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The modern oral tradition can frequently shed "light upon the past, 
disclosing facts which might otherwise have remained shielded from 
knowledge. "30 lt was partly due to a modern folk joke, a conundrum
and a somewhat cryptic, burlesque version of the ballad A Vofta do 
Navegante from the Azores that I wás able to document Rosario Ferré's 
and Otis Handy's interpretation of hilado and sorne cognate symbols in 
LC. • 1 The abundant use of terms such as aguja (a needle but also a 
phallic symbol), puntos (stitches as well as a euphemism for coitus), 
hilado (thread and semen) rolled up in skeins (madejas, i. e., testi
cles),32 llaga (wound, suffering or love, vagina), and the frequent
references to doctors, illnesses, remedies and cures (the medieval belief 
that unrequited love was a real illness with severe physical consequenc
es plus the modern [?] concept of "playing doctor"), particularly dur
ing the interview that Handy has perceptively designated as "The Rhe
torical and Psychological Defloration of Melibea," indicates that the 
heroine, rather than being a poor, innocent victim of Celestina's evil 
machinations, is "a willing, eager participant in loco amor" (Handy, 25) 

30 1 am quoting from the conclusion to my forthcoming Barca Befa in
the Portuguese Oral Tradition" (RPh). The two stories on which the 
present note is based were recorded in Canada thanks to a Fellow
ship from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. They 
will be included in O Conto Popular Portugués na América do Norte, 
111: Canada, a collection of folktales that I am still editing (to be 
published in the Acta Universitatis Conimbrigensis). 

•1 Rosario Ferré, "Celestina en el tejido de la 'cupiditas'," Celestinesca
7: 1 (1983), 3-16, Otis Handy, "The Rhetorical and Psychological De
floration of Melibea," Celestinesca 7:1 (1983), 17-27, y M. da Costa 
Fontes, "Celestina's hilado and Related Symbols," Celestinesca 8: 1 
(1984), 3-13 (further references to this article will be indicated in 
the text. 

32 These skeins correspond to the novelos or yarn balls in the Portu
guese joke and conundrum. Of course Celestina could not take the 
thread rolled up in such an obvious fashion (ovíflos) into the homes 
of her prospective victims without giving her true intentions away 
from the very beginning. The symbolism would have been too trans
parent. 
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and t h a t  Fernando de Rojas conceived t h e  s to ry  o f  Calisto and  Melibea 
especially "as a tale of  mutual, unadulterated and undisguised passion, 
f o r  l u s t  is what  a t t rac ts  them t o  each other"  (Costa Fontes, 10). 

T h e  fact t h a t  it was possible t o  document t h e  symbolic value o f  some 
o f  these terms i n  o ther  Spanish wr i te rs  (Francisco Delicado, L a  Lozana 
andaluza, Cervantes , Don Quijote, Lopez Pi ncia no, Philosophia ant igua 
podtica, Gonzalo Correas, Vocabulario d e  refranes y frases p r o v e r b -  
iales), as well as i n  England (Shakespeare, H e n r y  V "  and The Pas- 
sionate Pi lgr im), together w i t h  t h e  fo lk lo r ic  evidence f rom China (St i th  
Thompson J86: Rocks fal l ing together a n d  thread enter ing  needle's eye 
suggest  sexual intercourse: hence i t s  beginning,  also indexed as Z186: 
Symbolism: Needle a n d  thread--sexual in tercourse) and t h e  Uni ted 
States (Melissa Ludvigsen's colloquial American expression " to  th read  
t h e  needle"),34 suggests t h a t  Fernando de  Rojas and the  o ther  authors 
mentioned above were insp i red by t h e  widespread fo lk lo r ic  c u r r e n c y  of  
these terms. 

Unfor tunately,  modern Iberian evidence was restr ic ted t o  t h e  joke 
and conundrum from t h e  conservat ive Azores, which, besides embodying 
port ions of  t h e  motifs l is ted by Thompson (needle, thread, sexual i n -  
tercourse),  also re fe r  t o  y a r n  balls. As I noted earlier, t h i s  scarc i ty  
should not  b e  taken as indicat ive o f  t h e i r  disappearance f rom modern 
ora l  t radi t ion,  f o r  pan-Hispanic f ie ld  invest igators have been under -  
standably re luctant  t o  include materials t h a t  could be  branded as ob- 
scene i n  the i r  collections (Costa Fontes, 10). Now, thanks t o  recent 
f ie ld  work  i n  Toronto, Canada, I am able t o  p rov ide  two addit ional Por- 
tuguese versions f rom another archaic, lateral area, the  prov ince of  
Tras-OS-Montes. They were to ld  on June 11, 1984, by an excel lent in -  
formant, t h e  53 year-o ld Albert ina E s t e v e ~ , ~ ~  f rom Quinta d e  Garaba- 
tos, Duas lgrejas (Miranda d o  Douro). When I asked he r  if she knew 
any stories about "dois novelos e uma agulha" she repl ied t h a t  she re-  
membered two, andproceeded t o  add them t o  t h e  copious reper to ry  t h a t  
she had already recorded: 

" Note, however, what I observed on p. 13, n .  27 of  my previous a r -  
t ic le. Al though Er ic  Partr idge's reference is  not  exact, I mention 
H e n r y  V because he would not  have l is ted t h e  expression concerning 
t h e  "eye of  t h e  needle" unless he had found  it somewhere i n  Shake- 
speare's works. 

3 4  Although I am s t i l l  unable t o  document th i s  expression in a n y  
p r i n t e d  source, another member o f  my department, Robert Nocera, is 
also familiar w i th  it. 

3 5  Albert ina and h e r  relat ives had already contr ibuted t o  my Romanceiro 
Portugues do Canada, Prefacio de Samuel G. A rm is teade  Joseph H. 
Silverman (Coirnbra: Universidade, 1979) w i th  a great  number of 
ballads and o ther  poems (see xxx i i - xxxv ,  513). 
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lsso era  duma vez um pai que  t inha uma f i lha.  0 pa i  t i nha  
uma f i l ha  e disse p'a ela, d iz :  

--Olha, Maria, eu tenho que  d a r  uma volt inha, e tu ,  minha 
fi lha, tenho medo que  perdas a honra. 

- -N io ,  meu pai, eu n5o perdo a honra- -d iz .  

--Olha, tu  fos te  cr iada corn muita estima, mui to  inocente. 
T u  n I o  sabes qu 'o  mundo e de  marotos. Portanto eu saio, 
mas t u  ficas em casa. N I o  saias corn ninguern. 

- - 'Ta  bem pai. N i o  saio. 

Mas ela t i nha  um pr imo que  gostava dela. E diz-1'0 primo, 
d iz :  

--0 Maria! 'Tas a janela! * n t I o  'tLs tan to  tempo a janela! 
A n t i o  teu pa i  n i o  t e  chama p 'a dentro? (Porqu'antes nunca 
ia p'a janela). 

--0 meu pa i  1-60 'ta em casa. 

- - ~ n t i o  vem passear cornigo. 

- -Ah,  isso e que  eu n i o  vou.  

--Mas porqud? 

--Porque posso p e r d e r  a honra. 

--NZo, Maria, n I o  perdes.  Olha, e antso, se tens assim 
tanto  medo, eu a r ran jo  isso. Olha, eu posso-te coser a hon- 
ra, que, depois, ela j l  nunca se perde.  

--Oh, e n t i o  ' ta  bem. 

Pronto. Foram e coseram a honra .  

Depois da honra estar  cosida, passearam, passearam, a te  
que  calhou. Pronto. 

La vem a noite p ' ra  casa. Quando veio p ' ra  casa, o pai .  ja 
18 'tava. 

--Onde foste, Maria? 0 desgra~ada ,  o que e que  t u  f i z -  
este? 

--0 pai, n I o  s'aflija, que eu n i o  pe rd i  a honra. 

--Corn0 e que  t u  dizes? Que n i o  perdest 'a honra? 
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--NZ0 perdi ,  pai--disse--, porqu'olha: o pr imo coseu-a 
bem cosida. E eu ainda quer ia que  me desse mais pontos, 
mas ele niio quis.  Que disse que t i nha  acabado o fio. Mas 
nZo acabou, pai--disse, pondo as duas miios fechadas juntas. 
Disse: --Porqu'ele f icou corn dois novelos assim, e tambem vi 
a agulha. 

--NZ0 sabe a diferenqa que ha, porque 6 que OS homens 
s l o  di ferentes das mulheres? Porque toda a gente, Deus 
quando fez, fo i  co'a bar r iga  rota. 0 homem e a mulhere. 

Depois, antiio o homem e a mulher v iv iam tr istes, porque 
tinham qu'andar sempre a pegar das t r i pas  co'as miios. 

E depois Nosso Senhor deu-l 'anti io um novelo e uma agulha 
para coserem a bar r iga .  

A mulher, como era mais perfeita, deu o ponto  mais miud- 
inho, e acabou-1'0 fio. Acabou-s'o f io antes d'acabd de coser 
a bar r iga .  0 homem era mais trapalhiio, deu OS pohtos mais 
largos. Olha: segurou o fio, segurou o novelo, segurou a 
agulha, e f icou-le t u d o  p o r  ali. 

Albert ina's f i r s t  version d i f f e rs  f rom t h e  Azorean joke (Costa Fontes, 
3-4) only in minor details. T h e  King's daughter  is now a mere common- 
er,  t h e  cautious mother is subst i tuted f o r  by an equal ly concerned fa- 
the r ,  and the  Portuguese Quevedo, Bocage, is replaced by a helpfu l  
cousin. Since t h e  g i r l  herself  states t h a t  she saw the  y a r n  balls and 
t h e  needle, the  suspicious boy who asks if t h e  performer of t h e  good 
deed also had two y a r n  balls l i ke  h is clenched f i s t s  is eliminated. F io 
is  synonymous wi th  l inhas. Note t h a t  the  equivalence of  t h e  g i r l ' s  hon- 
o r  t o  her  v i r g i n i t y  could also paral lel  some passages i n  LC.36  Dur ing  
t h e  interv iew i n  Ac t  X, Melibea mentions he r  honor i n  th ree  successive 
replies t o  t h e  o ld  bawd, whi le re fe r r i ng  t o  t h e  remedy and c u r e  tha t  
would destroy it. Her t h i r d  statement is especially suggestive, f o r  she 
capitulates while real iz ing t h a t  t h e  remedy would t a i n t  h e r  honor, 
wound her  body, and tear  h e r  f lesh: 

36 For English examples, see Er ic  Partr idge, Shakespeare's Bawdy: A 
L i t e r a r y  d Psychological Essay a n d  a Comprehensive Glossary (Lon- 
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1947; new popular  edit ion [revised],  
1955), p. 129. 

- 36 - 
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i D e  licencia t ienes t u  necesidad para me d a r  la salud? i C u d l  medico 
jamds p id io  ta l '  seguro para c u r a r  al paciente? Di, di, que  siempre la 
tienes de  mi, t a l  que  mi honra  no  daRes con t u s  p a l a b r a ~ . ~ '  

i O  t u s  melecinas son de  polvos de infamia y l i cor  de corrupcion, con- 
faccionados con o t r o  mas c r u d o  dolor que el que de  p a r t e  del paciente 
se siente, o no  es n inguno t u  saber! Porque s i  uno  o lo  o t r o  no t e  im- 
pidiese, cualquiera remedio o t r o  darias sin temor, pues t e  p i d o  le mues- 
tres, quedando l i b r e  mi honra.  (156) 

iOh, como me muero con t u  d i la tar !  Di, p o r  Dios, lo  q u e  quisieres, 
haz l o  que supieres, que no podra ser t u  remedio tan  dspero que iguale 
con mi pena y tormento. Agora toque en mi  honra, agora daAe rni 
fama; agora lastirne m; cuerpo, aunque sea romper mis carnes para sacar 
mi dolor ido corazon, t e  doy mi f e  ser segura y, s i  siento alivio, b ien 
galardonada. (1 57) 

Albert ina 's second version recalls -the Azorean conundrum ( the  baby  
is  made w i t h  t w o  y a r n  bal ls  and a needle, (Costa Fontes 4), because it 
begins l i ke  a r i d d l e  w i t h  t h e  in i t ia l  "What's t h e  d i f ference?" t h a t  char -  
acterizes spoonerist ic conundrums. Had A lber t ina  waited f o r  a rep ly ,  
h e r  q u e r y  would have become a r i d d l i n g  o r  c lever  question, f o r  it 
would have been d i f f i c u l t  t o  come up w i t h  t h e  precise solut ion expect-  
ed.38 T h e  explanation places t h e  t e x t  w i th in  t h e  realm.,of an  etiological 
joke, recal l ing t h e  Chinese moti f .  Whereas Thompson J86 p u r p o r t s  t o  
t race t h e  o r ig ins  o f  sexual intercourse, Albert ina 's s t o r y  attempts t o  
explain cer ta in fundamental di f ferences between t h e  male and  female an- 
atomies. The  s lant  g i ven  t o  h e r  joke at tests to a feminist  po in t  o f  v iew 
(men are  po r t rayed  as be ing clumsier than t h e  o the r  half  o f  the  spec- 
ies) ra re l y  found  i n  an ora l  t rad i t ion  t h a t  seems t o  perpetuate  t h e  rniso- 
gynism o f  medieval exempla. 

Despite ha i r sp l i t t i ng  problems of  classif ication, t h e  widespread geo- 
graphical  d i s t r i bu t ion  of  t h e  tex ts  f rom two  lateral  areas w i t h i n  t h e  con- 

1 am quo t ing  f rom the  10th p r i n t i n g  of Doro thy  S. Severin's edi t ion 
o f  Fernando de Rojas, L a  Celestina (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 
1983), p. 156. 

3 8  See Jan Harold Brunvand,  T h e  S t u d y  of American Folklore: A n  In- 
t roduct ion  (New Y o r k : ,  W. W. Norton, 19681, 52-53. 

J 9  I have recorded several tales i n  t h i s  vein.  While tap ing  one o f  
them, A lber t ina  stated t h a t  she ough t  t o  keep it t o  hersel f .  I n  h e r  
opinion,. most stor ies depicted women i n  a poor l i g h t  because t h e y  
were invented by men, and women did no t  have t h e  right t o  say 
any th ing  against them i n  t h e  o ld  days: "Mas eu sou b r u t a  a contar  
isto. Havia de conta vice-versa, porqu'as historias, em geral, e ra  
OS homens q u e  as faziam. As mulheres antigamente niio t inham o di- 
re i to  de  fa16 nada contra OS homens, p o r  isso e qu'as h istor ias s5o 
todas contra as mulheres" (June 11, 1984). 
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servat ive Portuguese t rad i t ion .  4 0  - - the  isolated Azores and  Tras-os- 
Montes--would already be  enough i n  i tse l f  t o  tes t i f y  t o  t h e i r  probable 
an t iqu i t y  i n  the  Iber ian peninsula. Since Albert ina's village, Duas 
Igrejas, is only a few kilometers from t h e  Leonese border, and many o f  
i t s  inhabitants a re  t r i l ingua l  (Portuguese, Mirandes, Castilian), chances 
a r e  t h a t  h e r  stories have also been handed down i n  Spain, in some form 
o r  another, t o  the  present  day. If t h e y  have not  y e t  been collected 
and  subsequently wi thheld f rom p r in t ,  perhaps someone wi l l  record  and 
pub l ishe them one o f  these days. As Azor in once said, " v i v i r  es v e r  
vo lver  ." 4 1  

O See Samuel G. Armistead, "The Portuguese Rornanceiro i n  i t s  Europe- 
an Context," i n  Portuguese a n d  Brazi l ian Ora l  Trad i t ions  in Verse 
Form, ed. Joanne B. Purcell, Samuel G. Armistead, Eduardo Mayone 
Dias, and Joanne E. March (Los Angeles: Un ive rs i t y  o f  Southern 
Cal i fornia Press, 1976), 178-200. 

4 1  JOSB Martinez Ruiz ("Azorin"), Castilla, 9 t h  ed. (Madrid: Bibliote- 
ca Nueva, 1969), 117. 


