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Walker, Robert M. Tradition and Technique in “ El Libro del
Cavallero Zifar.” London, Tamesis, 1975. xvi + 252 pp. £9.50.

According to the author, this book is the firg full-scde literary
study of the Libro del Cavallero Zifar. Obvioudy some tiemin press,
into its writing have gone severd years of preparation, a number of
quantitative sudies, and some intelligent literary analysis coupled with
agood bit of speculation. Walker isquite conscioudy trying to defend
and praisethe Zifar, whichhe feds to have beendighted by twentieth-
century critics.

The firgt section discusses “ Semitic Elements inthe Zifar,” and in
it Walker tries to establish that the work comes from an Arabic
background, or even from a missng Arabic origina. Some of the
evidenceis persuasive: the proper names, for example, areunquestion-
ably of Samitic inspiration. The Syligic evidence Walker uses to
support his thess is, in a word, inconclusve. The parallels between
Arabic literary dyle and that of the Zifar are there, but Walker does
not consider whether the same styligtic €l p. 544]ments could not be
found inthe Bible, or inworkswithno possble Semitic ingpiration, nor
whether there are any aternative sourcesfor the ylidic ements. The
beginning of sentenceswitha conjunction, to take an obvious example,
isagyligtic feature which was nearly universd inthe Middle Ages and
does not necessarily indicate an Arabic origin for the Zifar.

Themost stidfying part of Tradition and Techniqueisthe central



part, in which Walker defends the unit of Zifar. Drawing on previous
discussons by Ruiz de Conde and Scholberg, in the firgt of the two
chapters devoted to the Zifar’s unity Waker discusses the paralel
structure, common themes, and structura links which join the three
books of adventures of the Zifar . Inthe second chapter, he directs the
reader’ s attention to the “ Castigos del rey de Menton,” showing how
the mord principlesare not blindly taken from the Flores de fil osofia,
but instead are carefully selected to summarize the moral lessons of the
preceding books | and |1, and to outline those of the following Book
V.

In the find section of the study Walker returns to the question of
the Zifar’'s style. Basng himself on a discusson by Ruth Crosby of
gylidic features indicating ord ddivery in medievd English poetry
)address to the audience, excessive repetitions, formulas=, Walker
finds the same features in the Zifar, and concludes that the book was
intended for oral or semi-private presentation rather than private
reading. Surprigngly, usng some unconvinang pardles between the
descriptions of battle scenesinthe Zifar and formulasused to the same
effect in the Cid, he equates the use of ora devices with adebt to the
Cadtilian epic poets. Itistrue, as Walker points out, that the author of
the Zifar had no tradition of vernacular fiction to draw upon, but
whether he would not have drawn on the vast repertory of medieval
Latin narraions is a question Walker does not examine. In the find,
primarily descriptive chapter, Waker examines and classfies the
numerous synonymous pairsfound inthe Zifar. He seesthree possble
sources for the abundant and inventive use of this styligtic device:
medievd literary theorist[s], Arabic wisdom literature, and perhaps a
contact with earlier vernacular literature in Cadtilian.

This reviewer has a certain sympathy for the problems Walker



faced in trying to study the Zifar’s sources. Yet | cannot avoid a
certain confusion at the abundance of possible sources which Walker
points to, and his repeated failure to convince one that these possible
sources were in fact the sources. Not even a man of the learning of
Alfonso € Sabio would have been acquainted well enough to be
influenced by dl the works Walker pointstoN thehumbleoral epic, the
more learned vernacular works such asthe Libro de Alexandre, the
Lain Artes Poeticae, Arabic wisdom literature, the Koran, and
Frenchromances. Which one or ones of these wereredly used by the
author of the Zifar? Just what was the nature and extent of the Arabic
ingoiration? These questions remain as chdlengesto future students of
the Zifar.
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