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SOME REMARKS ON GRACIAN'S L I T E R A R Y TASTE 

AND JUDGMENTS 

THE problem of Grac ián ' s literary taste and his judgments of other 
writers, classical and contemporary, is indeed a very complex 
and challenging one. In t h e present study, we shall deal specifi­

cally with Grac ián ' s judgments on Alciato and emblem literature, 
for, as will be pointed out, it constitutes a n important and most re­
vealing part and aspect of the more general and total problem of 
Gracián as a literary critic and aesthetician. Examining the prose fic­
tion of the period, it can b e almost categorically stated that few Spa­
nish writers of the golden age were more attracted, t o emblem literatu­
re and in particular to Alciato 's Emblemata, than Gracián. In the cour­
se of this paper , we shall endeavor to gain an unders tanding of this 
particular predilection. O n e should ment ion first of all, one biographi­
cal or extra-literary factor: Grac ián ' s very close and personal asso­
ciation to his patron and Maecenas , Lastanosa, and his literary cir­
cle. Lastanosa, eminent antiquarian, expert in the field of numisma­
tics, dilettante in the finest sense of the word, possessed probably 
one of the richest libraries in Spain of the period and had establis­
hed in his native Huesca in Aragón a great center of learning and 
a remarkable academy of savants . T h e late Professor Ricardo y Ga-
ray had analyzed this library a n d had shown that a m o n g the many 
t reasures and objets d'art, it contained a great number of important 
emblem books 1 . Gracián in crisi ii of Par t II of El Criticón describes 
the library of his great patron in the following t e rms : 

1 Consul t especial ly Ricardo DEL A R C O Y GARAY, «Noticias inédi tas acerca d e la 
f amosa bibl ioteca d e Don Vincencio J u a n de Lastanosa», Boletín de la Real Aca­
demia de la Historia, LXV ( 1 9 1 4 ) , 3 1 6 - 3 4 2 ; I d e m , La erudición aragonesa en el 
siglo XVII en torno a Lastanosa (Madrid, 1 9 3 4 ) ; I d e m , La erudición española en 
el siglo XVII y el cronista de Aragón Andrés de Uztarroz (Madrid, 1 9 5 0 ) ; K . L . 
SELIG, «Góngora and Numismatics», Modern Language Notes, L X V I I ( 1 9 5 2 ) , 4 7 - 5 0 
and «Lastanosa and the Brothers Argensola», Moderm Language Notes, L X X 
( 1 9 5 5 ) , 4 2 9 - 4 3 1 . 
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A ti me embia un caballero cuyo nombre , ya fama, es Salas-
tano, cuya casa es un teatro de prodigios, cuyo discreto em­
pleo es lograr todas las maravillas, no solo de la naturaleza 
y arte, pe ro más las de la fama, n o olvidando las d e la for­
tuna . 

(Criticón, II, 62-63)2 

Salastano is of course an anagram of Lastanosa. And in the Agudeza 
y arte de ingenio, Gracián eulogizes the library as follows: 

reconozco y estimaré s iempre al copioso y culto museo d e 
nuestro mayor amigo don Vincencio Juan de Las tanosa , be­
nemérito universal de todo lo curioso, selecto, gustoso, en li­
bros, monedas , estatuas, piedras, ant igüedades , pinturas, flor 
res, y en una palabra , su casa es un emporio de la más agra­
dable y curiosa ver iedad 3 . 

(Agudeza, 105) 

It is not our intention here to deal with a so-called source pro­
blem and to try t o attribute such and such a passage to Alciato. 
This would indeed be very dangerous matter . Certainly, there are 
many direct allusions to Alciato in Grac ián ' s w o r k ; many passages 
in El Criticón can be traced to emblems, others I would prefer to 
classify as reminiscences; as for the Agudeza, Alciato 's Emblemata 
served as a constant commentary to illustrate the various rhetorical 
figures, exceeded in number pe rhaps only by his numerous referen­
ces to Marcial 4 . This task of identification and attribution has fortu­
nately been done to some extent in the critical editions by Profes­
sors Romera-Navarro and Correa Calderón. But when we speak of 
emblems, we must be aware of the fact that we are dealing with 
topics and subjects of a very general and universal nature, many of 
them pertaining to the fields of mythology and natural history, sub­
jects which belong to a common domain . O n another occasion, I 
tried to illustrate this matter with two rather well-known mythological 
themes or commonplaces : the golden chains of Hercules, and Hercules 

2 All references to t he works of Gracián are to the following e d i t i o n s : El Cri-
ticón, ed. Miguel ROMERA-NAVARRO (Phi ladelphia , 1938-40), 3 v o l s ; for h i s o the r 
w o r k s : Obras completas, ed. E . CORREA CALDERÓN ( M a d r i d : Aguilar , 1944). 

3 See also El discreto, p . 336. 
4 F o r t he influence of Marcial , consul t Anthony A. GIULIAN, Marcial and the 

Epigram in Spain in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Phi ladelphia , 1930); 
S. PARGA PONDAL, «Marcial e n la precept iva de Gracián», Revista de Archivos, Bi-
bliotecas y Museos, X (1930), 219-247. 
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at the crossroads, or «Hercules in bivio» 5 . I very carefully call them 
commonplaces , and not topoi, for it seems to me that the term ro­
pos, m a d e so popular and given such prominent attention by the 
research and opus magnum of Professor Ernst Rober t Curtius, has 
become very free in usage and should perhaps be employed in a 
m e r e restricted sense, and in fact may be in need of a very careful 
re-definition 6 . Professor Panofsky in his monumental book, Hercu­
les am Scheidewege, regrettably paid little attention to Spanish li­
terature. My point of depar ture for the study of these themes was 
a passage in Quevedo ' s Las zahúrdas de Plutón or El sueño del in-
fierno, which the editor, Cejador, t raced or at tr ibuted to a mytho-
graphy by Juan de Pineda . La agricultura cristiana7. T h e passage in 
question was a reference to Hercules a t the crossroads, which ob­
viously could b e found in any number of handbooks or emblem 
books, such as Alciato, Cartari, Comes, Vitoria, etc. , whose authors, 
as it is well known often freely cite from each other. Gracián himself 
is quite aware of this problem. In crisi iv of Part II of El Criticón, the 
two travellers, Andrenio and Critilo, visit the «Museo del discreto». 
It is of course the «Museo» of his patron, Lastanosa. («Museo» evi­
dently m e a n s «biblioteca»). O n e should also note that the marginal 
epi thet for this part of the library classifies the content as «Buenas 
Letras». But let us examine the passage in detai l : 

Passaron ya, cortejados del Ingenio, por la de la Humanidad . 
Lograron muchas y fragantes flores, delicias de la Agudeza , 
que aquí assistía tan al iñada quan hermosa, leyéndolas en 
latín Exasmo, El Eborense y otros, y escogiéndolas en roman­
ce las florestas españolas, las facecias italianas, las recrea­
ciones del Guicciardino, hechos y dichos modernos del Bo-
tero, de solo Ruso seiscientas flores, los gustosos Palmirenos, 
las librerías del Doni, sentencias dichos y hechos de varios, 

5 See m y «Due Terni Mitologici nel Rinasc imento Spagnolo», Convivium, 
n . s. V (1956), 553-559. T o the ex tens ive b ib l iography given in th i s s tudy a d d : 
F r a n c i s R. J O H N S O N , « T W O Renaissance Books of R h e t o r i c : Aph thon ius 'Proggym-
nasmata and Rainolde ' s A booke called the Foundation of Rhetorike», The Hun­
tington Library Quarterly, VI , 427-444; W. G. CHAPMAN, «Las comedias mitológicas 
d e Calderón», Revista de literatura, V, nos . 9-10, 1954. 35-67; Alan S. TRUEBLOOD, 
«The Officina of Ravis ius Tex tor in Lope de Vega ' s Dorotea», Hispanic Review, 
X X V I (1958), 135-141. 

6 See the impor t an t ar t ic le by Professor Edga r MERTNER, «Topos and Common-
place», Strena Anglica, 178-224. 

7 Clásicos castellanos, Madr id , 1916, p . 96. I n t he edi t ion by Amedée M A S , we 
find no annota t ion to the passage in ques t ion . 
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elogios, teatros, plaças, silvas, oficinas, geroglíficos, e m p r e ­
sas, geniales, polianteas y fárragos. 

(II, 151-54)8 

What we have here is a magnificent library or collection of books 
of anecdotes , apologues, maxims, adages , encyclopedic works, com­
monplace books, miscellanea. T h e y are all works encompassing a 
wide variety of matter . But a characteristic of many of these works 
is to present some universal moral or truth expressed in a short, com­
pressed form usually associated with what we call a laconic or a p h o -
ristic style. Their common attributes are among the most sal ient 
characteristics of Gracián 's style and even his total work. In t he ana­
lysis of Lastanosa 's library, Gracián, in the section devoted to «fi­
lósofos morales», mentions Seneca, Epictetus, Lucian and A e s o p , 
but singles out Alc ia to : 

pa ra sacar una quinta essencia general, recogió todas las de 
Alciato, sin desechar una , y aunque las vio imitadas en algu­
nos, pero eran contraechas y sin la eficaz virtud de la moral idad 
ingeniosa. 

(II, 157-158) 

In another passage, Gracián recommends , but with a tone of irony, 
two other well-known miscellanea, by Pero Mexía and Pérez d e 
Montalbán respect ively: 

Quiénes han de ser sino un ignorante y otro mayor, uno que 
ni ha estudiado ni visto libro en su vida, quando mucho una 
Silva de varía lición, y el que más un Para todos. 

(II, 167) 

Still in another passage (II, 64), Gracián mentions Konrad Gessner, 
recalling Lope de V e g a ' s remark in La Dorotea: 

Así son muchos, que cuantos hallan en Estobeo, la Poliantea, 
y Conrado Gisnerio, y otros librotes de lugares comunes, todo 
lo echan abajo, venga o venga a propósito. 

(ed. Blecua, p . 428) 

8 Professor ROMERA-NAVARRO very carefully documented th i s passage and iden-
tified the works listed. I bel ieve, however , tha t the t e rm «polianteas» very pro­
bab ly re fe r s to a pa r t i cu la r work , n a m e l y t he Polianthea by Domenicus NANNUS 
M I R A B E L U U S , a very popu la r misce l lanea of which there were m a n y edi t ions in 
t h e s ix teen th and seven teen th cen tur ies . «Geroglíficos», instead of referr ing to 
the work of Alonso DE LEDESMA, in th i s context p robably refers to the Hierogly-
phica by Horapo l lo or i t s e laborat ion by Pier io VALERIANO. The terrm «oficinas» in 
t h e s a m e m a n n e r m u s t refer to the commonplace book enti t led Officina by J e a n 
T I X I E R (Textor) . 
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But I believe that Grac ián ' s predilection for emblems has to b e 
found on other grounds. It is an aspect of his aesthetic, his literary 
taste and style. On another occasion I shall try to deal with the lar­
ger and total problem of Gracián ' s literary judgments and criticism; 
one will have to consider, or pe rhaps reconsider, such complex pro­
blems as the emendat ions in the enlarged or revised version of the 
Agudeza and all the illustrative texts, his personal relations to Sa­
linas 9 , his loyal att i tude toward fellow Aragonese writers, most of 
them probably members of the literary circle of Lastanosa, his praise 
of Góngora (but again considering the particular texts cited), his scant 
attention to Calderón, his almost lack of references to Cervantes , 
his condemnat ion of La Celestina, and why he selected certain pas­
sages from Guzmán de Alfarache, e. g. cuentos and apologues. 

O n e usually classifies and considers Gracián 's style as laconic and 
aphoristic. Some critics, have even spoken of his style as emblema­
t i c 1 0 . Furthermore, one has to bear in mind the strong moral tone 
that pervades his work and Grac ián ' s love for allegories, abstractions 
a n d personifications 1 1 . Let us in this respect briefly consider his to­
tal work. T h e treatises, El Héroe and El Discreto, deal with perso­
nifications. In his great allegorical novel, El Criticón, we witness two 
peregrinators in the three ages of man, wander ing from allegory 
to allegory and from abstraction to abstraction. T h e very chap te r 
headings are mostly abs t rac t ions ; each crisi usually begins with ei­
ther a parable or a m a x i m ; even for the majority of the marginal 
epithets, we find abstract ions. T h e Oráculo manual, pe rhaps the 
quintescence of all his ideas, is a book of maxims, each maxim in 
a way glossed by maxims, that is, the exegesis is in the form of a 
series of maxims or a d a g e s ; and if we should extend our definition 
just a little, taking into consideration of course that the visual part 
is missing, the last ment ioned work is perhaps one of the finest of 
all emblem books of the Spanish golden a g e 1 2 . 

A s can b e judged from the significant passage cited from the 
«Museo del discreto», Gracián preferred sententious and didactic 
literature written in a concise or laconic style. T h e emblem meets 

9 See M. ROMERA-NAVARRO, Estudios sobre Gracián (Austin, 1 9 5 0 ) , 1 1 - 1 4 . 
10 A. G. REICHENBERGER, Hispanic Review, X V I I ( 1 9 4 9 ) , 1 1 9 - 1 2 6 in a review of 

W e r n e r K r a u s s , Graciáns Lebenslehre (Frankfur t , 1 9 4 7 ) . 
11 Consult t h e impor t an t s t udy by Professor José Manue l BLECUA, «El estilo d e 

'E l Cri t icón ' de Gracián», Archivo de Filología Aragonesa, I , serie B , Zaragoza, 
1 9 4 5 , 7 - 3 2 and the in t roduc tory essay by Professor H u g o F R I E D R I C H to Criticón, oder 
Uber die allgemeinen Easier des Mertschen, H a m b u r g , Rowohl ts Klass ike - , 1957. 

12 On another occasion, I h o p e to d i scuss t he lack of emphas i s on the «visual» 
in t he composi t ion of the imagery i n the work of Gracián. Gracián, also, for exam­
ple , men t ions re la t ively few pa in t e r s and pays l i t t le a t tent ion to t he plas t ic and 
visual a r t s . The except ion is of course h is reference to H i e r o n i m u s B O S C H , ob­
viously due to our au tho r ' s p reoeupa t ion wi th the gro tesque . See the r e m a r k s by 
X . DE SALAS, «El Giorgione en Gracián», Estudios dedicados a Menéndez Pidal, 
V I , 547-556. 
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all these requirements . Usually composed of a motto, pictorial de­
vice, and verse, many of which are epigrams, the emblem embodies 
also other characteristics which Gracian admired. T h e emblem is 
enigmatic, erudite, mysterious, r econd i t e ; it contains a moral of 
bo th individual and universal nature and application, all qualities 
which Gracián recommended and cherished both stylistically and in­
tellectually. Fortunately, in the case of Gracián, we have among 
his writings, a technical work, a treatise on rhetoric, a work which 
expresses his aesthetic and his literary theories. It is the Agudeza 
y arte de ingenio. An examination of the Agudeza reveals that the 
intellectual and stylistic characteristics and qualities ment ioned abo­
ve are vital and key elements and ingredients of agudeza. Let us 
examine the following passages from the Agudeza, which should 
he lp us to clarify his posi t ion; Gracián admires «lo misterioso». 

quien dice misterio, dice preñez, verdad escondida y recón-
dida, y toda noticia que cuesta, es más es t imada y gustosa. 

(P. 80) 

O r the following passage : 

sobre todo, cuando la semejanza va realzada con el miste­
rio, y se le da salida con una grave y sentenciosa ponderación, 
es el triunfo de esta agudeza . . . 

(P. 104) 

Grac ián expresses himself concerning «lo escondido» or «lo recón-
dido» as follows: 

Cuanto más escondida la razón, y que cuesta más, hace más 
estimado el concepto, despiér tase con el reparo la atención, 
solicítase la curiosidad, luego lo exquisito d e la solución de­
sempeña sazonadamente el mis ter io 1 3 . 

(P. 83) 

Concerning «lo difícil», Gracián makes the following representat ive 
s ta tements : 

La verdad, cuanto más dificultosa, es más agradable , y el 
conocimiento que cuesta, es más est imado. 

(P. 85) 

1 3 Cf. a lso t he following p a s s a g e : «Cuanto m á s recóndi ta la razón del desem­
peño , es m á s b ien recibida por e rudi ta , y q u e arguye la g r an persp icac ia del in­
gen io (Agudeza, 90-91). 
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Siempre es menes ter que haya r epa ro en lo que sé propo­
ne y que parezca dificultoso, para que la r azón salga más y 
c a m p e e 1 4 . 

(p. 153) 

W e have already ment ioned Gracián ' s insistence on and admiration 
of the sententious a n d moral quality of a work of art. This explains 
his numerous references to Seneca a n d Tacitus, his praise for the 
apologue as a form a n d his high esteem of Juan Manuel and the Con­
de Lucanor15. 

T h e emblem, lending itself to both personal a n d universal appli­
cation, but expressed through an agent —motto, picture, epigram— 
serves as a cloak, a mask, a disguise. Admirat ion for this quality is 
clearly reflected in Grac ián ' s extreme preoccupat ion with the pro­
b lem of «ser» versus «parecer», «Sein u n d Schein», reality versus 
illusion, or appea rance . 

Créeme dezía el enano— que todo passa en imagen, y aun 
e n imaginación, en esta v ida ; hasta essa casa del saber toda 
ella es aparencia . 

(Criticón, II, 200) 

sobre todo, el hazer parecer las cosas, que es el arte d e las 
ar tes . 

(Ibid., I, 219) 

Válese de la conversión o transposición d e las cosas común­
mente , t ransformando las cosas en otras d e lo que parecen, 
y cuando tercia la malicia crítica, es más agradable . 

(Agudeza, 128) 

14 Cf. «Las cues t iones s ingulares suelen j u n t a r s e con m u c h o artificio con las 
ficciones, p a r a m á s dificultad, y cuan to m á s se va e n r e d a n d o la sal ida y respues­
t a , en tonces es m á s gus tosa y se e s t ima m á s , po r lo q u e t i ene d e desempeño» 
(Ibid., 212). Concerning the «en igmat ic» : «La a lusión con su en igmát ico artificio, 
pa rece que r e m e d a la locución y la sut i leza angélica» (Ibid., p . 235); as for «lo 
e r u d i t o » : «Ni sólo s i rve la erudic ión p a r a e l confirmar y p robar , s ino p a r a e l 
c o m e n z a r con sub l imidad y aceptación» (Ibid., p . 270). I t is i n th i s con tex t («De 
la docta erudic ión y de las fuentes de que se saca») t h a t Gracián s t a t e s : «Los 
emb lemas , jeroglíficos, apólogos, e m p r e s a s , son la pedre r ía prec iosa al oro del 
fino discurr i r» . 

15 F o r t h e r e l a t ionsh ip of the apologue and fable to the emblem, see Georges 
C o u t o n , La poétique de La Fontaine (París , 1957). 
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One should disguise the truth, as fot example with an allegory or 
a p a r a b l e : 

El ordinario modo de disfrazar la verdad pa ra mejor insinuar­
la sin contraste, es el de las parábolas y alegorías. 

(Ibid., 256) 

It is in this connection that Gracián reveals his great admiration 
for Mateo A l e m á n ; he does not mention him as the author of a 
picaresque nove l ; he mentions him as a great stylist, and when h e 
cites passages from Guzmán de Alfarache, he refers to an interpola­
ted tale or parab le , such as twice in the Agudeza to the one of «Ver­
dad versus Mentira», Truth versus Illusion. 

Bearing in mind what we have said so far, we can perhaps un­
derstand Grac ián ' s great es teem for Alciato 's Emblemata, why he 
placed it in the position, company, a n d hierarchy in which w e find 
it, and why he recommends the work as a model worth following. 
There is another key passage, a s ta tement corroborating the citation 
from the «Museo del discreto» on which we insisted so much. Con­
sidering the stylistic, aesthetic, and intellectual qualities Gracián ad­
mires, Alciato 's Emblemata is classified with works which have a 
common denominator and quality for the great author whom we 
commemora te and honor t o d a y : 

A un mismo blanco de la filosófica verdad, asestaron todos 
los sabios, aunque por diferentes rumbos d e la invención y 
agudeza. Homero con sus epopeyas , Esopo con sus fábulas, 
Séneca con sus sentencias, Ovidio con sus metamorfosis, Juve­
nal con sus sátiras. Pitágoras con sus enigmas, Luciano con sus 
diálogos, Alciato con sus emblemas, Erasmo con sus refranes, 
el Bocalino con sus alegorías y el príncipe don Manuel con sus 
cuentos. La semejanza es el fundamento de toda la invención 
fingida y la translación d e lo mentido a lo verdadero es el 
alma de esta agudeza ; propónese la fábula, emblema, o alego­
ría, y aplícase por la ajustada conveniencia. 

(Ibid., p . 257) 




