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Baroque Lorca: An Archaist Playwright for the New Stage defines Federico García Lorca’s trajectory in the theater as a lifelong search for an audience. It studies a wide range of dramatic writings that Lorca created for the theater, in direct response to the conditions of his contemporary industry, and situates the theory and praxis of his theatrical reform in dialogue with other modernist renovators of the stage. This book makes special emphasis on how Lorca engaged with the tradition of Spanish Baroque, in particular with Cervantes and Calderón, to break away from the conventions of the illusionist stage. The five chapters of the book analyze Lorca’s different attempts to change the dynamics of the Spanish stage from 1920 to his assassination in 1936: His initial incursions in the arenas of symbolist and historical drama (The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, Mariana Pineda); his interest in puppetry (The Billy-Club Puppets and In the Frame of Don Cristóbal) and the two ‘human’ farces The Shoemaker’s Prodigious Wife and The Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden; the central piece in his project of ‘impossible’ theater (The Public); his most explicitly political play, one that takes the violence to the spectators’ seats (The Dream of Life) and his three plays adopting, an altering, the contemporary formula of ‘rural drama’ (Blood Wedding, Yerma and The House of Bernarda Alba).
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Note on Translations


Excerpts from Lorca’s letters, public speeches and press interviews are taken from the third volume of his Obras completas, edited by Miguel García-Posada (Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg-Círculo de Lectores, 1996). This book is cited in the text as Obras. The translation of excerpts from Obras is mine in collaboration with Hunter Lang and Tara Riley, and the same applies to all quoted sources originally in Spanish and not available in English translation.

Quotes from Lorca’s plays are from published English translations with the exception of the fragments pertaining to El maleficio de la mariposa (The Butterfly’s Evil Spell). In this case, I provide my translation from Piero Menarini’s critical edition of the text (1999).





Introduction


In the late 1920s, Federico García Lorca found himself fighting the public perception that he was the quintessential Andalusian poet of Spanish modernism, the author of a distinctive kind of popular poetry that gave voice to the underrepresented Romani people of Southern Spain. As early as January 1927, still before the first edition of his triumphant book of poetry Gypsy Ballads (1928), Lorca had expressed his discomfort about what he perceived as a “gypsy myth” (Obras 940) that might damage his reputation in the long run. In a letter to his close friend and fellow poet Jorge Guillén, Lorca affirmed that the gypsies were for him “a literary theme, nothing else,” and added, in a very avant-gardist fashion, that he “could equally be a poet of sewing needles or hydraulic landscapes” (Obras 940). Lorca feared that his identification with the Romani culture would render what he thought was an unfair image of him as an “illiterate, uneducated” (Obras 940) artist. Also in 1927, only a few weeks after writing to Guillén, Lorca ended a letter to the influential leftist author José Bergamín with a postscript that asked him to “stop considering me a gypsy, a myth that is more harmful to me that you could know” (Obras 955). The sensational success of his Gypsy Ballads in 1928 only reinforced Lorca’s uneasiness about his public persona, and became a factor of importance in his decision to leave Spain in the summer of 1929 to initiate a nine-month stay in New York. This stay was followed by a three-month stay in Cuba before returning to Spain in June of 1930.

Lorca’s personal journey in New York has been recreated in full detail by his biographers Ian Gibson and Leslie Stainton, but the textual reconstruction of his surrealist poetry book Poet in New York is still something ‘in progress,’ ‘unfinished,’ as uncertain as the material condition of most of Lorca’s poetic and dramatic production. In a letter from January 1930 to his family, Lorca described Poet in New York, then in its final stage of completion, as “Something very intense, so intense that they will not understand it. It will provoke discussions and scandals” (Obras 1161, his emphasis). In New York, the author of the popular Gypsy Ballads adopted a typically modernist stance toward his art, one now conceived as both difficult and scandalous. Upon his return to Spain in the summer of 1930, until 1935, Lorca made numerous—and contradictory—allusions to his New York poetry book, to which he referred first with the title of New York and, later, Introduction to Death in letters, interviews and public speeches. Lorca finally began working with a typescript of Poet in New York in August 1935, exactly one year before his assassination, overseeing decisions involving the selection of poems as well as their arrangement in the book. Lorca had agreed to print Poet in New York with Árbol, the publishing branch of Bergamín’s avant-gardist magazine Cruz y Raya, but the Civil War brought the project to a halt and gave way to a sequence of editorial misadventures. In the summer of 1938, Bergamín intended to publish the book in Paris concurrently with a French translation by Paul Éluard. A French typist, with limited knowledge of Spanish,1 produced two copies of the typescript and also added annotations that Bergamín had brought with him when escaping the war in Spain. Spanish poet Juan Larrea, also in Paris, amended this copy. This ‘French’ copy, merged with the Madrid copy that Lorca had handed to Bergamín back in 1936, became the version of Poet in New York that Bergamín eventually published in Mexico City in 1940. Exiled in Mexico, following the victory of the Francoist army in 1939, Bergamín traveled to the United States and found a way to convince W.W. Norton to publish an English translation of Lorca’s posthumous poetry book. This translation, commissioned to Rolfe Humphries, a New York high school teacher, was based on the second, uncorrected Paris copy, and Humphries checked it against a number of New York poems that Lorca had published in literary magazines while alive.2

Due to the multiple inconsistencies plaguing the first edition of Lorca’s Poet in New York and its corresponding English translation, philological disputes ensued right after the publication of both texts in Mexico City and New York back in 1940. In 2013, seventy-three years after its first publication, a reconstructed edition of Poeta en Nueva York came out, thanks to the decades-long work of renowned Lorca scholar Andrew A. Anderson. It is still early to determine if the dozens of translations of Lorca’s book, in particular the English one, will be revised accordingly. However, even after Anderson’s edition, there is still an ongoing debate on the number and nature of a series of New York photographs that Lorca collected himself in 1929, originally intending to overcome the distinction between text and image in his book of poems (Herrera 108–20). The discussion surrounding what the ‘true’ version of Poet in New York is remains open. I believe that it will stay open indefinitely because of the ephemeral condition of Lorca’s writings, which consist of a wide range of artifacts notoriously affected by external elements. Lorca’s writings are comprised of lost and fragmented manuscripts, containing typographical errors and conflicting testimonies on his artistic plans. The incomplete state of his writings makes them irreducible to a pure and original state of unity.

This succinct review of the editorial afterlives of Lorca’s Poet in New York has intended to show to what extent incompleteness constitutes a main feature of Lorquian poetry, an aspect that has fueled editorial debates for decades up to this day. Incompleteness occupies an even more significant dimension when one abandons philological debates to focus instead on Lorca’s involvement in the theater, first as dramatic author in the 1920s and later as both playwright and director in the 1930s. To be more precise, the concept to be considered here is not incompleteness but, rather, ephemerality. Given the performative nature of theater, any kind of archeological approach to a particular set of practices of production and reception, in this case in the theatrical industry of interwar Spain, needs to acknowledge that the ephemeral nature of the theatrical event is not ultimately reducible to the restorative logic of the archive. While this is a non-controversial statement widely accepted by theater scholars and practitioners today, the international image of Lorca is still very much the result of the amalgamation of two interpretive strategies that ignore the obvious fact that his theater was inscribed in a specific performative and historical context. The first of these strategies consists of a text-centered approach that relies on thematic and symbolic analyses to explain the ‘universality’ of Lorca’s three agrarian tragedies (Blood Wedding, Yerma, and The House of Bernarda Alba). While Lorca’s tragedies are situated in the distinctively Catholic milieu of Southern Spain, we are told, the female characters in these plays embody the universal values of freedom and passion in contrast to repression and reason, respectively. These values are supposed to be represented by figures such as the Bride in Blood Wedding, Yerma in the homonymous play, and Adela, the youngest of Bernarda’s daughters, in The House of Bernarda Alba. I argue that this narrative relies on a transit from the local to the universal that simply bypasses the condition of being-for-the-theater of Lorca’s works. This is at the expense of ignoring crucial factors such as the fact that Lorca had to write roles for actress-managers to gain access to the industry or that he modeled his agrarian trilogy after the contemporary genre of the drama rural, which provided Lorca with a formula to adopt and alter in order to conquer the contemporary stage. The second strategy I want to point out here consists in explaining Lorca’s trajectory in the theater according to a teleological model that ultimately depends on the same tenets of biographic criticism that academics claim to have expelled from humanities departments decades ago. With a few exceptions, Lorca is routinely taught as a brilliant poet who, after a series of inconsequential dramatic attempts, eventually created a masterful trilogy of agrarian tragedies right before the fascists killed him in the early days of the Spanish Civil War in 1936.

The two interpretive strategies I have just mentioned often operate together, feeding each other. If the agrarian trilogy attracts international attention, it is because these three plays are prone to thematic generalizations about the frustrated desires of Lorca’s female figures and, at the same time, these plays offer us a glimpse of Lorca’s own violent death. In this respect, it has proven a difficult task to avoid the influence of what can be called for the lack of a better term, the “Lorca myth.” As early as 1989, in the wake of the numerous publications, conferences and literary festivals organized on occasion of the fifty years of Lorca’s assassination (1936–86), Paul J. Smith objected that it was “almost an article of faith that in Lorca literature and life are one” (Body 107). Almost three decades after Smith’s assertion, the theater of Lorca has been approached from multiple critical angles, yet his biography seems very much alive even in those scholarly pieces that invoke the anti-humanistic foundations of postmodernism. Sarah Wright has observed how critics still rely on Lorca’s life or, “more specifically, his death” (“Theatre” 40), to perpetuate two mutually reinforcing ideas about his theater, namely that its core expresses “the struggle between freedom and repressed desires,” and that “the backdrop of a Spain threatened by Fascism can be seen as the mise-en-scène (in varying degrees of disguise) for his plays” (“Theatre” 40). This biographical bias, in conjunction with what I have described as a predominantly textual analysis of Lorca’s theater, has legitimized superficial theories about the importance of Lorca’s sexuality in his own creation. As Maria M. Delgado notes, theories that posit that Lorca’s “crafting of strong female roles . . . [was] a veiled portrait of displaced homosexual desire . . . simply fail to consider the material conditions in which Lorca crafted his works, dominated by powerful actress-managers like Margarita Xirgu and Lola Membrives” (35). The present study proposes an alternative to this traditional paradigm previously denounced by Smith, Wright and Delgado, while still acknowledging the unavoidable existence of “a trajectory of past scholarship that has played a decisive role in shaping how his theatre has been read and produced and the ways in which this has been bound with the Lorca myth” (Delgado 33). My contention here is that this vicious circle can be broken by first expanding the Lorquian dramatic canon and, later, considering it a collection of dramatic writings created for the theater, in direct response to the conditions of Lorca’s contemporary industry. Throughout this book, I also argue in favor of inserting the theory and praxis of Lorca’s theatrical reform in the wider context of theatrical modernism precisely to contest biographical interpretations of this theater.

The goals of this book are threefold. The first one is to bring the reader’s attention to a diverse corpus of Lorquian plays beyond the limits of his popular agrarian trilogy, conceptualizing Lorca’s trajectory in the theater as distinctively modernist since 1920, when The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, his first play, premiered in Madrid. Throughout his life, Lorca opposed commercialism, yet he accepted his role as producer of commodities as part of a long-term plan to create a theater for a new audience in interwar Spain, a reformist project that Lorca intertwined with revolutionary politics in the 1930s. Second, I study different aspects of Lorca’s engagement with his contemporary theatrical industry, with an emphasis on his role as theoretician of a new stage (as early as 1923 he praised the use of puppets, for example, as will be discussed in the second chapter) and his experience as director of the state-subsidized itinerant theater company La Barraca (1932–35). I will also devote attention to Margarita Xirgu, a leading actress-impresario, and Cipriano Rivas Cherif, the Spanish theater director best acquainted with the theories of European modernism. Xirgu staged Lorca’s Mariana Pineda in 1927, and from 1930 to 1935 the duo Xirgu-Rivas Cherif staged four of Lorca’s dramas. In 1935, Rivas Cherif also directed Lorca’s adaptation of Lope de Vega’s The Foolish Lady. Third and last, I propose a reading of Lorca as archaist playwright and director, for he saw the tradition of Spanish Baroque as the source for the new dynamics of spectatorship he intended to establish. While Lorca’s engagement with the historical avant-garde has been scrutinized in detail for decades, and there is no need to deny the obvious importance of surrealism, cubism and expressionism in his poetry and drawings, it is necessary to acknowledge that the theory and practice of these artistic movements cannot account for Lorca’s activity in the theater. For such aspects of his theater as the device of theater within theater, the symbolic and allegorical construction of characters, and the intersection of ritual and theater refer back to the Spanish tradition of the auto sacramental, epitomized by Pedro Calderón de la Barca. Moreover, Lorca’s tragicomic farces, written for actors and puppets, have their starting point in Miguel de Cervantes’ interludes. Lorca himself verbalized his archaist gesture in an early speech as director of La Barraca before an audience of university students and members of the progressive government of the Spanish Second Republic, in October of 1932. To the surprise of politicians who were expecting a transparent leftist discourse from the director of the newly created state-subsidized theater company, Lorca claimed the legacy of Calderón and Cervantes, arguing that “the pendulum of Spanish theater oscillates violently between the antagonistic worlds” (Obras 218) of these two authors.



The Playwright as Producer


Lorca’s trajectory in the theater was a lifelong search for an audience. After his negative experience in the commercial arena in 1920—his first play, The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, only lasted four nights in the Teatro Eslava of Madrid—Lorca spent the following years working concurrently on different projects (puppet plays, Mariana Pineda, The Shoemaker’s Prodigious Wife, The Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden) while at the same time trying to establish contact with the leading figures in the contemporary theatrical industry. Lorca’s letters of the 1920s reveal his increasing awareness of his condition as a producer3 of commodities for a theater industry that functions according to the laws of supply and demand. In a letter to his family from late 1924, for example, Lorca announced an upcoming production of Mariana Pineda by Gregorio Martínez Sierra, the same director and theater impresario who was behind his theatrical debut four years before. Lorca describes Martínez Sierra’s alleged enthusiasm in plain economical terms when explaining that he “is enthused as an impresario, and he says that the play could be as successful as Zorrilla’s [Don Juan] Tenorio” (Obras 818). Adapting his dramatic writing to the star system of the time, one dominated by actresses, Lorca was fully confident that Catalina Bárcena, Martínez Sierra’s partner and leading actress, would gladly play the role of the nineteenth-century political heroin Mariana Pineda, executed for conspiring against the absolutist regime of Ferdinand VII in 1831. External circumstances delayed the production plans and Lorca, refusing to stage the play later in the year—which would have required the play to premiere outside of Madrid—decided to pitch his historical play to the actress-impresario María Guerrero (“she has a gorgeous niece who just revealed herself to be a great actress,” Obras 828). Lorca’s letters from 1926 evidence his confrontational stance against commercialism (“Dealing with impresarios is the most repugnant thing in the world because they are all beasts. Theater in Spain is in the hands of the worst kind of people,” Obras 893), but also his willingness to see his theater staged again. In 1926 alone, Lorca offered his script to Carmen Moragas, leading actress of the Teatro Español in Madrid who had recently moved to the Teatro Fontalba in Barcelona (Obras 893); with the help of Eduardo Marquina, champion of the commercially successful and ideologically conservative genre of teatro histórico, he reached out to the actresses-impresarios Margarita Xirgu and Lola Membrives (Obras 893); finally, Lorca also tried to sell the role of Mariana as ideal for the wife of the actor-impresario Santiago Artigas, who asked him for some time to run numbers before giving a firm response (“they are forming their economic plans these days to give me a clear answer,” Obras 896).

In 1927, the year of his eventual return to the commercial stage after a lapse of seven years, Lorca’s oppositional attitude toward the Spanish theatrical industry was even more accentuated than before. Sharing a deep personal and artistic affinity with Salvador Dalí, his fellow student in the Residencia de Estudiantes, Lorca referred to a press article announcing the upcoming production of Mariana Pineda as “putrefactísimo” (Obras 975), a variation of the term he and Dalí created to mock the conservative artistic factions of Madrid, the “rotten ones” [putrefactos]. Lorca even got to the point of fantasizing about a future career in the theater without having to interact with the members of the industry. In a letter to friend and drama critic Melchor Fernández Almagro, Lorca confessed to being “scared of the world of theater” and asserted that his physical distance from it would be his “future norm as dramatic author” (Obras 975). When the production of Mariana Pineda became imminent, however, Lorca gladly accepted to travel to Barcelona to direct the play, and enthusiastically recruited Dalí as stage designer in what constituted their only collaboration in the theater. In April, writing from Madrid before leaving for Barcelona, Lorca asked his family for an urgent money transfer to finance a new life that included gifts to the actress Xirgu and inviting theater critics to generous meals (“Such is life in the theater,” Obras 985). Mariana Pineda premiered in Barcelona in July 24, 1927, and the positive response from both spectators and critics signaled Lorca’s entrance in the circuits of commercial theater seven years after the four-night run of The Butterfly’s Evil Spell.

In October 12, 1927, Xirgu opened the theater season at the Teatro Fontalba of Madrid with Mariana Pineda, and in 1929 the actress-manager toured Southern Spain with this play, a tour that eventually took her to Granada, Lorca’s birthplace, in May of that year. A group of critics and local personalities in Granada organized a homage to Lorca and Xirgu on the occasion of Mariana Pineda coming to town, just another sign of Lorca’s acceptance into the system, but by this time Lorca’s attitude toward his play and the contemporary industry had shifted from doubts to plain rejection. In the speech he gave in the banquet in his honor, Lorca complimented Xirgu on her acting but at the same time made very clear that “My drama is weak like a novice’s, and while it has traits of my poetic temperament, it doesn’t respond well at all to my criteria about the theater” (Obras 195). In June 1929, one month after his public rejection of Mariana Pineda, Lorca left Spain for the first time in his life to embark in a nine-month stay in New York, where he fully committed himself to renovating the Spanish theater industry. There he formulated his ideas of change in very radical terms, expressed in a letter to his family in October of that year: “I have started to write a thing for the theater that may be interesting. One must think about the theater of the future. Everything that exists now in Spain is dead. Either the theater will change its roots, or it will be gone forever. There is no other solution” (Obras 1144). During his transformative experience in New York, Lorca developed the idea of The Public, the play he alluded to in his letter to his family. He was writing the The Public during his three-month stop in Havana, in spring of 1930, and completed the manuscript in Granada in August of that year.

Upon arrival to New York in the summer of 1929, Lorca continuously advocated for the staging of The Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden, a play banned by the military government of Miguel Primo de Rivera a few months earlier, as well as his puppet play The Billy-Club Puppets. In a letter to his family in October 1929, Lorca felt confident that his newly established friendships with patrons, all of them female, would eventually lead to the staging of English versions of both plays (Obras 1145). In this letter, he raised two issues that are inherently modernist: the problem of finding an audience for a minority theater and the question of obscenity in art. Lorca expressed his enthusiasm for the existence of an extended network of avant-gardist playhouses in New York and believed that this feature, in combination with the patronage from affluent art lovers, would protect his theater from commercialism (Obras 1145–6). Lorca also thought his theater would be free from the same accusations of indecency that had prevented the staging of The Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden in Madrid on grounds of the allegedly pornographic nature of the play (Obras 1146). Although Lorca’s plan to stage his theater in New York did not materialize,4 his contact with select cultural circles led him to believe, upon returning to Spain in the summer of 1930, that theater clubs were the natural space for his playwriting and directing work. Back in Spain, Lorca had the opportunity to stage his theater and be progressively more involved in the task of directing, thanks to his contact with Rivas Cherif. He was the manager of El Caracol, the theater club that was rehearsing The Love of Perlimplín with Belisa in the Garden when the play was banned in early 1929. Rivas Cherif had been involved in the creation of short-lived minority theaters in Spain as early as 1920, while he was concurrently pursuing a comprehensive reform of the tasks of acting, directing and stage design.5 Throughout the 1930s, Lorca’s collaboration with Xirgu and Cherif granted him enormous commercial success (above all, Yerma in Madrid and Barcelona in the 1934–35 season, and a new production of Blood Wedding in 1935, two years after it was premiered by Josefina Artigas’ company in Madrid.) In parallel with commercial venues, Lorca worked closely with one theater club, the Club Teatral de Cultura, later renamed Club Anfistora. This theater club staged The Love of Perlimplín with Belisa in the Garden in 1933, four years after its ban.

Lorca was well aware of the fact that his prestige as playwright was much inferior to his reputation as poet when he returned to Spain in the summer of 1930. Lorca disliked the contemporary stage to the point that he defined it as theater “made by pigs, for pigs” (Obras 424) in an interview from 1933, yet it was not until the sensational success of Yerma in the Teatro Español of Madrid, in 1934–35, followed by a new production of Blood Wedding in Barcelona and Madrid in 1935, that Lorca found himself with enough cultural capital to publicly lay out his plans of change. After obtaining commercial success, Lorca insisted on emphasizing the importance of his ‘impossible theater,’ in particular The Public,6 over his acclaimed dramas. Besides the theater clubs and the commercial venues that he had accessed, thanks to Xirgu and Rivas Cherif, there was a third experience in the theater that was crucial in this period that spanned from 1930 to 1936. I am referring to Lorca’s role as director of La Barraca, from 1932 to 1935, one that granted him the opportunity to establish close contact with audiences from rural and isolated towns spread throughout Spain, a demographic group that was the antithesis of the spectators who consumed commercial theater in Madrid and Barcelona. With La Barraca, Lorca rehearsed new spatial dynamics in montages of baroque plays in open and public spaces of small villages in rural Spain. Moreover, he realized the impossibility of separating the ‘inside’ from the ‘outside’ of the theatrical event. When accepting the position of director of this itinerant company, Lorca had expressed his allegiance for non-political theater (Obras 393), but the numerous incidents that surrounded the performances of La Barraca lead him to understand the dialectic relationship between stage and audience in the politically charged times of the Spanish Second Republic (1931–36).




Lorca Studies: A Metacritical Account


In recent years, a change of critical paradigm has taken place in Lorquian scholarship as critics have moved away from text-centered analysis to endorse an approach that sees Lorca as a “committed theatre practitioner,” someone who “strove to see his work produced on stage” (Wright “Theatre” 40). Delgado’s comprehensive review of Lorca’s performance histories in Spain and abroad, published in 2008, constitutes a good example of this most recent scholarly interest. Critics have also questioned the received idea that overly theatricalist plays such as The Public constitute some kind of closet dramas to be consumed in private or, at best, “minor experiments en route to the major tragedies” (Wright “Theatre” 42). In dialogue with this critical reorientation within the field of Lorca studies, this book describes Lorca’s trajectory in the theater as a full-fledged project of artistic and social reform with multiple elements in common with the theory and praxis of theatrical modernism. One aspect of central importance at this respect is Lorca’s authorial awareness of his role as producer of commodities since the early 1920s, as well as his self-realization, later in his life, of the impossibility of establishing a clear distinction between aesthetics and politics.

I recognize Lorca’s theater as “genealogical” in the sense that Martin Puchner articulates the term in his book Stage Fright. Modernist discourses on theater, Puchner explains, revolved around “an irreversible dissociation of the value of theatricality from the realities of the actual theater” (7). The existence of what Puchner describes as an “anti-theatrical” tradition in modernist theater was not a simple revival of past anti-mimetic or puritan impulses but rather the result of the intersection of philosophical, narrative and dramatic practices that crystallized in theories of cultural modernism (Nietzsche, Benjamin, Adorno) as well as in poetics that privileged the page over the stage (Mallarmé’s closet dramas) or that thought anew the role of the actors as performing bodies (from Gordon Craig to Brecht and Beckett, the list is long, see Puchner Stage 7–13). In this respect, Lorquian works such as The Public and The Dream of Life emerge as paradigmatic cases of the contradictory nature of theatrical modernism. They explicitly call for a reform of the contemporary commercial stage while, at the same time, they question the very notion of theater and theatricality. In the fifth and final act of The Public, a play I will discuss in the third chapter, the Director discusses the failure of his scandalous production of Romeo and Juliet with the newly arrived figure of the Prestidigitator. The Prestidigitator explains to him that the audience can be conquered by making use of supernatural elements such as Diana’s flower in A Midsummer Night’s Dream: “If love is pure chance and Titania, Queen of the Fairies, fell in love with an ass, then, by the same reasoning, there wouldn’t be anything extraordinary about Gonzalo drinking in the ‘music hall’ with a boy dressed in white sitting on his lap” (Public 43–4). The Director, however, refuses to accept the Prestidigitator’s offer of illusionist tricks that would allow him to justify the randomness of sexual desire in future productions. The Director replies that “that’s deception! That’s theater! If I spent three days battling the roots and the pounding waves, it was to destroy theater” (Public 44). This final discussion in The Public revolves around the notion of theater as a practice that lacks authenticity, and this time it is subject to question not by traditional enemies of the stage but by a fictional alter ego of Lorca himself.

The present study proposes a dialogue between recent developments in modernist studies, in particular in the field of modernist drama and theater, and a body of critical works that Lorca scholars have produced in the past decades in a context of multiple debates and editorial controversies. While notable editorial events have significantly changed the way in which the community of Lorca scholars has tackled Lorca’s theater, these new critical vistas have rarely resonated among the wider group of international scholars who in many cases still rely on received wisdom on Lorca’s agrarian trilogy. The latter are not generally aware, for example, of such critical milestones as Rafael Martínez Nadal’s first edition of the manuscript of The Public in 1976, followed two years later by the release of a single volume containing the play and a second unknown text that French scholar Marie Laffranque titled Comedia sin título, later translated into English as Play Without a Title. These two dramatic texts were unknown with the exception of two acts of The Public that Lorca gave to print in 1933. In 1998, in reference to a recently published drama companion that did not even mention these two plays in the section devoted to Lorca, Smith noted that “there seems little doubt that an earlier publication of the unplayable plays would have counteracted the pernicious and pervasive folkloric stereotypes that still determine foreign responses to García Lorca” (Theatre 4). To a significant extent, the situation Smith denounced two decades ago remains the same today. The Norton Anthology of Drama, in its last edition of 2009, features The House of Bernarda Alba, celebrated as Lorca’s “masterpiece” (541), and makes no reference to the theoretical and practical implications of Lorca’s project of an ‘impossible’ theater. Moreover, it briefly describes The Public as essentially a closet drama, calling it the author’s “most private work” (540). Published just one year after the Norton, a new anthology, The Routledge Drama Anthology and Sourcebook: From Modernism to Contemporary Performance, does indeed select The Public out of all Lorquian dramas. This editorial decision constitutes a very explicit gesture to situate Lorca in dialogue with Jarry, Apollinaire, the surrealists and the futurists, grouped in the subsection devoted to the historical avant-garde. In the introduction to this section, titled “The Historical Avant-Garde: Performance and Innovation,” Maggie B. Gale stresses the theatrical nature of a play “which makes constant references to the relationship between the theatre work and its audience” (187) and points to its complex structural patterns (changes of scenery, collapse of the identification between actor and character and so on) as “one reason, perhaps, why The Public was not produced professionally until the late 1980s” (187), a logical explanation that nonetheless does not account for the fact that the manuscript was believed to be lost for forty years until the Lorca estate finally authorized its publication.

The appearance of this single volume containing The Public and Play Without a Title, with commentaries by Martínez Nadal and Laffranque, respectively, constituted the beginning of what I define as the second phase of the Lorca scholarship. This period, characterized by the release and interpretation of unknown texts, covers approximately a period of two decades, from 1978 to 1998. (Any previous scholarly contribution before this year of 1978 would fall into the first phase, comprising mostly studies on Lorca’s theater published in the 1970s, in parallel with the rise of semiotic and psychoanalytic methods in the academy.) This editorial event of 1978 was followed by the publication of Lorca’s juvenilia, a bunch of heterogeneous texts that the Lorca estate first made available to some scholars in the mid-1980s and eventually sold to the Spanish Ministry of Culture in the early 1990s. In 1994, Cátedra publishing house released three edited collections of Lorca’s early incursions in prose, poetry and drama, respectively. Spanish-speaking scholars (none of these early texts are available in English) are now aware, for example, that between the ages of 19 and 22 Lorca authored the monodrama Theater of Souls (1918), as well as numerous religious-philosophical dialogues inspired in his readings of Plato, such as The Primitive Auto Sentimental (1917), Of Love. Theater of Animals (1919) and Shadows (1920). In parallel to the publication of a set of unknown texts, the 1980s and the 1990s witnessed such cultural milestones as the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of Lorca’s death, in 1986, with the subsequent spike in the number of essays, books and conference proceedings in the year that followed; the creation, in 1984, of the Federico García Lorca Foundation, taken ten years later to the second floor of the Residencia de Estudiantes where he had crossed paths with Salvador Dalí and Luis Buñuel in the 1920s; the publication of the allegedly definitive Collected Works, in the form of four volumes edited by Miguel García-Posada and published by Galaxia Gutenberg-Círculo de Lectores, in 1996–97; and, finally, the celebration of the one hundred years since Lorca’s birth in 1998, with the full involvement of all types of political, artistic and academic authorities in Spain. However, in the midst of this collective enthusiasm over the figure of Lorca, now hailed as the most precious cultural capital of Granada, Andalusia and Spain, some critics expressed their reservations toward what they perceived as an uncontrolled overgrowth of the Lorca industry. In his essay contribution to the proceedings from the major Lorca centenary conference, a volume subsidized by the government of the province of Granada, Luis Fernández Cifuentes openly referred to a feeling of “exhaustion” (“Qué” 221) that was the result of what he perceived as an excessive iteration of critical clichés in the Lorca scholarly industry. Fernández Cifuentes denounced an overabundance of simplistic hermeneutic strategies that tended to revolve around a restricted canon of texts—in the case of Lorca’s drama, his rural trilogy—while ignoring the points of resistance that Lorca’s works presented to totalizing thoughts (“Qué” 223–8). I define the twenty years that went from the editorial event of 1978 to Lorca’s centenary in 1998 as the “phase two” of Lorca scholarship. This third stage, which begins in this iconic year of 1998 and extends up to today, is characterized by a greater attention toward dramatic works previously defined as “minor,” “immature” or simply “posthumous.” Fruitful debates have developed out of the seeds that a minority group of scholars planted already in the 1990s (Fernández Cifuentes “Qué” 229). The present study book contributes to this conversation within the Lorca community while also addressing an international community of drama and theater scholars who are not aware of these recent debates around the figure of Lorca.




Description of Chapters


“The Question of Allegory,” the chapter that opens this book, studies the first two plays Lorca staged in commercial theaters, The Butterfly’s Evil Spell and Mariana Pineda, premiered in Madrid and Barcelona in 1920 and 1927, respectively. Despite the support of director-manager Gregorio Martínez Sierra, The Butterfly’s Evil Spell had a run of only four nights in the Teatro Eslava, a prestigious commercial venue owned by Martínez Sierra himself. Both critics and spectators reacted negatively to the symbolist patterns of characterization in Lorca’s first play. The mise-en-scène of The Butterfly’s Evil Spell descended from the tradition of Paul Fort’s Théâtre d’Art and Lugné-Poe’s Théâtre de l’Œuvre, two theaters that Martínez Sierra had known first-hand when visiting Paris in the early years of the century. In this regard, it is significant how two of the reviewers directed their criticisms not so much on the young Lorca but on Martínez Sierra himself, for allegedly abandoning a national theatrical tradition to embrace the foreign aesthetics of French symbolist drama. More generally, in terms that are not theater-specific, The Butterfly’s Evil Spell can also be defined as “symbolic” art due to its condition of standing for something else, of making evident the distance between the literal and what is to be perceived as symbolic or allegorical meaning. A drama mostly written in verse, it portrays a story of impossible love between a stranded butterfly and the cockroach-turned-poet Curianito. The theater critic at El Sol newspaper, for example, condemned The Butterfly’s Evil Spell for featuring cockroaches that could never “become poetic symbols” and whose presence on the stage only produced a “watered down and confusing allegory” [alegoría diluida y confusa]. This was just one of the many attacks showing a feeling of unpleasantness in response to the darkening of what was expected to constitute a transparent relationship between performing subjects and dramatic characters. The Butterfly’s Evil Spell contains different constructive aspects that would later become defining of Lorca’s entire trajectory in the theater. Among these elements, the play’s prologue stands out as an ambivalent fragment associated with the indeterminate agency of the Author, one that can be interpreted as a fictional character carrying that name, but also the real person behind the dramatic text, in this case the young aspiring playwright Federico García Lorca. The prologue paraphrases the plot of A Midsummer Night’s Dream to justify the randomness of love, setting the precedent for the speech of the Director in The Public, when the Director also resorts to this very same motif to justify his production of Romeo and Juliet. From this wider perspective, Shakespeare’s comedy thus functions as a recurrent reference that ties The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, The Public and, finally, The Dream of Life, for in the latter the Director and his cast of actors are rehearsing A Midsummer Night’s Dream when violence erupts inside the playhouse.

Seven years after the clash with the audience that was The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, Lorca had a second chance to confront commercial audiences with Mariana Pineda, a play that premiered in Barcelona in June of 1927. Lorca’s letters from 1924 to 1927 evidence his increasing frustration at his marginal role as producer of commodities in a context dominated by impresarios and star actresses. In the mid-1920s, in parallel to the growing body of poetry that made him an emerging figure in the Residencia de Estudiantes and the Spanish avant-garde circles, Lorca intended to establish himself as playwright while also becoming progressively more interested in the task of directing theater. The experience of taking Mariana Pineda to the stage was indeed crucial in his education as theater director, to the extent that his letters from these three frustrating years prefigure the central motives that were later highly visible in his multiple public interventions throughout the 1930s. Lorca conceived Mariana Pineda as a way to rectify the failure of the premiere of The Butterfly’s Evil Spell, a play that was sabotaged by the audience, as noted earlier, and only partially savaged by the critics as an exercise of talented ‘literary’ writing. In dramatizing the final days of Mariana Pineda, a liberal heroine executed in 1831 for conspiring against the absolutist regime of Ferdinand VII, Lorca voluntarily situated himself within the parameters of the contemporary genre of ‘historical drama’ mastered by Marquina. From a perspective of textual analysis, Mariana Pineda thus constitutes a typically ‘immature’ or ‘minor’ work, one that stands in stark contrast to Lorca’s later achievements—Mariana Pineda is a historical verse drama of flourished style, one in the antipodes of the simplicity of language and spaces in The House of Bernarda Alba, for example. This is, however, a partial judgment that does not account for the fact that Mariana Pineda represented what Miguel García-Posada has defined as Lorca’s “first pact with the theater industry” (Introduction 11), a precedent for Lorca’s incursion in the also commercially popular genre of the drama rural in the 1930s. Moreover, it was by writing Mariana Pineda that Lorca first entered in contact with actress-manager Margarita Xirgu who, as noted earlier, accepted to stage the play in 1927.

After situating Mariana Pineda in its most immediate artistic context, I conclude this first chapter with a review of interpretations of this play as a political allegory that irradiates meaning due to the intrusion of elements coming from the ‘outside’ of the work.
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