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tX book of this title and subtitle could easily have been published at

tZI ;h;r;;; O"i" i" Ur" wentieth century:No critical lashion would
Ft ;;;;;;;iiO..O it, ,rO in any earlier generation, at least, it would have

been relatively easy io calculate its contents, or at least.to delimit them once a

ilil;;r" gi*n. ri,ir Uook is about Dante and Petrarch and Jim Morrison

and Eric Ciapton: uri G"V ;!" ;r1, iB pretexts, for the range of its cultural

contexts and its "or."-iit 
far wider. tt h in the end a book about ourselves

as readers.

outwardly its sequence of chapters begins 1n 1492, with Columbus

J"p".t";'Spum firr his first great roya[e at justthe moment that the last of

the exiled Jews are departin[ Spain i.om a neighboring harbor. The

coinciOence in time ariA certlin'other traces noioften heretofore insisted upon

;;;i;A; rossibitity that Columbus himself, though not at that moment

suictlv an exile frori, t,"-pfac. of his departure, wls 
".9g.qlly 

an exile from his

#;i'y;;A;;i;i;; -- iotun-,trs the Jew? rhe possi6ility cannot be simplv

;.;if.d'",r"y, uni ii U".o."r the pointof departure for meditations about the

ii'rk 5"1*;"ri itre seffi in exile and ihe selves that preceded it.

Menocal is on familiar territory, for her earlier work has roamed neighboring

*ut"it, on the boundaries between Islamic and Christian middle ages'

ira;#h;r th"*" (see her earlier The Arabic Role in Medieval Literary

i;;;;y;h^i u""n iirut *" too readily accept Islamic/Chri.stian as a concoptual

ai;h.6;t tnut irnpii"s and necessiiates cultural boundaries- But she is deft

;;"tlrti^g the pbetry called muwashshahat (mtxtngHebrew, Arabic, and

Latin in the same ,o"grt *o tt" dazilng rangg of works of Ramon Llull to

U.ir! 
"ilr" 

tf,, u*|igffiiy and the.richness of what was rather on her

p."iEnmtion a meetiig and mingling place than a boundary'

The facts of the case, however, are pretext for the book's central concern:

how we talk about the facts of this,^and other, cases- "Philology" is the

oui""t under dissection, and it is given pitiless and almost always- - .

f;ii,:;*d"d^r"*ti.V. iir" patroniaints of the book (in a medieval kind of

*uy, in.V Ioom ov& it witiout necessarilyeither.winning-our vcneration or

.o,if.*ig tf,eir appioval) areAuerbach, who believed in Romance cuhure,

und Curtiirr, whoGlieved in Latin culture. The one was an exile of



extraordinary self- possession, the other a sliehtly furtive non-exile' (The

self-consciousness oi n""rU"itls exile can bEst be seen' I think, in that in

iri, nril,Lrri-in tstunUuffith" late 1930s, he and his.wife -.- whose status as

a banker,s daughter;;;;^bly brought some pfotection -- left exile for

;;;;;hod;yi init 
"i. 

old mountain haunts in Ge.muny every year' The 
-

innocence that codd bJdirpfr;a-in ihe shadow of the beast remains one of

iii;;;;i;ifuuingry endearing things about that time')

The upshot of Menocal's explorations (by now Dante is the^text on the table)

is a lucid exposition titf't. rLlativism of our positivisms, the-way in which

t"ui;;;i ferlvently-erpori"a proc(ices-of truih-finding have been rheir own

besr commenrary;;;;;;i."fiy. M.notut clearly stands against Grand

Narratives and with the postmoderns'

At this point the book tums sharply.in an unaccustomed direction, and Eric

Cirp,;;;ppears Thi5 i;'th;;arly "Clapton, and his chief performance for our

;;,i;[..i.'rylo, recoidredin 1g12 under'the nom de bande Derek and the

Dominos, with not;yA;pi"n but also Duane Allman lending memorable

;;;;ili, giy uirii' giitui i..o*p animent. There is an eery. appositeness to

evokins this text -L"Ji*,1iil 1,"!.;. The name Layla (to veil a real- life

;J;il[ il: il;; "r-".tiu; aid for Catullus) comes from medieval Persian

Iegend, the name of-it 
" 

Gfoued of the lover Majnun, driven as mad as

6i"pi"ir--- t, in" r^.iriuirn of his qon-g -- fears being.driven' Elsewhere on

the same album u rirtiiltJ 1,ypnoticatiy lyrical sonf "l am vours" offers the

clue to rhe connection in an album no,"ir,ii^Gur,& tr," toi'g to.Clapton and
;i'f;;a -- a meai"uuf Persian poet. Some will find the touch a little less

figtt ttioogfr'ifr"r"pug"., UoiM"nocal is still resolute and firm of grip..on.

her theme, timning;lh; 1noO" of 
"*ile 

and rejection which crosses still the

oiO eustf*est bouiJaries as she spins a web from Persia to Miami.

>From there it is a short leap to Petrarch, the serious writer who was also a

ffii;d;;, 
"nO 

bact< to Jim Inlorrison, buried in Paris after a career as poet

and troubadour -- 
"f ^i"rr,Here 

again, summary does.little favor to the

Oiiiur.ion, which [ ;;. quotidiin and always enriched by a wider sense

of connections in many directions'

That sense of connectedness is Menocal's great strength and it persists

tfri".,gfr.rt *f,ut.ootO othenvise have beei a disjoiried and unconnected

il;fH;; style is Lo.V, p"rronal, and at the same time based on penetrating

vision that the reader is happy to share'

The weakness of the book is one that one little expects: its traditionalism'

i*Oitionof practices io b" rr." are here in abundance, always bri:\i:ll,?fy
J"""i"rify,'but that is not what I mean. Instead I point to. a deeper lmpllclt

Romanticisrn tftut .L.n"irr itrorgly if silently on cilsplay in this book as it

Oo* i, much 
"t." 

of o". critical"liierature to'day. The last vestige of the

il;*.* passion ili; irr" *tu-ption that lilerature, the literarylext and its

connections to other texts and even to real life, is the appropriateplace in

*t i.fr-io grourO u .onn""i"J t"nt" of human communiiy. To reduce Clapton

and Morrison to the level of a Dante or a Petrarch (for ali that they enliven the

Dases of a schola.f, U""1, pi"iting them inro rhe pages of a scholarly book

i;lr; *o.n of them aside __ and to be sure, Menocal-is srrong on

;ph;;ffit tfrut n*i" urd Petrarch are similarly."reduced" as we receive

;G[;) Jrign of ttow very important the underlying exercise remains: to

exah "literature" by"brirgfig it;der scholarly cbntiol. Literature, finally fo^r

Menocal, is stitt *ttm t"'ftiig about. That which is not generally thought of



as high literature -- like the muwashshahat-- exists to be rescued, revived'

and revered.

Accordingly, the philological practices.that she brackets so meticulously will
i;-G;;f.ftf< f',er in wittr them. This book does not self-consciously 

-

6;;;k"til;1f, but the effect is almost the same. It is, to be sure, the only

;;;ily6oftf,ut I have ever reviewed that led me to the record store to

;;igh rfuVerrlon. una Uoy the album.. I bou-ght the original, while retaining

a Oe"caO"nt affection ior th6 hter "unpluggedtr avaLar o-f. thg salne song by

Clapton -- no longer driving electric chorrds, but a meditative, almost

ilJ""".fr"f,,"u*rlii. i"ndiiion. ln indulging that secret aflection, I fall away

i;;; ih;;irif oiogicuf pu.it, of rhis hookl For it was the textualization of the

sonc in itl tgZZ-vetriLn *,ut subjects the later version, in Menocal's words'

,o uf'prriit(dirdr.ir". That tasteiulness is at its heart.profolndly
pfrif"i.g*rt, and in the end that is the revelation of this book: to be
'r"ptrit.l"glca1or postphilological.is still to be philological. To be

foitmoo#" is nof yetio be anything quite new or differenr.

Fetch this article in SGML

The Medieval Review
The Medieval Institute, Western Michigan Ultiversity

Distributor: Humanities Text Initiative


