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Adapter’s Note







The poet Federico Garcia Lorca was born in 1898 in a village in the province of Granada. He finished writing his last play, The House of Bernarda Alba, on 19 June 1936. By 18 August he was dead, murdered by supporters of Franco, shot in olive groves near the village of Alfacar. His writings were subsequently outlawed and burnt in Granada’s Plaza del Carmen. Just before his death he revealed to a Spanish journalist, ‘I still consider myself a true novice, and I’m still learning my profession … My work has just begun.’


Lorca had read the play to a group of friends in the week after it was written, and was particularly pleased with the evolution of style from his earlier work. At one point he exclaimed, ‘There’s not a drop of poetry! Reality! Pure realism!’ Long and unhelpful arguments have gone on ever since between those who see the poet primarily as a symbolist, and those who are argue for his identity as a realist. Whichever, it is clear in which direction he was heading at the time of his death. The method of the play is allusive – things are said once and once only. Whole worlds and structures of feeling are hinted at by single lines of dialogue, which are not repeated, creating an effect of extraordinary concentration. The language itself is distinctive: rich in imagery, of course, as you would expect, but also charged with a savage prison humour. This is not at all some timeless, literary version of Spain. In the political situation of 1936, the metaphor of the play was stunningly clear. So it is today.


The first staged performance did not happen until 1945, when Margarita Xirgu, who had long championed Lorca’s work, played Bernarda in Argentina. When she stepped forward at the end to make a curtain speech, regretting that Lorca had never seen his own play, she used the words, ‘A curse on war’, and at once the stage was covered with flowers thrown by an admiring audience.


The first Spanish production followed in Madrid in 1964. Tom Stoppard’s English version was played in Greenwich in 1973, with Robin Phillips directing. June Jago played Bernarda and Patience Collier Poncia. Glenda Jackson and Joan Plowright led the most remarked London revival of the play in Nuria Espert’s production at the Lyric, Hammersmith, in September 1986.


This new version is based on a literal translation by Simon Scardifield.


D.H.






















First Performance





The House of Bernarda Alba was first presented in this translation in the Lyttelton auditorium of the National Theatre on 5 March 2005, with the following cast:




Bernarda Alba Penelope Wilton


Maria Josefa Cherry Morris


Angustias Sandy McDade


Magdalena Justine Mitchell


Amelia Katherine Manners


Martirio Jo McInnes


Adela Sally Hawkins


Poncia Deborah Findlay


The Servant Pamela Merrick


Prudencia Mary Cunningham


Beggar Woman Jennifer Scott-Malden


Beggar Woman Sophie Trott


Little Girl Kirsty Wood


First Woman Rachael Spence


Second Woman Beth Fitzgerald


Third Woman Maria Golledge


Fourth Woman Jennifer Hill







Director Howard Davies


Designer Vicki Mortimer


Lighting Designer Paule Constable


Music Dominic Muldowney


Sound Designer Paul Groothuis

























Characters







Bernarda, sixty


Maria Josefa, Bernarda’s mother, eighty


 


Angustias, Bernarda’s daughter, thirty-nine


Magdalena, Bernarda’s daughter, thirty


Amelia, Bernarda’s daughter, twenty-seven


Martirio, Bernarda’s daughter, twenty-four


Adela, Bernarda’s daughter, twenty


 


Poncia, a servant, sixty


The Servant, fifty


 


Prudencia, fifty


 


A Beggar Woman


A Little Girl


 


First Woman


Second Woman


Third Woman


Fourth Woman


A Girl


 


Mourners

























THE HOUSE OF BERNARDA ALBA





A PHOTOGRAPHIC DOCUMENTARY
























Act One








An inner room, startlingly white, in Bernarda’s house. Thick walls. Doorways with jute curtains edged with frills. Wicker chairs. On the walls, paintings of fantastic landscapes with nymphs and legendary monarchs.


Summer. A great, oppressive silence. As the curtain goes up, the stage is empty. The sound of bells tolling. The Servant comes in.




Servant   Those bells! It’s like they’re ringing inside my head.




Poncia comes in, eating bread and chorizo.





Poncia   Two hours already. Ceaseless incantation. And priests from every village around. The church does look beautiful. Oh, and Magdalena fainted during the first response.


Servant   Well: she’s the one hit hardest.


Poncia   Of course. Truth is, she’s the only one her father ever loved. Thank God for a moment alone. I fancied something to eat.


Servant   Don’t let Bernarda catch you.


Poncia   Oh well, of course, because she can’t eat, nobody can! We all have to die of hunger just to please her. What a monster! String her up on a rope. I managed to open the chorizo-jar.


Servant   Do you think I could take one? For my little girl?


Poncia   Help yourself. Why not? Take some chick peas as well. This is the only day we might get away with it. 


Voice   (off) Bernarda!


Poncia   There she goes again. Are you sure the old woman’s locked up?


Servant   Double-locked.


Poncia   And I hope you put the bar across as well. That woman, she can pick a lock with her teeth.


Voice   (off) Bernarda!


Poncia   (shouts) She’s on her way!




Poncia turns back to the Servant, gesturing to her cleaning.





Poncia   Come on, do it all again. If everything isn’t exactly the way Bernarda wants it, she’ll tear out every hair I’ve got left.


Servant   That woman!


Poncia   Empress of all she surveys! Would sit on you, happily sit on top of you, sit for a year, squeezing the life out of your heart, and all the time with that awful smile stuck rigid on her face.




Poncia gestures towards the pots.





Poncia   ‘No! Won’t do! Not clean enough!’


Servant   Look, my hands are bleeding.


Poncia   All she ever wanted: to be the cleanest, the most respectable, the most untouchable woman around. Her poor husband, death must have come as a welcome relief.




The bells stop ringing.





Servant   Were both families there?


Poncia   Hers, yes. His, no. They can’t stand her. They turned up, inspected the corpse, made a quick sign of the cross, and disappeared. 


Servant   Is this enough chairs?


Poncia   More than enough. They can sit on the floor, for all I care. From the day Bernarda’s father died, not a single stranger has set foot in this house! Not one. Her world and nobody else’s. May she rot in the hell of her own making.


Servant   You’ve done well enough by her.


Poncia   Thirty years doing her laundry, eating the crud she leaves on her plate. Up all night if she has so much as a cough. Whole days spent with my eye pressed to a crack in the door, so I can report back on what the neighbours are up to. What they call ‘a life without secrets’ – between her and me anyway. And at the end of it all, I still say, ‘May she rot in hell.’ I’d happily thread hot needles through her eyeballs with my own hand.


Servant   Poncia!


Poncia   Oh, don’t worry, I’m the good bitch. I bark when I’m told. I know my job. Anyone comes to the door looking for kindness, and it’s me to go snap at their ankles. Both my sons married, both working for her, working on her land. What can I do? But I tell you, one day the moment will come.


Servant   What moment?


Poncia   I’ll tell you exactly, I’ve got it worked out. One day I’m going to lock that woman in a room so I can spend a whole year spitting in her face. ‘Bernarda’ – pow! for this, ‘Bernarda’ – pow! for that, and then pow! for whatever, till she looks like a lizard that’s been squashed by kids. Which is what she is. Inside. And her whole family. Not that I envy her. Not for a moment. Five daughters, five dogs. Who needs ugly daughters, and no use to anyone, except for Angustias, the eldest, who at least had the good sense to be born to the first husband, and so end up with some money. The rest of them? Fine lace, fine linen, but when it comes to actual inheritance: bread and raisins!


Servant   I’d be happy. If I had what they have.


Poncia   All we have is our bare hands, and a grave, ready dug.


Servant   Well, at least they give us a bit of land at the end.




Poncia is at the larder.





Poncia   This glass is still dirty.


Servant   It never comes clean. Whatever you do.




The bells ring again.





Poncia   That’s the last response. I’m going to go and listen. That priest, my God! What a voice! In the Paternoster, he goes up and up, like a jug just slowly filling itself with water. Beautiful. Doesn’t quite make it to the top, but, never mind, it’s fun on the way. Finally he isn’t Tronchapinos, but then nobody is. He was the old sacristan, sang at my mother’s funeral, may God guard her soul. Opened his mouth, had the bricks vibrating in the walls. The Amen? Like a wolf had come into the church. (imitating) A-a-a-a-a-m-e-e-e-e-n. (She starts to cough.)


Servant   You’re going to ruin your throat.


Poncia   My throat’s ruined already. Not by singing, since you ask.




Poncia goes out, laughing. The Servant continues to scrub. The bells ring.





Servant   Boing! Boing! Boing! May God forgive him.




A Beggar Woman has appeared with a Little Girl. 





Beggar Woman   Praise be to God!


Servant   Boing! Boing! Boing! And may the rest of us not have to join him for as long as possible. Boing!




The Beggar Woman raises her voice, annoyed at being ignored.





Beggar Woman   I said: praise be to God!


Servant   Yeah, praise him, praise him.


Beggar Woman   I’ve come for the leftovers.




The bells stop.





Servant   Not today you haven’t. Anything left over’s left over for me.


Beggar Woman   Take pity. You have someone to take care of you. My little girl and I have no one.


Servant   A dog has no one. So? It gets by. Dogs get by.


Beggar Woman   I always get them. They always give me the leftovers.


Servant   Come on, out. Who let you in? Look at the mess, look at your feet, look at the mess you’re making.




The Beggar Woman goes with the Little Girl. The Servant goes on scrubbing.





Floors polished with oil. Larders stocked with food. Tables and beds made of iron. And the rest of us sleeping on baked mud, with our one plate and our one spoon. Bring on the day when there’s none of us left to tell the tale.




The bells begin again.





Yes, ring! Ring, bells, ring! Bring out the coffin with its gold cloth and its silk straps. We all end up the same way. On your way to hell, Antonio Maria Benavides, lying there rigid in your fine suit and your smart boots. Never again. Behind the stable door. You’ve lifted my skirt for the last time. Ever!




The Mourners enter at the back of the stage, in pairs, with handkerchiefs, skirts and black fans. They enter slowly until they have filled the stage. Meanwhile the Servant has begun to howl.





Antonio Maria Benavides! Never to see this house, never to eat bread here again. It was me who loved you! I loved you most. Of all the women who served you. (She starts to pull at her hair.) How do I live? How do I go on living?




The two hundred women have entered. Now Bernarda, leaning on a cane, arrives with her five daughters.





Bernarda   Silence!


Servant   (weeping) Bernarda!


Bernarda   Stop crying! Back to work! You had a job to do. The place is filthy, it’s a disgrace. Now get out of here! This is not where you belong.




The Servant goes out in tears.





The poor are like animals. It’s as if they’re a different species.


First Woman   They have their sorrows, as we do.


Bernarda   Oh yes, but no sorrow so deep they won’t put it aside for a plate of chick peas.


Little Girl   (nervously) We all have to eat.


Bernarda   I don’t think a girl of your age should open her mouth in front of adults.


First Woman   Be quiet, child. 


Bernarda   And nobody lectures me in my own house. Everyone: sit.




They sit. A pause. Then Bernarda speaks fiercely.





Magdalena, stop that noise. If you want to cry, please, cry in the privacy of your own room. Did you hear me?


Second Woman   Have you begun gathering the crops?


Bernarda   Yesterday.


Third Woman   The sun is unbearable.


First Woman   I’ve not known it this hot for years.




Pause. They all fan themselves.





Bernarda   Is the lemonade ready?


Poncia   Yes, Bernarda.




Poncia comes in with a large tray of small white cups which she hands round.





Bernarda   Take some to the men.


Poncia   They’re already drinking in the stableyard.


Bernarda   Make sure they leave the way they came in. I don’t want them coming this way.


Little Girl   (to Angustias) Did you notice? Pepe el Romano was among the mourners.


Angustias   Yes. I saw him.


Bernarda   His mother was. It was Pepe’s mother we saw. My daughter most certainly didn’t see Pepe and neither did I.


Little Girl   I thought …


Bernarda   I tell you who was there and that was the widower from Darajali. Sitting suspiciously close to your aunt. You could hardly miss him. 


Second Woman   (aside, quiet) This woman is evil, worse than evil.


Third Woman   (aside) Tongue like a toledo.


Bernarda   A woman in church should look at no one but the priest, and him only because he’s in a skirt. As soon as a woman lifts her eyes in a church, we all know what she’s looking for: the warmth of a pair of trousers.


First Woman   (aside) A twisted old gecko, dried up, eaten away.


Poncia   (between her teeth) Desperate for a man, like a parched vine reaching for the sun.




Bernarda bangs the floor with her cane and begins an improvised litany.





Bernarda  


Praise be to God!


All   (crossing themselves)


Praise Him and bless Him for ever!


Bernarda  


Rest in peace


With the holy company of saints.


All  


Rest in peace.


Bernarda  


With the Archangel Michael,


The Sword of Justice beside him.


All  


Rest in peace.


Bernarda  


With the key that opens the whole world


And the hand that encloses. 


All  


Rest in peace.


Bernarda  


With those who are blessed


And with the ghosts of the departed.


All  


Rest in peace.


Bernarda  


With our holy charity


And the souls on land and sea.


All  


Rest in peace.


Bernarda   Grant rest to your servant Antonio Maria Benavides and give him the crown of your sacred glory.


All   Amen.




Bernarda stands for the Gregorian chant.





Bernarda  


Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine,


All   (standing)


Et lux perpetuat luceat eis.




All cross themselves.





First Woman   May God give you health so you may pray for his soul.




The Mourners begin to file out.





Third Woman   May you never lack for a warm loaf of bread.


Second Woman   Nor a roof for your daughters’ heads.




They file past Bernarda while Angustias goes out through another door, which leads out into the courtyard. 





Fourth Woman   And may the memory of your marriage never grow cold.




Poncia has come in with a bag of money.





Poncia   The men have got together to pay for a mass.


Bernarda   Thank them and give them a glass of brandy.




Magdalena has begun to cry.





Little Girl   Magdalena …


Bernarda   Hush!




Bernarda bangs again with her cane, then watches the last Mourners leave.





Get going, and back to your hovels, the lot of you, where no doubt you’ll pick apart everything you’ve seen. Please, enjoy yourselves, have a good time, because you’re not coming back.


Poncia   Bernarda, you can hardly complain. The whole village turned out.


Bernarda   Yes. Which accounts for the smell. Rank underclothes, sweat and poison dripping from their tongues.


Amelia   Mother, please. Not today. Don’t speak like that today. Don’t start.


Bernarda   How else can anyone speak in this village,  this village with no river? A village of wells where we scarcely dare drink. The poisoned village.


Poncia   Oh my God, look what they’ve done! Look at the floor!


Bernarda   As if a herd of goats had passed through.




Poncia starts to scrub the floor.





Give me a fan, child. 


Adela   Here, take this one.




Adela gives her a round fan with red and green flowers. Bernarda throws it to the ground.





Bernarda   Is this a fan to give to a widow? Show some respect. I want black.


Martirio   You can have mine.


Bernarda   What about you?


Martirio   I’m not hot.


Bernarda   If I were you, I’d get yourself another. Be sure of one thing: you’re going to need it. The mourning will last for eight years, and in that eight years there’ll be not a breath of air from the street. No. It’ll be as if we’ve bricked up the very doors and windows. That’s how it was in my father’s house, and my grandfather’s too. That’s how you mourn. That’s the way it’s done. And, in the mean time, you can start embroidering your bridal clothes. There are twenty bolts of linen in the trunk. You can get on with the cutting, and Magdalena can embroider.


Magdalena   Whatever. I don’t care.


Adela   (sourly) I know: you won’t embroider ours, and then nobody will. And that way yours will be best.


Magdalena   I’m not doing any embroidery. Mine or yours. What’s the point? I’ll never get married, I know that. I’d rather hump sacks in a mill. Anything rather than sit in this house, day after day.


Bernarda   That’s what it is, that’s what it means, to be a woman.


Magdalena   Well then, forget being a woman!


Bernarda   Ah well now, there you are, now you begin to understand. You can’t go running to your father any more. From now on you answer to me. It’s needle and thread for women, and mule and a whip for men. That’s how it has to be for people of our standing.
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