
Almerique de Narbona: 
Ballad, Epic, History 

Samuel G. Armistead and Joseph H . Silverman 
(with a musical transcription by Israel J. Katz) 

1 N THE EXTENSIVE collection of Judeo-Spanish folk
literature which we have broughl togcther over !he 
past thirty years, there are severa! versions of a bai
lad (romance) from Salonika (Greece) 1ha1 begins 
with four enigmatic verses. The most complete ren
dition reads as follows: 

Aquel conde y aquel conde, 
en la mar sea '> U fin, 

2 armó armas y galeas 
y para Fransia quijo ir. 

Las armó del todo punto 
y las echó adientro del sangí. 

4 El sangí, como era estrecho, 
no las pudía él sofrir .... ' 

The narrative reflected here is somewhat less than 
transparent: A count, object of an imprecation thac 

'The bailad "ª' \ung by M". b1hcr Varsano Ha"id, 65 
ycars old, and collcclcd by S.G.A. and J.H.S., in Van Nuy' 
(California), Augus1 20, 1957. For lhe bibliography of 01her 
Judeo-Spanish versions, see Armistead and Silvcrman ( 1971 :66; 
1981 :74). The ver\es studied herc ~rve as a prologue 10 a com· 
bination or '"º other narralivcs: Ronl"l!SVolles + Bodas en 
Pun\. A dc1ailcd study oí this ami 01hcr Judeo-Spanish ballads 
dcrivcd from Old f rcnch ,·hamons de ¡¡este "ill appear in our 
fonhcoming book (with hracl J. Ka11), Folkliteruture o/ tire 
Sephurd1c Jew}, Vol. 111: J11deo-Spar11rlr Balladsfrom Oral Tru
d11wn: Curolmi:1un Bulluds (IJ {Ber~clc) los Angele<> 1 ondon: 
U111\ersi1> oí Cahforma Pre~s lm prcssl). Concermng our bai
lad collection, \ce Arml\lcaJ. Silvcrman, and Ka11 (1986:4 19). 

Copyrighl !<J 1989 by hracl J. Ka11. Ali righl\ rcscrvcd. 

he ~hould perish in lhe sea, fil~ out a great flecl (in 
othcr vcrsions: "naves y galeas"), sets out for 
France, and (commands his forces to) entcr the 
[rivcr?) sa11gí(elscwherc: sangir, sanguí), but il is 100 
narrow 10 accommodate ali hi~ ships. The seemingly 
jumblcd Judco-Spanish verscs-the only vcstige lo 
survive anywherc in modern oral tradition-are clar
ified by the first five verses of thc poem's sixleenth
century Spanish congener, the bailad of Benal
menique or Almerique de Narbona, firsl printed in 
Mari in Nucio's Cancionero de romances (Antwerp, 
1550). Here the Sultan of Babylon ( = Cairo)-may 
God pcrsecutc him and bring him to abad end!
fils out 60,000 ships and galleons and attacks thc city 
of Narbonne, where the fleet drops anchor in the 
por! of San Gil (lhus clarifying our mysterious and 
otherwise meaningless songír). Count Benalmenique 
is then captured by the Muslims and, mortally 
wounded, is subjected to humiliation and torture: 

Del Soldan de Babilonia 
dcssc os quiero dcLir 

2 que le de dios mala vida 
y a la postre peor fin 

armo naues y galeras 
passan de sesscnta mil 

4 para yr a combatir 
a Narbona la gentil 

alla \ an a echar ancoras 
alla al puerto de sant Gil 
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6 catiuado han al conde 
al conde Benalmenique 

descienden lo de vna torre 
caualgan lo en vn rocin 

8 la cola le dan por riendas 
por mas deshonrrado yr 

cient acotes dan al conde 
y otros tantos al rocin 

10 al roein porque anduuiesse 
y al conde por lo rendir. 

La condessa desque lo supo 
salese lo a recebir 

12 pesa rne de vos señor 
conde de veros assi 

dare yo por vos el conde 
las doblas sesenta mil 

14 y sino bastaren conde 
a Narbona la gentil 

Si esto no bastare et conde 
a tres hijas que yo pari 

16 yo las pariera buen conde 
y vos las vuistes en mi 

y sino bastare conde 
señor vedes me aqui a mi 

18 Muchas mercedes condessa 
por vuestro tan buen dezir 

no dedes por mi señora 
tan solo vn rnarauedi 

20 heridas tengo de muerte 
de ellas no puedo guarir 

a dios a dios la condessa 
que ya me mandan yr de aqui 

22 vayades con dios el conde 
y con la gracia de san Gil 

dios os lo eche en suerte 
a esse Roldan Paladin.' 

The exact relationship of medieval epic poetry to 
the Hispanic Romancero is onc of the most vexed 
qucstions of Hispano-Medievalism. For revisionist 
nco-individualist criticism, the relationship, if indeed 
it exists, is argued to be dubious and ill-defined.' Far 
neo-traditionalists, on the other hand, thcre can be 
no doubt whatsoever about the direct, genetic con
nection between epic and bailad in an oral
traditional continuum that stretches from the high 

' Rodríguez- Moñino (1967:318); for laler prinlings: 
Rodriguez-Moñono (1973- 1978: 11, 403). 

'See, íor example, Cummins (1970:368); Sm11h (1972:xvii); 
Wright (1985-1986). 

Middle Ages up to modern times.• In the specific 
case of the Almerique bailad, Menéndez Pida! has 
demonstrated the Spanish song's close affinilies to 
the late twelfth-century French epic poem, Mort Ay
meri de Narbonne. ' Not onty do batlad and epic 
coincide, in this case, in multiple narrative features 
and even in verbal similarities, but the specific pas
sagcs of Mort Aymeri reflected in the bailad also 
rhyme in i-e or i (in agrcement with the romance's 
í). Compare, for cxample, the following verses 
devoted to the departure of the flect-"nés ... et 
galies" (=naves y galeras)-of the "amiral [de) 
Babiloine" ( =soldán de Babilonia) and its arrival at 
lhe port of Narbonne: 

690 Quant Sarrazin orent lar nés garnics, 
Ascz i rnctcnl pain et vin et farine, 
Et char saléc et autrc manantie, 
Hauberz et clmes et espées forbies, 
Destriers de garde et bons murs de Sutie. 

695 Quant ce fu chose, que ti nés sont garnies, 
Tréent lor ancre, si ont drecié lor sigle. 
En mer s'enpaignen1, quant la 1erre ont 

guerpie; 
Braient cil or et cil broon gla1issen1, 
Rechanenl mur et cil destrier henissen1. 

700 Cil espervier sor ces perches s'escrien1 , 
Sonent cil cor, cil olifant bondissent; 
Hau1e mer covrent de lanternes esprises. 
Bons fu li venz qui droi1emen1 les guie, 
Dcsoz Ncrbone a droit porl les arive. 

705 Paiene jenl ne s'esmoiercm mie, 
Lor ancrc jelent, si abesscnl lor sigle, 
Vestent hauberz, el les elmcs scsirenl; 
Si sont issu des nés el des galies .... • 

The bailad and i1s epic source lhus agrcc, not only 
in essentiat narra1ive details, but also sometirnes in 
1hcir rhyrne as well. lt would, then, sccrn difficult, 
if no1 impossible, 10 claim-in the intercst of neo
posi1ivis1 1heory- 1hat 1hesc two texts are not inti
mately and genetically related and, by extension, of 
course, 1hat the epic and bailad gcnres do no1 con
stitute a single continuous tradi1ion da1ing from 
medieval times. In this bricf Sephardic fragment, as 
in many another case, we hcar no1 only lhe samc 
words (naves y galeas/ nés et galies). bul evcn the 
same rhymes of thc medieval epic as 1hey have sur-

'For 1he nco-tradi1ionali\t po\illon, \ee Armi;1cad (1979-
1980; 1981; 1986-1987). 

' Menéndez Pidal (1953: 1, 257-258). 
•Courayc du Pare (1884:30 31). On Mort Aymm . ..ce Riqucr 

(1968: 125-126, 166). 
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vivcd in living oral tradition and have come cchoing 
acro~s the ccnturies down evcn to the present day. 

Thc enigmatic detail of the sangfr (=puerto de 
San Gil), cmbodied in the J udco-Spanish vcrsion, 
suggests yet another feature-unno1iced until 
now-that binds the Spanish song incontestably to 
its epie congener and to an exclusively medieval 
historical context. Here an obscure historical datum 
\\ill come to the aid of neo-traditionalisl criticism: 
Throughout the early Middlc Agcs and, indced, 
since Roman times, Narbonnc was a bus1ling, pros
perous seaport, whose cxcellcnt harbor catered to a 
diversified commercc from far-flung cmporia 
throughout thc Meditcrranean. For a variety o f rea
son~. the city's fortuncs began to decline in thc early 
1300's, but the final blOI" which was to destroy Nar
bonne as a seaport and international trading ccnter 
can be daled very prcciscly. In 1320, a dikc on thc 
Rivcr Aude gave way and diverted the rivcr's coursc 
so that, within a fe"' years, the once thriving harbor 
was silte<l up and rcndercd quite impracticable to 
sea borne t raffic: 

le grand barrage de Salleles-sur-Aude a éié emporté, e1 
le ílcuve, quillant brusquemenr son ancíen lit, a délaissé 
Narbonne, et ~·est écoulé tout cnricr dans la direcrion de 
Cour~an et de l'étang de Vendres, qu'il n'a pas aban
donée depuis. La ville de Narbonnc pcrdit alor5 presquc 
subitcmem le pcu d'importance commcrciale qu'ellc avait 
conscrvée, et la stagnarion des eaux aurour de la ville ne 
tarda pas a engcmlrer une insalubrité de~ plus dan
gercu\CS .... Les dcrnicr~ restes de ~on commcrcc furent 
anéantis. ' 

Hcrc, then, history lcnds support to philology. 
Thc consisten! agreernents in contcnt and rhyme bc
twcen Mor/ Aymeri and our Hispanic bailad provc 
beyond doubt thc genetic relationship of the two 
texts, but thcy are further reinforced by the histor
ical cireumstanee of the collapse of thc dike on thc 
Audc in 1320 and, in consequence, the sudtlen and 
definitivc obsolesccncc of Narbonne's harbor. In 
alluding to Narbonnc as a functional seaport, our 
sixteenth-ccnt ury H ispanic bailad perpetuatcs thc 
distinctivc medieval conditions cvoked in the chan-

' Lcnthéric ( 1889:236). For more on 1hc collapse of thc Audc 
dike, \Ce Carbone! (1954: 17 18, 191). SI. Gilc,, a popular 
saint throughout Wcs1crn Europe and particularly in Southern 
France, was also an importan! figure in epic tradition. though 
he" no1 ment1oned 1n our bailad'' ep1c \Ource and we ha\ e not 
found his namc specifically arplied to thc port of Narbonne. 
For more on Si. Giles in thc French cpic. see Bédicr ( 1926-
1929: 1, 4 16 417; 111, 355- 359; 381; 1v. 409-410): Pari> and Bo\ 
(1881:"i- xvii); Lejeunc (1960-1963:340 341, n. 6); Jenkin' 
(1924:153-154). 

son de geste, conditions that could not havc bccn in 
cffect after thc fim year5 of thc fourtcenth century. 

ro Profc"or Ruhcll M. S1cvcmon. who'c hrilhant 'cholar· 
;hip ha' contributcd 'º much 10 our undcrnanding of carl)' 
Spani\h mu\ic, "e dcdicalc rhi' ;mall examplc of balladic ar
chacolog)' ª'a 'inccre c•pre\'100 of unbounded adnurat1on. 
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