The Ballad of the Damsel Warrior was the focus of my research this summer, which tells the tale of a young woman determined to defend her family honor by going to battle, dressed as a male.  This particular tale is highly representative of dozens of ancient Spanish oral narratives that revolve around false appearances.  After collecting a variety of scholarly resources at the National Library of Spain and from libraries in the United States, I was able to defend the thesis that the ballad tradition is indeed theatrical in nature; costuming, in particular, is a key element in the visual and ideological impact of the tradition.  On November 2, 2001 this work will be presented in Atlanta, Georgia, at the Conference on Parody and Imitation.  All papers presented there will be considered for publication

in an interdisciplinary, scholarly journal.  If this work does not appear in the journal produced at the University of Georgia, it will be submitted to Romance Philology or Romance Notes for publication.  The theme of parody and imitation as integral part of historical power discourses in everyday culture applies well to the Spanish ballad tradition.  False appearances are a commonplace tool in this genre for both affirming and questioning the status quo, especially where gender roles are concerned.


This research endeavor also required some delving into anthropological theories.  Part of my thesis is that the voice is a tool of empowerment; it blends with the norm of costuming and false appearances to keep the ballad tradition alive.  Of course, voice is the very substance of any orally-transmitted genre.  Furthermore, the Ballad of the Damsel Warrior is overwhelmingly dialogue-based, with characters either trying to conceal or discover a secret housed by their counterparts.  C.M. Bowra's important work, Primitive Song, explains that since the earliest civilizations humans have used disguises combined with gesture and voice to exert power and

control over their surroundings.  This theory was central to my summer

research.  The medieval period in Spain uses the same techniques as the

most primitive of cultures, not to control weather or success in hunt, but rather, to question power structures and to help the oppressed achieve honor or overcome socially-imposed boundaries.


In her book   _Drama and Resistance_, the author states, "by styling freedom of fashion choice as deviant -- counterfeit, unnatural, excessive, and inordinate -- these discourses seized the rhetorical and ideological high ground, marking violators of the norms they espoused as social monsters and underminers of the common good" (21).  In the five dozen versions of the ballad that I examined, the damsel warrior is rescued from the horrible fate of being such a ‘social monster' by being discovered in her deceptive scheme.  Her femaleness, despite the cropped hair and bound breasts, escapes through her eyes, which themselves ultimately defy the role of the costume.  However, with every singing of her tale, the damsel warrior rises once again to shatter the barriers that cloister her into female submission.  Thus, through the power of voice, the indomitable human desire to control one's surroundings, and through human imagination, she

prevails.
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