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“Oh morte, que vida é esta!” Relations between wonmeand
male authority figures in the comedies of Antonio Erreira
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“Oh morte, que vida € esta!” It is Livia, the hemiof Ferreira’sComédia do
Ciosa who has this striking line as her husband Jimes home after a prowl round
the streets of Venice (Ferreira, fol. 122). Exaetlyat the phrase means is not clear
—does it express a longing for death, or is shepemimg her present life to death?
Either way, Livia is clearly unhappy, and with gooshson, because the insanely
jealous Julio keeps her locked up, her only compaasyhe thinks— her nurse Bromia
whose name, one of the traditional epithets of Basc means ‘the noisy one’. It is
also a servant’s name typical of Roman comedy, vbizurs in Plautus’Amphitruo
and in Camdes adaptation of@s EnfatribegRoig 1983, 53)

The main plot of this sixteenth-century prose coyeskt in Venice and with a
mix of Portuguese and Italian characters, concéhnes deception (and also self-
deception) of Julio. He is lured out of his housetbe chance of a night with a
courtesan, so that his wife can receive the Podsguoy-friend she had had before
marriage, Bernardo. This is possible because Baonhas returned to Venice on
business, and also because just about every chaiadeerreira’s play is on Livia's
side, who they see as the victim of injustice. Aad at the climax of the play, at the
end of Act IV, Livia and Bernardo meet, at nightthe marital home.

The moment is not climactic in every sense. For thireg, the meeting happens
off stage, and is reported by Bernardo. Then therkhave a chaperone, the nurse
Bromia. And what Livia wants from Bernardo is thgportunity to tell him about her
feelings, not a sexual relationship. She bittedgrets having obeyed her father, and
married Julio, because he was rich, rather tharpémmiless foreigner. According to
Bernardo the scene passes in tears, on both sides.

Nevertheless, something quite significant has hegge Two powerful males
—husband and father— are successfully defied bymam, not a common event in
sixteenth-century Portuguese literature. And Fearehose to do this in a genre, the
comedy in prose, normally neglected and despisdtidygritics, who have a tendency
to dismiss his and Sa de Miranda’s experimentshia kind of drama as pale
imitations of Roman comedyln the Comédia do Ciosthere is quite a lot to remind
the reader of classical comedy, but no scene lie dne just described occurs
anywhere in Plautus or Terence. Their plays noyratid with a marriage, not with
the dysfunctional workings of a relationship whitdd begun five years previously. It
is true that Plautus’&émphitruo,the play with a servant called Bromia, concerns an

! For a bibliography, see Earle 2008, 34-36.

eHumanistaVolume 22, 2012



T.F. Earle 156

event in the marriage of Amphitruo and Alcmena, theirs is a conventionally happy
relationship, unlike that of Jalio and Livia.

Ciosowas probably written in the 1550s, while Ferrei@sva student at Coimbra.
It is the second, and more interesting of his twmedies, but has suffered from the
lack of a modern edition. Its first appearanceringknown to us was in theomédias
Famosas Portuguesad 1622, but there may have been an earlier ediasrthere is
of Ferreira’s first play, th€omédia de Bristo ou do fanchorfithere are two copies of
that play, printed in Coimbra in 1562, in the Batéca Nacional de Madrid, and it is
available in a useful modern edition, by Adrien ¢R¢1973, 20). The female lead,
Camilia, is less well developed than Livia, andycegppears on stage once. Yet she
too, in partnership with her lover, and later hushd.ionardo, defies male authority.

Camilia is a poor but respectable girl who livegshwiher mother, her father
believed dead in India. With the assistance ofambiguous Bristo she and Lionardo
marry, but off stage, in defiance of Lionardo’shiat who disowns his son (Act 1V, sc
5).

Ferreira’s prose comedies are largely forgottem himiverse tragedy;astrg was
until recently one of the best-known plays in Pguese. It is never studied in
conjunction with the comedies but, if that is doo@mmon patterns emerge, and one
of them is the presence of a young, but strong kersad, Inés de Castro herself,
more than capable of holding her own against thiesnaho surround her.

In Act Ill Inés hears that her execution has beefer®d by the king, Afonso 1V,
because that is the only way open to him of endhgy undesirable relationship
between her and his son, Pedro. Inés does notdlber lover’'s arms, as the Chorus
advises, or even wait for him to come to her resbugé convinced of her innocence,
resolves to defend herself before the monarch. 3imsdoes with success, and in the
course of Act IV she comes to dominate the stag, the weak king lets her go free:

O molher forte!
Venceste-me, abrandaste-me. Eu te deixo.
Vive, enquanto Deus quer. (ed. Earle, Il. 1421p-13

Here is a statement like no other of the capaditiferreira’s heroines to dominate
those around them, whatever their status.

But, as we all know, these moments of empowermenmhat last long. The last
words that Inés hears in the tragedy are the kiegdorsement of her strength of
character, but as soon as she is off stage théskaoginsellors have no difficulty in
getting him to consent to her death, which occormédiately afterwards, again off
stage. Yet the reinstatement of male power isfiteghporary, for in the final speech
of the play Prince Pedro, the king’s son, threatessfather with a civil war. Inés’s
murder weakens the king’s authority more thanrérgjthens it.

2 For further discussion of this point, see Earl@2®94-97.
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In the comedies, too, women’s domination is onbefing. Male power is soon
restored though, since these are comedies, thatragen is a reason for rejoicing.
The conflicts of Plautus and Terence’s plays arenatly resolved in the final act in a
recognition scene, in which a traveller from abrbadgs information which explains
the characters’ true identities and, very oftemoved them to marry with parental
approval. This is exactly what happens in the nmeventionalBristo. Camilia’s
father, supposedly lost in India, returns, togethigh his son, not just safe and sound,
but also rich. Her marriage, the cause of so magfe,rnow receives both fathers’
blessing, and two other marriages also immedideg place. All the young people
are reabsorbed into a society in which fathers rule

Ciosois more complex, and more ambiguous. The last sckAet IV is the one
already mentioned, in which the unhappy wife Likéaeives her former Portuguese
lover, Bernardo. It is the moment in the play iniebhfemale self-determination is
most dramatically portrayed. Act V changes all tidte first person to come on stage
is Livia’s father, followed by two other old menhwse appearance constitutes the
recognition scene. One of them is an emissary fBamardo’s father, sent to bring
him back to Portugal after five years of wandenognd the Mediterranean. He has to
leave, though there is no way that he can takeabwith him, and no marriage awaits
him at home. His consolation is the discovery thatclosest friend and accomplice in
Venice is a long-lost brother, so the two young mepart together.

Livia is left behind, to face, not the consequerafdser actiondut a suddenly and
miraculously transformed Julio, who has resolvediiandon jealousy and become the
model of a kind and considerate husband. The chisngartling, but there is no need
to condemn it, as Roig does, as “um desenl@eas ex machingue a evolucio
interna da ac¢ao néo fazia prever” (Roig 1983, B0-B is true that nothing happens
on stage which forces Julio to behave differerilyt, this is a comedy of character, as
Roig and other commentators have noted, probablyitst to have been written by a
Portuguese (Roig 1983, 55-56). In it the men temdb¢ weak and changeable, the
women —even the prostitute Faustina, as will appapright and steadfast.

Throughout Judlio is impetuous and erratic, uncerd his identity. It is clear
almost from the start that the role of the jealbusband that he is playing is intensely
painful to him. He is a sadistic tyrant at one matpand then suddenly overcome by
doubt, as in these excerpts from Act I, Scene 2yhich Brémia complains that she
and Livia are forced to spend their time lockecaihome:

BROMIA. Havemos de viver sempre em trevas?

JuLlo. Si.

BROMIA. Porque?

JuLlio. Porque eu quero.

BROMIA. Basta.

JuLio. Nao sou eu o rei nesta casa, hdo guardardo agikesu ponho?
BROMIA. E as outras assi vivem?
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JuLlo. As boas vivem assi.

BROMIA. Como te enganas.

JuLio. Os sesudos assi o fazem.
BROMIA. E pera que fez Deus o dia?
JuLio. Pera os homens.

And yet, only a few minutes later in the same sdenseems to repent of all of this:

JuLio. Quero andar com meu rosto muito seguro e muitoiadof e ndo me

deixam.

BROMIA. Quem te ndo deixa?

JuLio. Meus pecados que me foram cativar tdo miseram@uenédias famosas
portuguesasfols. 118v-19r)

The feeling of guilt derives partly from the fatiat Julio is angling to spend a
night with the courtesan Faustina, but his problgm$ar deeper. The other characters
notice that after his marriage he even changesigdilys “Quem viu aguele de antes,
mancebo galante, gentil homem, polido, penteadds emdeitado quéa dama, como
0 conhecerdo agora, sujo, magro, a capa caid@ol?124v). The sense that his is a
very insecure personality increases when Juliceprt to the servant Ardélio not to
be Julio at all, in an attempt to dissuade Ardélionaster, Livia former lover,
Bernardo, from approaching his house. The serneed through this desperate scheme
at once, and takes advantage of the situationstdtidulio, who has to listen while his
own shortcomings are mercilessly exposed: “Um cimsdaventurado, desconfiado,
que martiriza a mulher de dia e de noite” (fol. 130learly Julio derives some
perverse satisfaction from this humiliation, forhis Act V soliloquy, in which he
resolves to treat his wife better, he is againdhjehis self-abasement: “...Aborreco
a mi mesmo, como a um imigo, agora conheco questagoeles meus fundamentos e
boas razbes eram cegueiras e doudices...” (fol. Y8Bat is more, just as he changes
once, so he may change again, and on the lastgfdge comedy Livia’s own father
thinks that his daughter should enjoy her new V\ifi¢gh Julio while she can, “que
segundo o0 que enxergo nele, vai ja caindo em extremo demasiado” (fol. 154v).

As the principal male characters come on stagbdaropening scenes of Act V the
patriarchy is restored, and the freedoms hinted #te end of Act IV, Livia’'s night-
time encounter with Bernardo, are forgotten. Bus élready clear that male authority
in Ciosq as inCastrq rests on shaky grounds. The men, too, and notJjum, are
weak and changeable characters, in contrast watlcahstancy of the women, and not
just Livia. One of the funniest scenes in the jpéalyetween Livia’'s parents, César and
Porcia. Porcia blames César for his greed in acwpptilio as his son-in-law, and
claims that she had seen through him from the. sta@sar wriggles in embarrassment,
and finally decides that ill fortune was resporsifir the unhappy marriage. Porcia
unhesitatingly replies: “N&o te aqueixes da forfisgmao de ti s6. Que culpa tem ela a

eHumanistaVolume 22, 2012



T.F. Earle 159

gquem se entrega ao mal?” (fol. 136). Finally, Efine on stage, César grudgingly
admits that his wife was right. Even Bromia, the sérvant, whose role as a garrulous
old woman is a traditionally comic one, proves bBHr® be a strong character, quite
capable of standing up to her master Julio, agxiehanges quoted above show. And
she has the lead role in another very funny sc&ckelV, scene 6, in which she obeys
to the letter the instructions which she had resgifrom Julio not to let anyone into
the house, including Julio himself. She accordirgdys the door to her master when
he unexpectedly returns. This scene ultimatelyesrirom an incident idkmphitruq

in which Amphitruo is denied entry to his own holiseMercury, who is disguised as
the slave Sosia. However, Ferreira integrates ¢eaesmost effectively into his own
play, and the dialogue raises once again thosetsi@out Julio’s identity which are
an important feature of his character.

There is a more unexpected example of female cocytan the behaviour of
Faustina, the courtesan, who is devoted to her |@etavio. The faithful prostitute is
a character type who appears in Roman comedy, dugtiRa takes it to a new level.
Act Il opens with Faustina’s first appearance tage, and an intertextual relationship
Is immediately set up with Philematium in Plautudestellaria. Faustina has a
servant, Clareta, more cynical and more worldlyawtgan she is, just as Philematium
has in Scapha, and Ferreira translates a numbkmesf from the Roman comedy.
However, Philematium is just a silly girl, who th# of little more than her
appearance, and in any case is only on stagevediatoriefly. Faustina is a much
more fully developed character, who ends up gairting audience’s sympathy.
Despite her lover Octavio’s insulting behaviour gedlous fits she remains devoted
and, although she loses him in the end, it is éasons outside her control and for
which she cannot be held responsible.

Octavio,is another character rather more commoRdrtuguese than in Roman
comedy. His cynicism and materialist attitude teelanaking are a foil to the romantic
Bernardo who, though a stranger to Venice, soonrbes his friend. In that respect he
forms a parallel to Duriano, in Camdesfuto de Filodempowho has a close
relationship with the play’s male lead, Filodemespite his loves being “activos”
rather than “pola passiva” (ed. Anastacio, 106-@6tavio’s frankly sexual attitude to
women incurred the wrath of the inquisitorial cemseho struck out this remark to his
friend: ‘Eu te dou de boamente todas as almas detasi molheres ha no mundo, e da-
me tu os seus corpos’ (Ferreira 1622, fol. 132).

Yet, in theComédia do Cios@s in Camdes’s play, it is the courtly, spirituatdr
who makes the running. Filodemo marries his Dianisvhile Bernardo, though
denied a sexual relationship with Livia, does erggyrofoundly satisfying emotional

% |bid., fol. 134 where there are quite close translatioh Il. 157-58, 171-72, 190 and 230-31 of
Mostellaria. In these exchanges the two women debate the pisamtras of staying faithful to a
single paying lover. Later in the same scene tlsea@ imitation of Il. 272-77, which are about make
and perfume.
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experience with her. Octavio, on the other handsemp quarrelling irremediably with
Faustina. The story of that quarrel reveals hisically male weakness and
indecisiveness, as opposed to the lady’s strerfgtharvacter.

As already stated, the plot of the comedy hinge$rimging Bernardo and Livia
together. Livia, who is the driving force, persuadictavio that he should lure Julio
away from home by offering him a night with Fauatifhis places Octavio in a
dilemma, because he knows Faustina will be deefdinded by the proposal, but he
yields to Livia’s pressure: “Mas que hei ja de f&zRogou-me, abracou-me, chorou-
me, venceu-me”ilfid., fol. 135v). The situation, and even some of ldeguage,
recalls the king’s surrender to InésGastro.

Octéavio does what he promised Livia he would dd, Baustina is duly furious, so
much so that she does not even allow Octavio téa@xphy he wants to offer her to
Julio. In the last scene of Act Ill she laments thighlessness of men, and sees no
future other than a return to purely mercenaryticiahips. In his analysis of the play
Adrien Roig says that Faustina admits Julio becatseis greedy for the ring that he
had promised to give her, but this rather misregressher motives, which are much
more of resignation and despair (Roig 1983, 49)itAarns out, in the scene in Act
[, which is the last time we see her on stage,rthg is not mentioned.

So far, so bad, but matters get worse, for wherstiteas does admit Julio to her
house, her servant carelessly leaves the door epenQctavio passes by and notices.
Julio’s jealousy, it will be recalled, takes thernfoof keeping his wife locked up, and
Octavio is just the same. “Porta aberta a tais¢®rébid., fol. 144v), he asks, and he
becomes furiously jealous, even though Faustinadoaeé what he asked. He calls her
a “puta” (bid., fol. 146v), and refuses to have anything morddowith her, despite
her entreaties.

So Octavio, like Julio, is jealous and given to der changes of mood. Even
Bernardo, the romantic hero, is weak and vacilgatiy comparison with Livia, who
thinks of the scheme whereby they will spend thghnitogether, and carries it
through. She and Faustina, though one is a redpecteoman, and the other a
prostitute, have constancy and fortitude in commis.Octavio says, earlier in the
play, “Nao cuidei que nestas molheres se achasse t@m inteiro” {bid., fol. 139),
and it is a remark which could apply to eithertodrn.

As a comic dramatist, and as a tragic one alsagifarwas very much aware of
the contingency of human existence, of the way peaiple’s lives are influenced by
factors that they cannot control. Octavio’'s unatixe behaviour, his apparent
readiness to discard Faustina, is not simply drikgncallousness, and he faces a
genuine dilemma, as he explains: “Perda € todayiavartia vontade tanto minha,
vergonha me ha-de ser, mas a amizade entdo seamdage em mor pressa prova”
(ibid., fol. 135v). Here the competing claims of histm@ss’s affection for him and his
own friendship with Bernardo are brought into cmfl It is a one-sided conflict,
because Octavio and Bernardo are brothers, thoutjiisgpoint in the play neither of
them knows that. So a hidden genetic influence @aighm more strongly than his
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sense that he is acting shamefully. There are iadditreasons why Octavio should
tend to side with Bernardo, not all of them to ¢riedit, including the way he is easily
seduced by Livia, as mentioned above. Nevertheleissclear that he is not a wholly
bad character.

The same could be said even of Julio, whose straotyens are attributed, by his
servant Bromia and his mother-in-law Porcia, tolt#ok of the steadying influence of
a father ipid., fols. 117v and 136r-v). Julio’s father is noteonf those absent
relatives, so common in comic drama, who suddeafppear in the last act, as the
hero’s father does in Ferreira’s o@omédia de BristaHe had been a friend of César,
Julio’s father-on-law, but by the time of the aatiof the play has perhaps died,
though no mention is made of his death. Possil@yfitist edition of the play, if there
was one, would cast some light on the problem. Rewerom the text as we have it
it is clear, as Porcia says, that Julio’s willfudsederives from a family situation which
is not his responsibility: “...este mancebo, criagon pai, vive a sua vontade, sem
deixar conversagdes doutros tais como eted(, fol. 136).

All the women, but especially the principals, Lidad Faustina, are much more
attractive than the men, and if they too go astheyr problems are, to some degree,
also outside their control. Livia might be critied for arranging a meeting with her
lover and encouraging her husband to visit prasttiout, as she and others repeatedly
make clear, she was forced into marriage by hédrefat wish for her to make a
wealthy match. Faustina is capable of disinterekteel and is not mercenary at heart:
“Enfim, melhor é o roubo pois nos enriquece, ecadados vdo mais contentes, mas
minha condicédo néo era essa: sempre desejei umabwm agora que cuidava que o
tinha [with Octavio] ndo o vejo'il§id., fol 141v [in 1622, erroneously, 143]). The fact
of being a courtesan (no explanation is given asote or why that happened) makes
an honourable way of life impossible.

The personal circumstances of all these charactbesgfore, influence their
behaviour and make moral judgements difficult. Hoere there is no doubt that, in
general terms, Ferreira favours his female chamcte

The feminism which is such an attractive featurd-efreira’s plays may well be
the result of personal preference. However, it dlas an aesthetic and intellectual
context. Portugal’'s brief moment of humanistic ffem allowed time for only two
writers of classical comedy to emerge, Ferreira@adle Miranda. Ferreira was more
than forty years younger than Sa de Miranda, whoegarded as a master. He refers
to his comedies respectfully in the prologueBigsto, but he clearly also regarded
them as a challenge.

Sa de Miranda was notoriously misogynistic, and imene more so than in his
plays. His heroines are so angelic that they neypg@ear on stage at all, and such
females as are visible are either prostitutes aricmld women. In several scenes in
Ferreira’s comedies one can see him rewriting tderanan’s work, in support of an
agenda which is much more pro-women. There is spacefor only one example.
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In Sa de Miranda’s second plays Vilhalpandosseveral scenes involve a pair of
courtesans, mother and daughter. They are botbhigeaus and venal. I8iosq as
just explained, there is a much more complex, gngpathetic attitude to such people.
In Ferreira’s first play,Bristo, there is a mother and her daughter, but they are
respectable women. However, an intertextual redatigp exists between them and the
courtesans oDs Vilhalpandoslin that play the daughter provokes chaos by falforg
one of the Spanish captains —the Vilhalpandos etitle— who she had seen brawling
outside her house. Bristothe daughter, Camilia, is desired by the male {eagctly
as inOs Vilhalpandos-sut when he is also involved in a struggle witloeal mugger
outside her house (with the respectable aim ofwuwa@og some stolen property)
Camilia refuses to go to the window to watch wisagoing on. No doubt there is
some anxiety of influence here, but by rewritingerses from Sa de Miranda’s
comedies Ferreira was constructing a nationaklitegenre whose effect derived from
its relationship to a Portuguese model, not to arlusively Greek or Roman one.
There is no doubt also that Ferreira wished to sbmav women existed who were
concerned with modesty and preserving a good répnta

Robert Archer'sThe Problem of Woman in Late-Medieval Hispanic ratigre
(Woodbridge, 2005) shows how relations betweerstxes were a living intellectual
question in the period, and though most of his gtamare Spanish or Catalan it is
true of Portugal too. In the 1540s two very diffarevorks appeared in Portugal in
support of women. In 1540 the provincial lawyer dade Barros published his
Espelho de Casadas Oporto, a city with which Ferreira was connectdter his
second marriage. In Part 3 of this work Barros ryesupports the role of women in
marriage, though without challenging the dominaotthe husband. Closer to home,
in Coimbra, was the rather unusual edition of ExaseColloquia, published in the
city at some time between 1545 and 1552, unusuause at this period Erasmus was
a suspect writer in many Catholic countries. Neéhnedgss, theColloquia, though
expurgated, were dedicated to the heir to the thrand the printer, Jodo Fernandes,
included a prefatory letter to Cardinal Prince Herthe inquisitor. Several of the
Colloquia are about women. The ‘Coniugium’, in which two ygumarried women
discuss how to deal with an errant husband, hasethong in common with the
Comédia do Ciosdl'hat something is not similarity of plot or langeadput rather a
certain atmosphere by which women, though in thé suwbservient to men, seem
nevertheless to be the more appealing and in scage thie stronger sex. In Erasmus’s
dialogue Eulalia tells Xantippe that managing ablamsl requires the skills of a tamer
of elephants and lions ‘aut similia animantia, quiaeogi non possunt' Livia handles
the men around her in rather the same way.

4 “or similar creatures, that cannot be controllgddrce”. For the Latin text | have used Erasmu®.15
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Neither Jodo de Barros, nor Erasmus, nor even iferever really challenge the
view that it is a man’s world. However, they albaed women with sympathy and
admiration. Ferreira’s plays are not neo-clasdwsdils, but living works of art with a
relevance to their own day, and to ours.

eHumanistaVolume 22, 2012



T.F. Earle 164

Works Cited

Archer, Robert.The Problem of Woman in Late-Medieval Hispanic rhiigre.
Woodbridge: Tamesis Books, 2005.

Camoes, Luis deAuto de Filodemoln Vanda Anastécio ed.eatro CompletoPorto:
Caixotim, 2005. 77-176

Earle, T. F. “Anténio Ferreira’€astra tragedy at the cross-roads.” In Maria Berbara
& Karl A. E. Enenkel edsPortuguese Humanism and the Republic of Letters
Leiden: Brill, 2012. 289-318.

Earle, Thomas. “Uma nova leitura das comédias d#eSdiranda.” In Marcia Arruda
Franco edDossié: Sa de Miranda/itoria da Conquista: UESB, 2008. 11-36.

Erasmus. Werner Welzig edColloquia familiaria Darmstadt: Wissenschatftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1967.

Ferreira, Antonio.Castra In T. F. Earle edPoemas Lusitanod.isboa: Fundacao
Calouste Gulbenkian, 2008.

Ferreira, Antonio.Comédia do Ciosoln Comédias Famosas Portugueséassboa:
Anténio Alvares, 1622.

Roig, Adrien.La Comédie de Bristo ou I'entremetteur d’ AnténierrBira. Paris:
Presses universitaires de France, 1973.

Roig, Adrien.O teatro classico em Portugal no século X\M$boa: Biblioteca Breve, 1983.

eHumanistaVolume 22, 2012



