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The much-discussed question of the influence of Hispano-Arabic poetic forms on
the first troubadours was given its first serious accreditation by Julian Ribera’s and
Nykl's editions of Ibn Quzman (c. 1160), whose rhymed colloquial Arabic verse, the
zajal, is a “sister-genre” (Stern) of the muwashshah and is sprinkled with Romance
words. The comparative metrical studies of the zajal by Ramén Menéndez Pidal traced
its pattern in the strophic forms of Romance lyric and in the canciones zejelescas of the
fourteenth-century Castilian Book of Good Love. However, Wolfram of Eschenbach’s
Provencal poet Kyot, who, according to Wolfram, took the story of Parzival from an
Arabic account at Toledo, continues to mystify scholars. More importantly, the entire
question of the relationship between Andalusian Arabic poetry and Romance lyric
has been affected by the skepticism of Stern.

Menocal’s call for “a new type of comparative textual analysis™ — especially with
regard to the scuola siciliana — that deals with Hispano-Arabic poetry as part of the
whole European tradition of courtly and popular Iyric and the relationship between
the two is a reiteration of long-standing theories in the light of modern literary and
sociohistorical approaches. In her book statements like that of Gustave von Grune-
baum, “there can be little doubt as to the influence of Arabic poetry on the songs of
the troubadours” (Medieval Islam, 1946, p. 340), are supported by thematic and
structural analysis of “the newest discovery,” the love poetry of the muwashshahat, and
by the author’s stubborn conviction that the etymology of “troubadour” is Arabic
{arraba ‘to sing’. Menocal also believes that the application of modern literary theory
and textual method to medieval texts, that is, the primacy of synchronic over dia-
chronic studies, will end the “academic conceptual banishment of the Arab from
medieval Europe” (p. 93).

The literary chapters are preceded by a clearly set forth and skillfully organized
“Rethinking the Background” (chap. 2). Its separate sections prepare the way for the
subsequent discussion of courtly love (chap. 3) and Dante (chap. 5), especially the
opening section on the troubadour William IX of Aquitaine (c. 1100), who is placed
in a lively, reconstructed environment of Andalusian culture including servants and
singing girls, and the last section on Frederick 11 (c. 1240), whose Arabic milieu at
Palermo is generally well documented and known, though an anthology of poets
compiled by the eleventh-century Sicilian Ibn al-Qarta® “did not survive to be neglected
in the twentieth century” (sic; p. 118). With regard to Dante, an intriguing observation
on page 75 is fully developed in chapter 5 (“Italy, Dante and the Anxieties of Influ-
ence”) concerning Dante’s “startling” lack of preoccupation in De vulgari eloquentia
with the poetic roots, Andalusian and Siculo-Arabic, of the Provencal and Sicilian
poets who were “his revolutionary ancestors.”

In viewing Menocal’s book as a whole and the fervor with which she confronts us
with her single argument (the neglect of the Arabic component in the portrayal of
European medieval culture), we still remain, in poetry, with the complex question of
the transmission of thematic and metrical conventions. The transmission of a work
like Petrus Alfonsi’s Disciplina clericalis, whose Hebrew and Arabic analogues were
thoroughly examined by the late H. Schwarzbaum, presents no special difficulty, since
we know that Alfonsi, a converted Jew born in Huesca, emigrated to England and,
in 1126, collaborated with Adelard of Bath in the Latin translation of al-Khwirizmi's
astronomical tables, which, like Chaucer’s use of Masha'allah in his Treatise on the
Astrolabe, were based on a Spanish version made by Maslama ibn Ahmad al-Majriti
(d. 1007). The scientific and philosophical translations of Arabic texts are accounted
for not only by the direct testimony of their contents but also because they often state
what they are — “ex arabico in latinum.” We have no such evidence in the case of
Provencal lyric and even less so in Sicily, where no trace of Siculo-Arabic popular







