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mine alone”, one can understand what Carolyn Dinshaw (1999) means when she refers to 

the creation of “queer communities across time and space”. As she claims, readers can “get 

medieval” by forming communities through partial connections across time, organized 

around shared interests, events or causes. By wearing the symbol of the Anarcha-feminism 

movement, the Purple Knight is taking part in a community that will come long after her 

time with which she shares, nonetheless, a common aim: to question and to break the 

hetero-patriarchal system. 

Understanding the body as a set of historical possibilities, not predetermined by any 

“interior essence” but capable of agency and determination, leads Rosa Montero to create a 

protagonist and narrator with a fluid gender identity. If, as proposed by Judith Butler 

(1988: 520), humans are not born male or female, but her or his identity is shaped by 

discursive practices that take place throughout life and are open to possible changes, it 

becomes understandable that “identity” – and in this case “gender identity” – is a 

construction that can be both deconstructed and reconstructed. The ultimate power of 

gender identity is its intrinsic plasticity, the fact that it can be reshaped anew according to 

the circumstances. As we have seen, in the first part of the novel, Leola learns how to fight 

and how to behave in order to be recognized as a man: “Mientras estuve aprendiendo a 

combatir con el Maestro, intenté adquirir gestos y maneras de varón: para sentarme, para 

caminar, para mover las manos. Además hablo siempre en voz baja y susurrante, en el 

registro más grave que puedo extraer de mi garganta (Montero 2005: 111)”.12 Leola’s 

successful performance as a male reveals that maleness itself is somewhat fragile. As Nicole 

Robilotta (2018: 15) cleverly asks: “If women can just change clothes, get a sunburn, and 

assume the socially more powerful position of manhood, what happens to the privilege of 

being male?”. 

Gender is, even so, a performance with clear punitive consequences. To assume the 

masculine gender and to be recognized as a male knight means to disguise female physical 

attributes as much as possible. Queerness emerges from the evident tortured disjunction 

between body and spirit that she enacts, as well as from her singular status within the 

medieval context. This tension is often expressed by the protagonist when she says: “mi 
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cuerpo virginal, atrapado dentro de los ropajes de caballero” (Montero 2005: 76) or “este 

pobre cuerpo prisionero, que pugna por salir y derramarse” (idem: 229). It can perhaps be 

argued that the gender binary continues to be reinforced, taking into account that Leola 

never fully assumes a hybrid, queer identity as her own. As it becomes clear, even though 

she tries to embody a bigender identity, she perceives herself as strange, showcasing the 

problematic relationship between the “virginal” female body and the shining and powerful 

male armor. 

The story plays with gender and sexuality yet further, when Duchess Dhuoda tries to 

seduce Leo. By explicitly suggesting a lesbian sexual scene, Rosa Montero is subverting the 

expectations of normative sexuality in a setting so heavily associated with the catholic 

hetero-normative-based system of sexuality as the medieval one.13 It also proves that often 

the disguise not only alters and subverts socially given gender roles as it also confuses and 

redefines sexuality: 

 

Dhuoda alarga la mano y roza mi boca con los pétalos de rosa, para hacerme callar. Luego me agarra 

por la cintura con el otro brazo y tira de mi hacía ella. Continúa sentada sobre la alta cama y su rostro 

está a la altura de mi pecho. 

– Duquesa… 

– ¿Quieres volar conmigo Leo? No hace falta subirse a las almenas… Podría untar miel de cantárida en 

mis labios… y podrías comerla de mi boca. 

– […] No puedo hacerlo, Dhuoda. Y, además, ¡vos sois la Dama Blanca! 

La Duquesa ríe. 

– Claro que lo soy. ¿Y eso qué importa? Dime, mi buen Leo… ¿por qué no puedes hacerlo? ¿Porque no 

te gusto? ¿O acaso tienes miedo de que descubra tu verdadero cuerpo? 

Callo, consternada. 

– Mi querida Leo, mi linda guerrera… ¿acaso creías que me tenías engañada? Hace tiempo sueño con 

tus ojos azules… y con las suaves y redondas formas que se ocultan bajo tu cota de malla. (Montero 

2005: 137) 

 

4.  

Both El rapto del Santo Grial and Historia del Rey Transparente relate in more than 

one occasion to the story of Le Roman de Silence, a thirteenth-century Arthurian roman by 
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Heldris of Cornwall discovered only in the twentieth-century. The medieval narrative 

depicts the Nature vs Nurture debate – both personified as women – allegorically addressed 

through the main character: Silence is the daughter of Candor and Eufemie of Cornwall, 

raised as a male in order to be eligible to lawfully inherit the family fortune by 

circumventing King Ebain’s misogynistic inheritance laws. 

Even though Silence’s escape from daily female life is only temporary, it is this 

decision that fuels the fictional possibilities of the whole story, as it also happens with Leola 

and, to a lesser extent, with the Purple Knight. Ultimately, transvestism is necessary for the 

acquisition of power and recognition in the medieval public sphere. All three of them 

occupy, for some time, a third space, a space for resistance. Because the signifiers of 

heroism, strength and virtue are understood as masculine, the masculinization, and 

therefore, the cross-dressing of the female characters is what allows them to thrive and to 

have a voice (at least for a while). 

Echoing, yet again, the story of the transparent king, Silence asks “Who am I then?” (l. 

2532); a question answered in the end, as Jane Tolmie (2009: 15) points out, “with silence”: 

 

La vertés nel puet consentir 

Que jo vos puissce rien mentir, 

Ne jo n’ai soig mais de taisir. 

Faites de moi vostre plaisir. (ll. 6624-27) 

 

[Truth does not permit me 

to keep anything from you, 

nor do I care to keep silent any longer. 

Do with me what you will.  (ll. 6624-27)]14 

 

With a classical fairy tale ending, Heldris of Cornwall sets the world back on a 

straight line, with men and women settling back into their nature-mandated roles. The 

conservative ending of the roman – the revealing of Silence’s femininity and her forced 

marriage to King Ebain – could be read as undercutting the implicit subversive message. 

Yet, we should consider Silence as a representation of the systematic refusal of univocal 

213 
 



Ana Rita Gonçalves Soares 

 

N.º 39 – 12/ 2018 | 201-220 – ISSN 2183-2242 | http:/dx.doi.org/10.21747/21832242/litcomp39a13 
  

meaning (Bloch 1986: 88) and, as Jane Tolmie (2009: 14) argues, understand that “[…] the 

characters within the poem, draw our attention to issues of gender performance in such a 

manner as to render it impossible for the poem’s conservative ending to unsay or undo (to 

silence) the main body of the romance”. Indeed, several critics have disregarded the option 

of a literal interpretation of the text, by emphasizing the layers of irony the romance depicts 

when addressing femininity and masculinity. Despite the numerous punning comments 

about how it is desirable for women to be silent, it is certain that Le Roman de Silence 

indulges in an ironic presentation of medieval perception of a “natural social order”, 

inviting its contemporary readers to question rigidly defined gender roles and to criticize 

expectations of hyper-masculine (and overly preformed) chivalric culture. 

 

5.  

Understanding the process by which the Middle Ages are constructed as a discourse 

– which is often used to address the concerns of another time – showcases the problematic 

relation between queer and medievalism that Kathleen Coyne Kelly and Tison Pugh refer to 

when they re-signify the famous title of Jean-François Lyotard’s The Condition of 

Postmodernity: 

 

In combining these terms – queer and medievalism – we take as a premise that [post]modernity is a 

“condition” (to borrow from Lyotard), a condition characterized by an elaborate and conflicted 

preoccupation with the past, and therefore deserving of interrogation. (Kelly/ Pugh 2009: 1) 

 

As we have seen so far, El rapto del Santo Grial and Historia del Rey Transparente 

testify that queer potential emerges when playing with a frequently inaccurate and 

simplified understanding of gender, as the foundations of gendered identities are rendered 

unstable, sometimes unrecognizable, in the interaction between the medieval and the 

postmodern. 

The stories repeatedly question and subvert the meaning of gender and sexuality, 

pointing out to the limits of their enactments and inviting critics to investigate the limits of 

binary systems such as male/ female, language/ silence, medieval/[post]modern. In El 
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rapto del Santo Grial, King Arthur is a lustful old man, exhausted and unreliable, a pathetic 

figure. From the beginning, the readers realize that the story indulges in a parodistic re-

imagining of King Arthur’s traditional role and the virility associated with it. In this world of 

Arthurian adventure, the cultural value of masculinity is taken to such an extreme that 

readers are forced to understand it as a contestation of the hetero-patriarchal system, 

proving further its unstable and peculiar foundations. While Paloma Díaz-Mas uses the 

medieval setting to ferociously and humorously deprecate the cult of masculinity, Rosa 

Montero uses a topos with the same symbolism to emphasize a message of female 

empowerment. Against all odds, a young girl manages to successfully take the masculine 

knight’s identity – supporting Judith Butler’s understanding of gender as merely a social 

construction and not a biological mandate – and, in doing so, to subvert the foundations of 

the “natural social order” of the medieval system, as Silence did before her. 

As it so often occurs in postmodern fictional representations of the Middle Ages 

(Soares 2016), in reconstructing a heavily hierarchical and hetero-patriarchal structure as 

the medieval one, authors use metafictional techniques that enhance the readers’ adhesion 

to a critical view of what is being told. When Paloma Díaz-Mas and Rosa Montero play with 

the collective imaginary and with the expectations of the readers by queering the past, the 

authors establish unexpected connections between now and then, highlighting the need to 

change medieval cultural discourses of gender that prevail in contemporary society. As 

Elizabeth Ordóñez (1991: 152) notices: “if we chuckle at Arthur’s distorted values and 

bewilderment, we find ourselves laughing subversively at the perversity of our own 

culture’s dominant values”. 
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NOTAS 

                                                 
1 With special gratitud to Professor Bradley Epps for his guidance, and well as to both of my supervisors, 

Professor Rebeca Sanmartín and Paulo Pereira, for their comments and suggestions. This article was written 

as part of a PhD project funded by the Government of Spain, according to the resolution of August 5, 2016, 

through a FPU pre-doctoral research contract with the Universidad Complutense de Madrid. 

2 This seems more a time for questions and proposals than for defining statements. After all queer – although 

it failed to do so – was put forward to challenge and break apart conventional categories, not to become one 

itself. Therefore, we use here the expression “queer Middle Ages” referring to a flexible space, a “site of 

permanent becoming” (Jagose 1996: 56) and a space of continuous re-analysis of Western cultural themes. 

3 Contemporary queer theorists such as Lee Edelman, Judith Halberstam and Katheryn Boyd Stockton have 

encouraged flexible notions of temporality that move beyond the normative and progressive linear notion of 

time. 

4 Note that Pelinor’s name echoes the one of the antagonist of the late 14th-century Middle English chivalric 

romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 

5The disregard for the Romantic idealization of the past – and for the Romantic notion of “writing” as a 

sublime activity – is exemplified when Paloma Díaz-Mas explains in an interview that “escribo porque me lo 

paso bien escribiedo y, como no me parece que la misión del escritor sea transcendente, no tengo ninguna 

ambición de que eso quede por los siglos de los siglos como llegado al Universo” (Díaz-Mas/ Diéguez 1988: 

80). 

6 Note that the verb “acabar” means in Spanish “to finish/ to end”. The toponym “castelo de Acabarás”, 

therefore plays with the idea that the knight’s journey will end in “Acabarás”, in the end. 

7 Santa Águeda (Saint Agatha) is a Christian saint and virgin martyr that lived between 231 AD and 251 AD. 

Saint Agatha is often depicted iconographically contemplating her excised breasts on a platter in her hands, as 

in, for instance, Bernardino Luini's Saint Agatha (XVI century). According to the legend, she was imprisoned 

by Quintianus for her Christian faith. While in prison, she was submitted to torture, including having her 

breasts cut off with pincers. Paloma Díaz-Mas clearly makes this reference aware of the symbolic meaning of 

the breasts when it comes to gender recognition: in order to become a knight, the young girl needs to disguise 

hers, hoping not to be perceived as a woman. 

8 Perceval is shipwrecked and Lanzarote is killed by the simple woodsman. 

9 The legend is presented as being part of a manuscript kept at the Universidade de Coimbra and found by a 

scholar called Nuria Labari. 
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10 The female-to-male disguise motif is frequent in medieval literature (Hotchkiss 1996). 

11 The scene when the young Pelinor kills his lover reinforces the symbolic relation between, on the one hand, 

the phallus and the sword and, on the other hand, between the scabbard and the vagina: “La espada entró 

bien, hasta la empuñadura, tan fácilmente como si se introdujera en la vaina. Pero no sangró la carne porque 

una vez el caballero había envainado la espada de Arturo y habían manado de su vientre unas gotas de sangre; 

y desde entonces sólo sangraba el vientre del caballero en las noches de luna nueva” (Díaz-Mas 1984: 62-63). 

Likewise, when the Caballero de la Verde Oliva arrives to the castle and finds Blancaniña, the girl tells him: “me 

llena de alegría la visión de una lanza tan inhiesta como la tuya [...] tu lanza ha de cumplir bien su cometido y 

que ninguna dama a cuyo servicio la pusieres quedaría enojada o poco satisfecha” (idem: 72). 

12 Later on – in a parallel description where the verb “to learn” seems to confirm the performative nature of 

gender – Duchess Dhuoda will teach Leola how to be a lady: “Por su parte, Dhuoda está empeñada en 

enseñarme a mí los modos refinados de las damas. […] Dhuoda me explica cómo tengo que sentarme y 

agacharme, cómo he de mantener el cuello al mismo tiempo erguido y un poco arqueado, cómo debo mover la 

falda […]” (Montero 2005: 140). 

13 In a similar situation to the one experienced by Duchess Dhuoda and Leo, Queen Eufeme from Le Roman de 

Silence develops a sexual interest in Silence, but her attempts are not successful. When Silence rejects 

Eufeme’s sexual advances, she accuses Silence of homosexuality and rape, and demands revenge from King 

Evan on her (ll. 4146-47). Regarding the queen’s accusations of homosexuality, note that – unlike in Rosa 

Montero’s book – Eufeme is accusing Silence unaware that she is a biological female disguised as a male 

knight. 

14 All quotations are taken from Sarah Roche-Mahdi’s edition and translation Silence: A Thirteenth Century 

French Romance. 




