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  Foreword




  That Lorca, a homosexual man in a fiercely masculine society should write about suppressed sexuality is not surprising. More extraordinary is the degree to which The House of Bernarda Alba transcends its domestic setting, becoming a play about freedom and censorship, about self-expression and its opposites, fear and repression. The House of Bernarda Alba was written only a month before Lorca was murdered by the fascists in a purge of intellectuals and artists. This perhaps explains the extraordinary atmosphere of foreboding, the nightmarish sense of there being no escape. The house is not only a domestic prison but a metaphor for a country at war.




  By writing about a family and a nation, Lorca shows how the desire to suppress another being (because of our own frustrated hopes) operates at a personal and public level. For Bernarda to allow Adela to know love and sexual fulfilment would be to see the meaninglessness of her own life and know that it has been tragically wasted. We sense that beneath Bernarda’s formidable exterior lies the wreckage of a woman who has lived a lonely life without love or pleasure. She cannot bear for her daughters to experience the happiness that she herself has never known.




  The play explores an unhappy truth. That those who have been oppressed often in turn become the worst oppressors. They repeat the pattern of their own abuse, only feeling safe when they have power over others. The play is above all a passionate plea for change.




  Polly Teale,




  Associate Director, Shared Experience Theatre




  





  




  Translating Lorca




  When Polly Teale first approached me to translate La Casa de Bernarda Alba I was flattered but initially very uncertain. I hadn’t attempted a translation before. I was familiar with the play itself, with only a vague memory of a very bad production years ago at the Edinburgh Festival. When I read it my uncertainty increased. It seemed so relentlessly grim, page after page of weeping, black-shawled women gnawing at each other and moaning about their fate. I found myself longing to give them a good slap and to shout at them to get a life. It was only as I read and re-read the text that another vision of the play started to develop for me. What had initially seemed to be a rather repressive vision of passive and hopeless women emerged as a passionate appeal against repression. If only, the play seems to say, we could love where we chose. If only we could throw off mourning and reclaim our relationship with life. If only we could touch each other openly, not through the bars of a window in the dark . . . If only all the forces of tradition and landed wealth could be relaxed so that the rich could consider more than the future of their acres and the poor could be released from the eternal worry of where the next plate of chick peas was coming from.




  Written just before the Spanish Civil War, the play can be seen as a ‘photographic documentary’ as Lorca described it. It is indeed, a beautifully detailed portrait of life for ‘women in the villages of Spain’. It’s also a testament of the power of fear to weaken people to the effects of tyranny, as relevant today as it ever was. The women in the play are not victims, their repressed power vibrates through each line like ‘a thunderstorm waiting in every room’. But there seems no way for them to escape their fate. They’ve been robbed of the capacity for hope. Reading the play was a poignant reminder of how precious the power to imagine your own future is, how easily it can be taken from us and how terrible the consequences of that loss can be, personally and politically.




  ‘They took him out and shot him in an olive grove when he was 38.’ That was the bald phrase that stuck in my head as I was swithering about whether I was really the right person to attempt this job. Anyone can get run over by a bus at any moment, but I imagine another writer always having the next play in their head, the one that’s going to be even better, discover more, push your craft even further. Lorca was robbed of his next play. He never even saw a production of La Casa de Bernarda Alba. I was already a year older than he ever got to be. If I needed another reason to attempt the translation that was it. What I gained was the humbling and moving experience of coming to understand the rhythm and power of another writer’s language. It’s like getting a piggy-back ride up a mountain to a fantastic view. They’ve done the slog and pain, you get the pure joy of juggling the words that are already there . . . Which is not to say it was a piece of cake. There were times, surrounded by Spanish text, literal translation and several previous interpretive translations when I felt like I was drowning in paper. The sense of responsibility to a dead writer is bad enough but a famous dead writer?? Already beautifully translated into English several times??? Who did I think I was? In the end I trusted to the robustness of the original lines to do the work. My job was to make them as accessible and direct as Lorca had originally intended. Friends tell the story of Lorca running up to them waving pages of the script, delighted with what he’d achieved. ‘There’s not a drop of poetry!’ he’s said to have shouted, ‘Realism, pure realism!’.




  To my eyes the play is full of poetry, but of the spare and powerful kind where one line can carry the weight of several complicated and intense emotions. The language is simple and direct but completely evocative of the humanity it describes. I saw my job to be the preservation of this power and the recreation of the simplicity and directness of the original dialogue. Hopefully I have, at least partially, done justice to this wonderful play.




  Rona Munro




  





  




  The House of Bernarda Alba was presented in association with Salisbury Playhouse by Shared Experience Theatre and first opened at the Salisbury Playhouse on 11 March 1999. After touring Guildford, West Yorkshire, Richmond, Oxford, Bath and Liverpool, it opened at the Young Vic Theatre, London, on 18 May 1999 with the following cast:
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