e l e s s ,  her  change of behaviour  can be . a t t r i b u t e d  w i t h  e q u a l  c o n v i c t i o n  
t o  t h e  d i scovery  of an a p p a r e n t l y  proper  course  of a c t i o n  t h a t  can l e a d  t o  
t h e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of h e r  d e s i r e s .  I f  one is  i n c l i n e d  t o  accep t  t h i s  l a t t e r  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i . e .  t h a t  t h e  furia was prompted by t h e  b l a t a n c y  of 
C e l e s t i n a ' s  h i n t s ,  r a t h e r  than  by t h e i r  a c t u a l  c o n t e n t ,  i t  is  f o r  two 
reasons .  F i r s t ,  Rojas  shows t h a t  g e n e r a l l y  t h e r e  is a  human exp lana t ion  
behind many of t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n s  o r  m a l e f i c  f o r c e s ,  such a s  f o r t u n e ,  t h a t  
man chooses  t o  blame f o r  h i s  f a i l i n g s  and f o r  t h e  d i s a s t e r s  t h a t  b e f a l l  
him. Secondly, from h e r  own confess ion  i n  Act X we know t h a t  Melibea had 
been a t t r a c t e d  t o  C a l i s t o  from t h e  beginning and t h a t  h e r  f i r s t  i n c l i n a -  
t i o n s  were n o t  t h e r e f o r e  induced by w i t c h c r a f t .  23 
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( s t a n z a  3) .  

l5 Cancionero, ed. Luston6, p. 246. 

l6 Rodrigo Cota ,  Didlogo entre e l  Amor y un v ie jo ,  ed. E l i s a  Aragone 
(Florence,  1961) ,  11. 296-97. 

I /  Las series valencianas, p. 135b. For an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  
poem and of  t h e s e  l i n e s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  see Floresta, ed. Alz ieu  e t c . ,  
pp. 198-201. 

l* Edi ted  by J u l i o  Cejador  y Frauca i n  La verdadera poesfa castezlana. 
FZoresta de La a n t i g m  l f r i c a  popular, I V  (Madrid: Imprenta  de  l a  RABfif, 
1923) ,  pp. 281-82. See a l s o  Floresta, ed. Alz ieu  e t c . ,  pp. 170-74. 

Sigmund Freud makes some i n t e r e s t i n g  remarks abou t  t h e  s i g n i f i -  
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