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QUEVEDO
AN INTRODUCTION —

Biography

Francisco de Quevedo y Villegas was born in Madrid on Sept. 17, 1580,
during the monarquia universal of Philip 1. He was baptized in the church
of San Ginés on Sept. 26. His father was Pedro Gémez de Quevedo, a court
sub-treasurer, highly regarded by Ana of Austria, the fourth wife of Philip
I1, for whom he performed secretarial work. Quevedo’s mother was Marfa
Santibdnez Villegas, a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, some years younger
than her husband. After her marriage in 1576, Do
and did not return until 1586, when she came b,
Quevedo’s father, died in 1586) to serve the 7

aria left the palace
idow (Don Pedro,

context, death early impres

father’s death especial

for he was plfysically\agidicepped. He was bowlegged and severely myopic
(he had to wear glassy o defects that were then as now cruelly jeered.
Combined with the
physical defects co

¢ Poy’s precocious intelligence and acute sensitivity, his
d have been expected to throw the boy in on himself,
turning him into a reclusive neurotic. Instead, seeing that he would never
cut a dashing military figure — the normal aspiration for boys of his class
and time — Quevedo determined to distinguish himself as a poet and
intellectual. Throughout his entire life, Quevedo was nothing if not a
fighter.

At an early age he devoted himself to study. First he attended the Jesuit
school for the nobility in Madrid, the Estudio de los Teatinos; here, between the
ages of seven and sixteen, he learnt Latin and Greek, scholastic philosophy,
rhetoric and mathematics. In 1596 he registered in the University of Alcald
de Henares. The student population of Alcald — there were more than five
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thousand students — was made up of the usual two broad categories: those
serious about their studies and those intent on enjoying their newfound
freedom from family restraints and responsibilities. Quevedo vigorously
participated in the life of both groups. He caroused, visited brothels, kept
a mistress and became a fine swordsman, despite or perhaps because of his
physical handicaps.

On the other hand, when he left Alcald in 1600, he was already
an accomplished Latinist, knew Greek and Hebrew, had mastered the
philosophy and theology of his times, had studied canon and civil
law and acquired some knowledge of medicine; later he would add
Portuguese, Italian, French and some Arabic to his store of languages.
Early in his career Quevedo had a deserved reputation for prodigious
learning: Aureliano Ferndndez-Guerra, in his introduction to Quevedo’s
Obras published in Madrid in 1852, relates (at secon d, admittedly)

how Quevedo was so devoted to study that he rea lling, while
dining, in bed, and that for his travels he ha mobile
library of one hundred small volumes of di literature.
Quevedo’s first known poem, an elegy yo Lucas , Concepto de
divina poesia, dates from 1598.

In 1601 Quevedo appeared with Vatladolid. There he lived

with his guardian (he was stil
an in-law. Twice during his

Agustin de Villanueva,
aolid — in 1602 and in 1604 —

court 8f Valladolid, Quevedo no doubt

added to his early inti ge of courtiers, diplomats and court

great Osuna.
detract from his pursuit
with the great Flemi

f such worldly knowledge, however, did not
book learning. He entered into correspondence
manist, Lipsius, who referred to the young man
as decoro magno de los esparioles.

In 1606 Quevedo returned to Madrid and there wrote his first Suerios,
a work which Gerald Brenan considers one of the four outstanding books
of Spanish prose to appear before the middle of the nineteenth century (the
other three are La Celestina, Don Quijote and Lazarillo de Tormes). In this
year Quevedo became acquainted with the Duke of Osuna, the beginning
of a relationship that was to have a decisive effect on the remainder of
Quevedos life.

Don Pedro Téllez Girén, the third Duke of Osuna, was a great
nobleman, immensely ambitious, of broad interests, an adept at court
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intrigues and a man of the world in the substantial Renaissance sense.
Quevedo admired him in the same way that Shakespeare admired the Earl
of Southampton (though the stature of Osuna was closer to that of the Earl
of Essex). As far as Osuna was concerned, the admiration and services of a
brilliant young man with good court connections, merited encouragement.

In 1609 Quevedo began his endless legal squabbles with the vassals of
his estate at La Torre de Juan Abad (Ciudad Real), which he had inherited
through his mother. This is the famous Zor7e of the letters.

In 1613 Quevedo left Spain for Palermo to enter the service of Osuna,
who was at the time Viceroy of Sicily. With Osuna during the next seven
years, Quevedo functioned as adviser, ambassador and chief minister. He
must have amassed a considerable store of the worldly knowledge during
this time. In 1615 Osuna sent Quevedo as his ambassador to the court of
Philip III. His mission there was to dispense the dg#ziiao to buy off Osunas
sent as Viceroy of

jealous rivals and enemies and to advance his,apg

Osuna was heavily implicated in a conspi
Conjuracion de Venecia. The conspira
trouble. So, too, was his chief mip

he was imprisoned in Uclé o) b confined to his estate of La
Torre de Juan Abad. Dyri ieNNtermission in this confinement, he
went to Madrid, whet! bilitate his fortunes. But his great
patron Osuna was litically’ (he died in 1624), and Quevedo went
through a difficult p 2 he was again confined to his estate at La
Torre, whe

Philip III and the accession of Philip IV, the
powerful figure of onde-Duque de Olivares came on the scene of
Spanish politics. as the declared intention of Olivares to halt Spain’s
rapid decline and restore the country to its former strength and imperial
grandeur. To this end he was given unprecedented power by the King. His
life still in danger because of his service with the disgraced Osuna, Quevedo
courted the powerful new minister with some success, and he became
honorary secretary to Philip IV. In his approaches to Olivares, just as in
his relationship with Osuna, Quevedo displayed that fatal attraction which
intellectuals often have towards the strong leader in a time of decadence
and confusion; Ezra Pound was not the first poet to be led astray by a Duce.

In practice, Quevedo withdrew from active politics; and for the next
ten years, which were by and large good years for him, he busied himself
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with literary matters and the domestic affairs of his estate. During this time
he published the Buscén (1626) and the Suerios (1627); he engaged in literary
polemics with the gongoristas; he championed the cause of Saint James to
be considered the patron saint of Spain; and he edited and published the
poems of Fray Luis de Le6n. In 1634, at the age of fifty four, probably on
the advice of his friends, Quevedo married a widow, Dofia Esperanza de
Mendoza; the couple lived together for only three months, though the lady
lived on until 1641.

During all this time Quevedo’s enemies, often goaded by his polemical
writings, continued to do him what harm they could. In 1632 he was
denounced to the Inquisition but survived a short detention. His friend
and new patron, the Duke of Medinaceli, did what he could to protect
the writer; but not even Medinaceli could protect Quevedo when he was
arrested and imprisoned in 1639. Olivares seems to h en behind this.
Quevedo’s imprisonment in the monastery of Sgn in Leén, in
. When
Quevedo emerged from prison, his health was p ed. In 1644
he sought refuge for the last time in La JQrre de
Sept. 8, 1645, in Villanueva de los Infaress XCiudad R

Historical

the centre of a
centuries. This

sophy. Instead, man had now to be viewed as part
of a continuum stretching into infinity. The necessary inter-connectedness

of all things had now to be acknowledged, and the search for the laws

scripture and natural

that govern that interconnectedness initiates empirical science. Things are
no longer seen as comprehensively finite, conforming to the providential
plan, their sum being equal to a known whole. The concept of an infinite
universe expanded man’s consciousness while at the same time instilling
him with dread in the face of what Pascal well described as ‘the eternal
silence of infinite spaces.” This dread or awe of cosmic infinitude would in
time be ameliorated by progress in the empirical science as European man
met the challenge to understand the new powerful universe in which he
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found himself. By the eighteenth century, empirical reason was triumphant
and the securities of a new classicism could be indulged.

Throughout intellectual Europe the baroque was an uneasy age. In
Spain in the seventeenth century, political and economic events were
occurring that heightened that philosophical unease. Gradually throughout
the sixteenth century, Spain had risen to a position of dominance among
the European powers. Portugal, Italy and Holland had been conquered;
French power had been contained; Turkish invasion was stemmed; the
Mediterranean by and large made safe by Spanish ships. Overseas, Spain
had acquired a vast and rich empire so that its European position could be
maintained by bullion shipped from the Americas and commodities from
the East and West Indies.

But the very wealth that enabled Spain to rise to supreme power in
Europe was also the main cause for its dramati apid decline in the
opening decades of the seventeenth century. he rest of Europe
during the sixteenth century, industrial

expanding these to gain greater fre
working towards establishing a
come soonest in England and
colonies was being expendgd\j
productive economy.

of the sixteenth centu ¢Wvealth created by Spanish military
enterprises oversea used to finance Spanish military dominance in
Europe. That weal an aristocracy of feudal extravagance, but
the hidalgo mnilitary achievement, were disastrously inept

, industrialists and merchants, such occupations
o foreigners. While the England of Elizabeth was

ercantile and industrial bourgeoisie, expert in fiscal

management, Spain’s economy was crumbling under the burden of
maintaining a vast courtly bureaucracy, its foundation of overseas bullion
simultaneously being depleted by mine exhaustion, the raids of English,
Dutch and French pirates, and its consumption by colonialists themselves
on the import of luxury goods such as Chinese silks and porcelain.

The Personality and the Poet

Quevedo was a discontented man, and that discontent is evident in almost
everything he wrote. He was at odds with the world in which he found
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A NOTE ON THE SPANISH TEXT

The text for this collection of poems comes from Poesia completa, José
Manuel Blecua (ed.), Madrid, Turner, 1995 (2 vols.), which is the standard
text of Francisco de Quevedo’s works. A previous edition of that collection,
although without the emendations found in the 1995 edition, could be
found in Poesia original completa, José Manuel Blecua (ed.), Barcelona,
Planeta, 1981 (1 vol.), which is the edition Michael Smith used when he
attempted his first versions of these poems.

It is equally important to point out the existence of an authoritative
edition of E/ Parnaso esparol, Ignacio Arellano (ed.), RAE/Espasa, 2020 (2
vols.), which we have also consulted so that the text of the poems would
benefit from the latest available philological find
have added, as footnotes, all the variant spelling

In this respect, we
ctuation found

castellanas, the text for those poemgA
Blecua, ed.).

Finally, the number that
in the 1995 edition of Que

lieNg the original 17* century collect-
o¥n his edition of £/ Parnaso esparol.
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Ensenia a morir antes y que la mayor parte de la
muerte es la vida, y esta no se siente, y la menor,
que es el iltimo suspiro, es la que da pena

Sefior don Juan, pues con la fiebre apenas
se calienta la sangre desmayada,’

y por la mucha edad,? desabrigada,
tiembla, no pulsa, entre la arteria y venas;

pues que de nieve estdn las cumbres llenas, 5
la boca, de los afos saqueada,
la vista, enferma,’ en noche sepultada,

y las potencias de ejercicio ajenas, %
salid a recibir la sepoltura,
acariciad la tumba y monumento:* \y 10

que morir vivo es tltima cordura.

La mayor parte de la muer
que se pasa en Contentos y
y a la menor se guarda

[Parnaso 60 a; Arellano

! Arellano.: desmayada
2 A.:edad

3 A.: vista enferma

4 A.: monumento,
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Teaching how to die abead of time, how the
greater part of death is life unfelt, and the

smaller part, our final breath, moves us to pity

Since fever hardly heats enfeebled
blood, Sefior don Juan, which through
old age, exposed, no longer throbs,
but shivers in arteries and veins,

since summits have been capped with snow,
the mouth plundered by the years,
sickly eyesight buried in darkness,

and faculties deprived of power, %
go out and meet your burial place,
embrace your headstone and yo
to die while still alive’s a feat!
The greater part of de e

is spent in pleasuregany ¥g madn
and sense is given is Yeast.
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Represéntase la brevedad de lo que se vive
y cudn nada parece lo que se vivié

«;Ah de la vida!» ;...Nadie' me responde?
iAqui de los antafios que he vivido!

La Fortuna mis tiempos ha mordido;

las Horas? mi locura las esconde.

iQue sin poder saber cémo ni adénde 5
la salud y la edad se hayan huido!

Falta la vida, asiste lo vivido,

y no hay calamidad que no me ronde

Ayer se fue; manana no ha llegado; E;
hoy se estd yendo sin parar un punto: 10
soy un fue, y un serd, y° un es cansa \y

En el hoy y mafana y ayer jung

panales y mortaja, y he qug
presentes sucesiones de i

[Parnaso 63 a; A€ellano

' A.: vidal»... ;Nadie
2 A.: horas
A fueyunserdy
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Dealing with the brevity of what we experience,
and how our lived experience amounts to nothing

Ahoy there, life! Does none reply?
Whither the ages I have lived?
Destiny my days devoured;
madness hides away my hours.

That health and life should disappear, 5
never knowing how or whence!

Life fails, what’s lived attends,

and all disasters prowl round me.

Yesterday’s gone, tomorrow’s not come, @E;
10

today’s in flight without a single payasg;
I'm a was, will be, exhausted is.

I bind, in today, tomorro

swaddling-clothes and
Myself, a present sygce
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Significase la propria brevedad de la vida,

sin pensar, y con padecer, salteada por' la

Fue? sueno ayer; mafana serd tierra;’

muerte

poco antes,* nada, y poco después, humo,’

y® destino ambiciones, y presumo,’
apenas punto al cerco que me cierra.?

Breve combate de importuna guerra,
en mi defensa soy peligro sumo;’

Ya no es ayer; mafiana no ha llegado;

y mientras con mis armas me consumo,'’
menos me hospeda el cuerpo que me entierra.
hoy pasa, y es,"" y fue, con movimiento

que a la muerte me lleva despenado.

Azadas son la hora y el mome
que a jornal de mi penay
cavan en mi vivir mi megpugspto.

[Parnaso 63 b; (Afellano

1A.:de

2 A.: jFue

3 A.: seré tierra!

4 A.: {Poco antes

5 A.: después humo!
6A:Y

7 A.: ambiciones y presumo
8 A.: cierra!

9 A.: sumo,

10 A.: consumo

11 A.: hoy pasay es
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Expressing the brevity of ones life, not
thinking, but full of suffering, surprised by death

Yesterday, but a dream; tomorrow, dust;

a little earlier, naught; a little later, smoke;
and I set ambitions and boast,

scarcely a dot within the circling ring.

A shortlived combat in a persistent war!
I'm the greatest danger to my own defence!

And while exhausted with my armoury,
my body, instead of billeting, buries me.
Yesterday gone, tomorrow not come,
today goes by, is and was and bears

me headlong to the edge of doo

the hours and minutes of

that, paid by wage of ¢
dig up my grave in ghe

10
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