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            1 To Watch, or not to Watch

         

         For many people contemplating going to a bullfight for the first time, the uppermost thought in their minds may well be not how to watch it, but rather whether they should attend it at all.

         Animal rights organisations have far more well-developed links with the media than does the bullfighting world and it is consequently easy to get the impression that the bullfight is an outdated and cruel spectacle, receiving less and less support in its birthplace, Spain. Some lobbyists even claim, incorrectly, that it is only spectating tourists who keep the event alive. Recent moves to ban the bullfight in Spain’s Catalan region have received worldwide publicity and have been regarded by some commentators as the first step towards banning bullfighting everywhere.

         In fact, up until the recent economic crisis, bullfighting had been on a steady growth path in Spain and France. In Spain alone, the numbers grew from 145 corridas (events featuring professional matadors) in 1950 to 962 in 2007. Even the number of lower category novilladas con picadores (featuring aspiring matadors, known as novilleros, and younger bulls) amounted to 570 in 2007, compared to the 204 in 1947 when novillada events were first recorded. Bullfighting remains the second most popular spectator pastime in Spain, after football, with some 40 million seats sold over the course of a year.
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               Fighting bulls lead an untroubled life on ranches prior to their time in the ring

            

         

         The campaign to ban the bullfight in Catalunya has been pursued by an opportunistic alliance of animal rights activists and local politicians anxious for Catalunya to become a country in its own right and to rid itself of aspects regarded as Spanish. In the latter case, the argument represents a distortion of history – in its time, bullfighting has occurred across the whole of the Iberian peninsula and Catalunya has made a notable contribution, with Barcelona at one stage featuring no fewer than three plazas de toros (bullrings) and holding more bullfights than anywhere else. The views of separatist Catalan politicians have been tainted by the Franco dictatorship’s promotion of bullfighting as ‘la fiesta nacional’: indeed, it is ironic that the Catalan population in neighbouring France today make a point of promoting the bullfight there as part of their local heritage.

         Animal rights supporters object to the injuries inflicted on bulls during the 20 minutes or so they are in the bullring – first of all, the animals are lanced by a mounted picador, then they have brightly-coloured darts (banderillas) placed in them, and finally they are put to death by sword. The ‘antis’ often overlook the fact that, up until their time in the ring, the bulls have experienced several unmolested years in the countryside – in stark contrast to the lives of most cattle.

         Under man, all cattle are destined to die, significant numbers prematurely, in order to produce meat. Unless one is a committed vegetarian, eschewing all animal products in one’s diet, dress, etc., the issue with the bullfight should be more one of how the animal is killed, rather than the fact that it is killed at all.

         In the context of a predominant western society that prefers to keep death, whether of beast or mankind, hidden, most cattle are killed in abattoirs as part of an anonymous death-line. In the UK alone, over 10 million cattle are bred in order to facilitate meat and dairy production, and approaching 3 million cattle are slaughtered each year for their carcasses (some of which is to satisfy the demand for pet food). In the bullring, on the other hand, the toro bravo (an animal that has been specially bred for its aggressive qualities and performance in the ring) can display its physique, strength, staying power, its desire to rid itself of anything in its path, its manner of dying. It has the opportunity to have its name written into taurine history.

         Anyone contemplating going to a bullfight will see blood and death (certainly the death of bulls: possibly the death of men) and it is as well to bear this in mind on one’s first attendance. People react to such things in different ways: some will overlook the blood and find the bull’s death a fitting end to the spectacle, while others may focus on the blood and gore and find the bullfight upsetting and repulsive.

         What the bull feels about it, no one knows, although there have been scientific studies to try and find out. In 2007, the Director of the Department of Animal Physiology at Madrid’s Complutense University, Professor Illera del Portal, published a study of stress in the fighting bull and concluded that the most stressful aspect of the bullfight for the animal was its transportation to the bullring. During its time in the arena, according to the professor, the bull produces such a quantity of beta-endorphins that the pain of its injuries is effectively anaesthetised whilst it concentrates on ridding itself of its adversary. 

         Some abolitionists claim that people who attend bullfights are pandering to some sort of blood-lust and that they can be desensitised and harmed by the experience. In practice, however, bullfight audiences express concern when a bull accidentally breaks a horn or hoof, or when the picador’s work is considered poor or excessive, or when the matador’s attempts to kill it are protracted. Los toros (‘the bulls’ - the common name by which bullfights are referred) provides a lesson in respect, rather than violence – respect for the nature of the toro bravo and for man’s ability to triumph in the face of adversity – and bullfight spectators, whilst opinionated, are far less inclined to violence than, for instance, football supporters. Similarly, there is no evidence to the effect that children taken to bullfights are traumatised by what they see in the bullring.
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               Nowadays, the centrepiece is the matador’s performance with the muleta

            

         

         Bullfighting has changed a lot since the second significant phase of construction of bullrings for the masses in the second half of the nineteenth century. In those days, the centre of the spectacle was the toro bravo and its performance against the picador, in terms of the number of times it would charge against the horseman despite its being lanced on each occasion and the numbers of horses (relatively light nags in the days before the protective peto mattress was introduced) it could overturn and kill. Matadors were predominantly admired for their ability to kill the bulls, rather than their skill at passing the animals armed merely with a cloth.

         Nowadays, however, the focus is very much on the performance of the matador, who makes key interventions in at least two of the three sections (known as tercios) that make up the running, or lidia, of each bull.

         In the first tercio, he will face the bull with a large cape (the capote, usually coloured magenta on one side and yellow on the reverse) which he uses to encourage, accommodate and improve the bull’s charge. The final tercio – the faena - consists of his facing the bull alone with the smaller, red muleta cloth, trying to bring off series of close and beautiful passes before reaching over the bull’s horns to kill it by sword.
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               The bull comes into the ring with its horns held high and protecting the killing spot

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               By the end of the faena, the bull should be tired, its head lowered

            

         

         While the central concern of the bullfight today is the performance of the matador in this final phase, rather than the bull’s performance against the picador, it is important to appreciate that the whole of the lidia is designed to facilitate the eventual killing of the bull.

         When the animal first comes into the ring, it is levantado, holding its head high, the massive bulk of muscle behind its head (the morrillo) similarly raised. After it has gone against the picador, the animal will be bleeding, its neck muscle weakened, so that it approaches the final phase less inclined to run wildly, more measured in its charge and focusing more clearly on the lure.
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               Man faces possible death: the bull an almost certain one

            

         

         By the end of the faena, having charged successively at the lure held by the matador and been turned time and again by the matador’s handling of the red cloth, the bull should have reached the point where it is aplomado, too tired to continue, its head held low, facilitating the fatal swordthrust.

         The bullfight incorporates the death of the bull for a number of reasons. Firstly, by the end of its lidia – unless it has performed so well it is considered worth passing on its qualities by retaining it as a seed bull – the toro bravo has reached the end of its useful life. It cannot be fought again, as, throughout its time in the ring, it begins to appreciate it is not the cloth it needs to get rid of, but rather the person holding it; once fought, the toro bravo is too dangerous to be fought again and can only be turned into meat.

         Secondly, the killing of the bull forms the climax of the corrida, its ‘moment of truth’ – the only point at which the torero must throw himself over the bull’s horns, putting his own life at most risk, to achieve his objective and plunge the sword between the animal’s shoulder blades.

         The bullfight has evolved as a ritualised means of killing cattle, one that involves both colourful beauty and danger. As we shall see in this book, each bullfight follows a similar pattern. Although there can be an element of competition between the matadors in a corrida (most of which feature three matadors, each of them facing and killing two bulls), bullfighting is not a sport, but rather a spectacle that has continued to evolve throughout the last 700 years around the killing of bulls. It involves youngsters making significant sacrifices in terms of their dedication to becoming toreros and the inevitable injuries that the profession brings, as well as the sacrifice of the bull in a demonstration that man’s intelligence can overcome the far greater strength and power and the danger posed by a ferocious toro bravo.

         Like great theatre, the best bullfights can be moving and cathartic. As the taurine critic José Carlos Arévalo has written:

         “The lidia – the method by which the violent aggression of the bull’s instinct for liberation is combined with toreo [passing the bull with the cloth] to the point where it is converted into rhythm – brings with it an unusual sacrifice, for the torero (the executioner) interchanges his role with that of the bull (the victim) by becoming the receptor of its violence. In effect, without taking on the bull’s violence, there is no toreo. It is on these terms: that of the man in danger – that the ethical attitude of the bullfight public is based; in the circular enclosure of the arena, people identify with a fellow human at risk… We go to the bullring to attend the sacrifice of the bull and the victory of man, represented by the torero, over the risk of death on the horns of the bull… The bull’s bravery – in effect, its identity – will be discovered by the torero and spectators over the course of its lidia. It is explored by what the torero does through an almost scientific methodology – tauromaquia or the technique of toreo – accepting, internalising and shaping his art according to his emotions and his aesthetic sensibility while accompanying the bull. In this moment, there is cartharsis, ‘olés’, the collective clamour that celebrates the miraculous union of opposites, the squaring of the circle, of Man’s reconciliation with aggressive Nature and of life with death”.
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               A ritualised means of killing cattle; one that involves both colourful beauty and danger
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               Engaging in a fluid, aesthetically pleasing, series of passes

            

         

         As bull breeders have developed their animals to meet the matadors’ criteria of what constitutes a good toro bravo, so the English term ‘bullfight’ has become increasingly a misnomer. Certainly, throughout his performance, a matador faces the possibility of injury or death if he does not overcome the superior strength of his adversary: however, today’s lidia is usually much more about achieving a dialogue between man and bull, with the torero attempting to bring out the animal’s best qualities while he performs as artistically as possible, composing his body and handling the cloth to produce beautiful-looking passes, ideally linked one to another in fluid sequences, rather than engaging in a rough-and-ready struggle for survival.

         In opting to attend a bullfight, one is making a decision to experience a unique part of Iberian culture – an event that has been exported successfully beyond Spain to Portugal, to the south of France and much of Latin America (Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela all hold corridas featuring bulls of Spanish descent). Indeed, the cult of the bull, of which bullfighting is part, can be traced back to the taurine god Mithras of pre-Roman times and classical myths such as the Labours of Hercules or the triumph of Theseus over the Minotaur.

         However, whilst some aspects of the corrida (for instance, the toreros’ costumes) remain traditional, it would be a mistake to view the bullfight simply as a throwback to the past. Bullfighting schools (escuelas de tauromaquia) are a common feature in most Spanish cities. In 2009, some 175 youngsters took part in novilladas con picadores in Spain and France in the hope that this would lead, in time, to successful careers as matadores de toros. Spanish ferias without bullfights are almost unthinkable; hence the decision of many local authorities to subsidise such events as part of the festivities that bring people together.

         The title of matador de toros still carries huge status in Spanish society – the gossip press follows the love-lives of bullfighters with great interest; a number of matadors have been chosen to represent fashion houses and the like in advertising campaigns; the best performers are honoured at national and regional levels with cultural awards alongside other artists; while the profession provides an important role model in that the confidence, control, courage and self-reliance that the matador displays in the bullring continue to be seen as desirable virtues in men generally.

         In a world that may seem increasingly concerned with celebrity and other trivialities, the action between man and bull in the arena stands out as a spectacle that encourages us to consider the more serious matters of our existence - life and death, sacrifice, hardship and triumph.
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            2 Seats and Sand

         

         
            Types of bullring

            Ticket sales and where to sit

            Pricing structure

            The arena

            Line markings
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         Types of bullring

         Bullrings come in a variety of shapes and sizes. They can be permanent [see page 11] or temporary (portátil) purpose-built structures [1], holding several thousand or a few hundred spectators. Sometimes town squares will be converted into bullrings for a day or two of festivities. [2] The majority of bullrings are openair, although there is a growing tendency to build ones with roofs. [3]
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               A temporary portátil ring
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               A village square bullfight
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               One of the modern roofed bullrings

            

         

         Ticket sales and where to sit

         The location of ticket offices (taquillas) will generally be shown on bullfight posters. Prior to the day of the bullfight, these may not always be at the bullring itself, but generally on the day of the corrida or novillada there will be a taquilla at the bullring. [4] Under the regulations that govern the holding of bullfights, 5% of tickets (entradas) must be held back for sale on the morning of an event, however high the demand. Where a feria is taking place, i.e. a sequence of taurine events, abonos (season tickets) may be available, covering the whole feria (other than any events that may be designated fuera de abono) and usually offering a discount. However, these can only be bought in advance: the usual process involves the ticket office opening initially solely for renewals of existing abonos, then a period in which new abonos may be purchased, and then finally the sale of tickets for individual events – again, the details are likely to be shown on the poster for the feria.

         [Information on purchasing tickets from abroad can be found in Appendix 1.]
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               Queuing for tickets at the bullring taquilla

            

         

         Pricing structure

         Partly because the bullfight tends to be an open-air spectacle, tickets are divided into Sol (sun) and Sombra (shade) categories, with some rings also offering the option of Sol y Sombra (seats that start off in the sun, but which become shaded as the event progresses). Sol seats are cheaper than the other categories, due, in part, to the level of discomfort that can be experienced there on a hot day.

         But there is another reason for the pricing structure as well in that most of the initial action – the capework and piccing – tends to take place on the shady side of the arena. It is here too that spectators are closest to the toreros and their entourages, as they will base themselves in the narrow gangway (callejón) that runs round between the barrera (the ring fence) and the spectating areas. So, even when a ring is roofed, this pricing structure still holds.

         The seating areas themselves are divided into sections, called tendidos, each one corresponding with one of the categories mentioned above. The row or rows of seats nearest the callejón are also termed barreras, those immediately behind them contrabarreras (which may also consist of one or several rows), and behind these delanteras. After that, the tendido seats will be advertised by row (fila), or, in the larger rings, as tendido bajo (the lower seating) or tendido alto (the higher part).

         Sometimes the prices of tendido seats situated over spectator entrances, known as sobrepuertas, or other specific parts of the ring (e.g. a balconcillo de toriles, which will be a seat above the gate through which bulls come into the ring) are specifically delineated as they offer an unobstructed view onto the arena.

         The smaller bullrings will not feature seating other than tendidos, but the larger ones will also contain gradas, covered rows of seats set back behind the tendidos, and above them andanadas. The gradas or andanadas are sometimes divided into palcos, the equivalent of theatre boxes. Delanteras (sometimes also referred to as balconcillos) de gradas or andanadas will be the front rows of these parts of the bullring. They also offer uninterrupted views down onto the arena, and may prove a sensible purchase for one’s first bullfight, as from here you can get a good sense of the spectacle without being too near to aspects which you or other members of your party might find upsetting. [5]
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               Las rayas are marked on the arena sand

            

         

         THE ARENA

         Unless you are viewing a bullfight in a town square or a very old bullring, the arena will be circular in shape, the fence around it interrupted every so often with shelters, called burladeros, covering the toreros’ entry and exit points to the enclosure.

         The barrera itself will feature a raised strip along its base (the estribo), which the toreros use to help them jump over the fence to escape the bull’s attentions when a burladero is not near at hand.

         Line markings

         On the arena sand itself, two circular parallel lines will have been marked, [6] known as las rayas (sometimes the centre of the ring will also be decorated, for instance with the brand of the breeder whose bulls are appearing). During the piccing of the bull, the animal should be lined up for its charge to the picador inside the inner circle, while the picador should not allow his horse to cross either raya unless it becomes clear that the bull is so reluctant to charge that it cannot be picced in any other way. In corridas concursos – bullfights in which each bull represents a different breeder and the primary focus is on the bulls’ performance – a smaller area may be described by sand markings in which the picador’s horse should be placed. 
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         The rayas also serve to indicate the three areas of the arena – las tablas, the area beside the fence; los tercios, the area of the rayas themselves; and los medios, the central part of the bullring. If all goes according to plan, the lidia of each bull will involve the animal being caped from las tablas towards the centre of the ring, and being picced in los tercios (where the banderillas are also likely to be placed): the faena will then take place in los medios and the kill is most likely to occur in los tercios.

         Terrains and querencias


         There is a strategy attached to these areas which revolves around the concept that the natural terrain of the toro bravo is the middle of the arena, whilst the natural terrain of the torero is the ground between wherever the bull is standing and the barrera (signifying the man’s potential route to safety). Losing or gaining terrain (i.e. being forced to retreat from one’s position, or moving to reduce the bull’s terrain as a torero does when his initial cape passes start en las tablas and end up en los medios) are important aspects in determining the degree of dominance the man achieves over the bull, domination being an essential requirement for a good performance. [7]

         A bull’s tendency to associate particular parts of the arena as its own further impacts on terrains. Although the tendency can be much stronger in some bulls than others, in a few seconds from its emergence into the ring, the bull can reconnoitre the arena and choose a favoured spot – its querencia – from which it feels strongly that it can defy its adversaries. The toro does not generally stay in this location. It may not forcefully return to it whenever it stops chasing the lure, but it will feel an instinctive need to have a free passage towards it. The length of its charges may then vary accordingly, the animal producing short charges in the direction away from its querencia and longer ones going towards it. If the torero places himself between the toro and this part of the ring, he runs the risk of the bull dictating the start of the charge. The cape or muleta are of little help in this situation, and the chances of a cogida (being tossed by the bull’s horns) are increased.
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               Lining up to kill the bull in its querencia beside the puerta de chiqueros

            

         

         The toro bravo always has one particular querencia – the puerta de chiqueros through which it has come into the ring and which leads to the corrals (or the lorry in which it has been crated in the case of portátiles). [8]

         Because of this, the toreros consider the puerta de chiqueros as the bull’s terrain whenever the animal nears it (something which they try to prevent happening). But, over the course of the corrida, the animal is likely to acquire other querencias also – for example, the spot where it has overturned a horse, or a pool of blood, even a shadow on the sand. In the course of its charges, the toro will display a tendency towards its querencia, and the torero, like someone finding himself swimming against a strong current, needs to adapt accordingly. As a general rule, when citing at the start of a series of passes, the man should place himself in the part of the ring that is opposite the bull’s querencia. When the muleta or capote passes are linked, the bull’s desire to reach its querencia will be lost momentarily through its concentration on the cloth. However, the torero must be careful to finish the series so that the bull ends up back in its own territory.

         The toro’s strategic terrain is likely to diminish over the course of its lidia and knowing whether the bull is inclined to go towards the centre of the ring or favours the tablas is a notion of fundamental importance for the torero. 

         A particularly brave bull will immediately choose the centre of the arena as a querencia and be strong enough initially to defend a wide area.

         However, when a bull is weak – either through a natural lack of strength, or because it has been picced too hard, or simply because it has exhausted itself as the faena draws to a close – the area it is able to defend is reduced.

         Sooner or later, the bull will look for the reassurance of a querencia en las tablas, the area beside the ring fence. The torero will often try to prevent this by trying to attract the bull back to the centre of the arena to continue passing it. But, if these attempts are unsuccessful, the matador may swap his strategic terrain for the bull’s, passing the animal in front of the barrera, leaving this ground to the bull and occupying the central terrain from which the toro has fled. [9]
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               Passing the bull by the barrera

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               The matador has to bring the bull forward to the point where the terrains of bull and man merge

            

         

         The worst bull for toreo, the timid animal (toro manso), may not show any clear querencia – it will flee, looking to escape, running round and round the ring in various directions searching for an exit. It may be that all the matador is able to do is place himself in the line of its path, and, making use of the toro’s speed, bring off isolated passes. The general strategy of lidia is consequently practically annulled.

         Some commentators have also established the man’s and bull’s functional terrains – el terreno del hombre and el terreno del toro – in the form of two tangential circles, one with the matador at its centre at the commencement of the cite for a pass, and the other with the bull at its middle. Effectively, the radius of the toro’s terrain can be defined as the area in which it will seek to attack the lure or the man’s body, while the radius of the man’s terrain can be measured by the length of his cloth-holding arm and the additional width of the lure. How he angles or holds the muleta will determine his radius; spreading the cloth with the sword, making use of the pico (using the edge of the muleta that is furthest from him to attract the bull’s outer eye) or holding the palillo (the wooden dowel on which the muleta hangs) at its near end when it is in the left hand will widen the radius, whilst keeping the cloth unspread or straight and holding the palillo towards its far end will narrow it.

         The bull’s charge may be provoked from a distance or close up to the animal, but the torero must stand in the bull’s terrain in order to achieve a pass, making the two circles described overlap as he brings the animal into jurisdicción, the point where he can exercise domination over it. [10] He will always do this with great care, as, once he has brought the bull’s terrain and his own together, he must either perform a pass (drawing the bull further towards him before sending it away) or escape from the situation and re-establish entirely separate terrains.

         When a bull is involved in a sustained series of circular passes, its path in following the muleta effectively comes within the outer radius of the matador’s terrain. This combination of terrenos represents the summit of modern toreo.
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            Drawing lots for the bulls

            Separating the bulls

            Spectator comfort

            The president

            The opening parade

            Final preparations

         

         

         Drawing lots for the bulls

         On the day of a bullfight, usually around midday, the sorteo (pairing of bulls with matadors) and, where the bullring is of permanent construction, the apartado (separating the bulls), will take place. The sorteo is not normally held in public, but some bullrings do open in order for spectators to attend the apartado.

         The sorteo occurs after the representatives of each matador or novillero have viewed the bulls to be fought. They then agree on suitable pairings (e.g. pairing the heaviest bull with the lightest) with the aim of evening out the challenges and prospects for each protagonist. The numbers of each pair of bulls are then written on cigarette papers and the papers folded and put into a hat (or put into hollow metal balls, which are then placed in a hat). A paper is then drawn out of the hat by each representative: this determines the bulls to be fought by his torero. [see page 21]

         Separating the bulls

         After the representatives have decided which bull is to be fought first by their torero, the apartado begins. Up until now, the bulls will have been kept together, but the apartado involves them being separated, with each animal being despatched to a pen under the bullring where it will be kept until it is time for it to enter the ring. Steers are often employed to assist in this task, and ring-hands open and close gates by pulling on ropes and prod the animals with poles until all the bulls have been separated and penned [11]. At the best apartados, an official or aficionado will read out a history of the ganadería (the bull-breeding ranch) involved and give the number and weight of each bull and the name of who will face it in the bullfight later on. For those members of the public in attendance, the apartado gives them an early opportunity to view the afternoon’s bulls and to get a sense of their spiritedness as they react to being separated (whilst in a herd, the toro bravo can appear quite docile: on its own, it is visibly much more aggressive, responding to both noise and movement).
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               The bulls are separated into pens during the apartado

            

         

         

         Spectator comfort

         When getting ready to attend a bullfight, it is important to bear in mind that most bullrings are pretty uncomfortable by modern standards, the norm being concrete or wooden seating with minimal space between one row of seats and another. If cushions are available from a vendor (they tend to be on sale outside the bullring and for hire inside), it is generally worth paying for one to improve one’s experience.

         Although binoculars may be useful if you are seated high up in the gradas or andanadas, it is recommended to take as little baggage with you as possible, as you are unlikely to have much space. Whether man or woman, it is advisable to wear trousers, as, unless you have tickets for the front row of a particular area of the bullring, it is quite likely you will need to sit with your legs apart in order to accommodate the torso of the spectator sitting in front of you.

         Bear in mind too, if the weather is unpredictable, that the bullfight will continue as long as the protagonists consider the state of the ring not to be too dangerous; unless the ring is roofed or you are seated under cover, take rainwear rather than an umbrella, as this obstructs other spectators’ views and distributes rainwater in a manner that can be uncomfortable for the spectators immediately behind or to either side of you.

         It is also sensible to plan to take your seat at least 20 minutes before the bullfight is due to commence. The access arrangements to many bullrings can be quite cramped, and latecomers will only be admitted after the first bull has been killed, so early arrival should prevent you being caught up in a last-minute crush to get to seats before the first bull comes into the arena and will ensure you see the whole event.

         The president

         The bullfight will start on time once the president (presidente) and his entourage have taken their seats. [12] The location of these can vary; in Spain, for instance, the president normally occupies a box high up in the plaza, but in France the president is often sat at a lower level.
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               The proceedings are governed from the president’s box

            

         

          The president’s job is to ensure that the bullfight proceeds in accordance with the regulations that govern the spectacle and that public order is maintained. Often a civil servant or political dignitary, the president also has a role in determining whether or not bulls should be returned to the corrals for one reason or another and in awarding trophies (see Chapters 12 and 13).

         He or she will be assisted in this by a technical advisor (asesor – usually a retired torero or an aficionado), sitting to the president’s left, and, sitting to the right, a veterinary surgeon who has been involved in passing the bulls as fit to take part in the event.

         The president will order the start of the spectacle by showing a white handkerchief – an accessory that will also be deployed to signal a change in tercio, to give a time warning (aviso) during a faena or to award trophies at the end of it. He will have other coloured handkerchiefs available for his use as well – green, to order a bull that has come in to the ring in an unfit state (usually lameness) for the lidia to be sent back to the corrals; red, to approve the use of banderillas negras (see Chapter 8); and blue and orange to make awards in respect of a bull (see Chapter 12). In some bullrings, the president also instructs the plaza band when to play music during a faena, although often this is left to the judgement of the band’s conductor.
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               Alguacilillos: the official messengers

            

         

         

         The opening parade

         At the commencement of the bullfight, one or two horsemen will cross the arena. These are the alguacilillos. [13] Originally, when bullfights were mainly held in town squares, their task at this stage was to clear the bullring of members of the public: nowadays, they head the opening parade (the paseíllo) and thereafter, on foot and based in the callejón, they carry out instructions relayed to them from the president’s box, including the awarding of trophies.

         Returning to the gate from which they emerged, the alguacilillos will wait as the paseíllo forms up behind them and will then lead the parade back across the ring towards the president’s box. If the event features a rejoneador (see Chapter 14) alongside toreros on foot, she or he will follow on behind the alguacilillos.

         Otherwise, the first row of the paseíllo behind the alguacilillos will consist of the day’s three matadors or novilleros, with the torero who has been active longest on the right of the line as viewed by the president, and the least experienced in the centre. This question of seniority will be determined by the date of the matadors’ alternativas – see Chapter 9 – or of the novilleros’ debuts with picadors. Each will be wrapped in an embroidered cape, while any holding their hat – the montera – in their right hand will be signifying that this is their first appearance in this ring at this level. Behind them, come the toreros’ teams (cuadrillas).
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               The paseíllo: the opening parade

            

         

         Firstly, the banderilleros come, walking in rows (with the three belonging to the senior matador or novillero in the first line and so on), with the one charged with placing two pairs of banderillas to the matador’s or novillero’s first bull also positioned on the right hand and his successor on the cuadrilla’s second bull on the left. Then come the picadors on their horses, again in rows that relate to each matador or novillero, with the most senior man’s horsemen coming first. At the rear of the parade come the areneros, the ring-hands charged with keeping the arena sand in good shape and the mules that will drag out the dead bulls. [14] 
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               Practising with the cape after the paseíllo
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               Displaying information prior to the bull’s entry

            

         

         Final preparations

         After saluting the presidente, the toreros will remove their parade capes, passing several of these up to the spectators sitting in the Sombra barrera seats for them to spread in front of them. Taking hold of the capes they will actually use in the bullfight, the toreros will then give practice passes, getting a feel for the capes, the arena sand and any breeze[15]. Generally, before a bullfight starts, torn bits of paper will be scattered into the ring to provide a visual clue as to the presence of wind in the arena, as this can be a particularly dangerous element, blowing the lure in such a way that the man is revealed to the bull. It is also not uncommon for the toreros to generally limber up for what is ahead and to engage in stretching exercises.

         While this is going on, one of the alguacilillos will collect the key for the puerta de chiqueros (the gate through which the bulls will come into the ring, sometimes marked with the word ‘toril’ or ‘toriles’). Often, the key is thrown by the president to be caught in an alguacilillo’s hat. The alguacillilo then takes it across the ring and hands it to the man charged with opening and shutting the gate.

         Once the sand has been smoothed over to erase any disturbance caused by the paseíllo, the alguacilillos have dismounted and returned on foot to the callejón, all the toreros other than the team that is due to face the first bull have left the arena, and, in the more important bullrings, a sign has been displayed giving the breeder’s name, bull’s name, number, date of birth and weight, [16] it is time for the first bull of the day to be released into the ring.
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