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Introduction


Federico García Lorca (1898–1936)


Federico García Lorca was born on 5 June 1898. The year was a hugely significant one in Spanish cultural and political history: it gave its name to a whole generation of writers who used the events of this year as a rallying cry in efforts to convince the Spanish people of their country’s deplorable state and the desperate need for re-evaluation and change. They were called the ‘Generation of ’98’, and they included Azorín, Baroja and Ángel Ganivet.


The historical event that inspired this movement was the disastrous war with the United States, which led to the loss of Cuba, Spain’s last remaining colony. This apparently distant event was to have huge repercussions for Lorca. Cuba had been Spain’s principal source of sugar; Lorca’s father was to be astute enough to plant his land in Southern Spain with sugar beet, and so, with the aid of a series of successful land purchases, he was well placed to become one of the richest men in the Fuente Vaqueros district.


A long-term consequence of this was that Lorca himself never needed to earn his own living. There’s no question this wealthy background contributed both to the large volume, and the technical and emotional daring, of his work. As it happened, Blood Wedding in particular was hugely successful; but the financial security of his position left him



absolutely free to write as he wanted without regard to the demands of the commercial theatre of his day.


However, the most immediate consequence for the young Lorca was that this meant he spent his childhood as the rich son of the wealthiest landowner of a mainly poor village.


Perhaps the best way for us to imagine the impact of this on Lorca’s sensibility is to think of our own feelings towards the desperately poor of the developing world – or the homeless that many of us pass each day on the street. The contrast between his wealth and the poverty of so many of those around him left a deep impression on Lorca, which he was to express in later life in his autobiographical essay ‘My Village’.


The plight of one family affected Lorca particularly deeply. One of his friends in the village was a little girl whose father was a chronically ill day-labourer and whose mother was the exhausted victim of countless pregnancies. The one day on which Federico was not allowed to visit their home was washing day: the members of this family had only one set of clothes, and they had to stay inside their house while their only clothes were being washed and dried. Lorca wrote:


When I returned home on those occasions, I would look into the wardrobe, full of clean, fragrant clothes, and feel dreadfully anxious, with a dead weight on my heart.


He grew up with a profound sense of indignation at the injustice of this:


No one dares to ask for what he needs. No one dares… to demand bread. And I who say this grew up among these thwarted lives. I protest against this mistreatment of those who work the land.




The young man who wrote this protest at the end of his adolescence maintained a profound anger right to the end of his life. In an interview he gave in 1936, the year of his death, he stated: ‘As long as there is economic injustice in the world, the world will be unable to think clearly.’


He continued the interview with a fable to illustrate the difficulties of creating valid art in a situation of economic injustice:


Two men are walking along a riverbank. One of them is rich, the other poor. One has a full belly and the other fouls the air with his yawns. And the rich man says: ‘What a lovely little boat out on the water! Look at that lily blooming on the bank!’ And the poor man wails: ‘I’m hungry, so hungry!’ Of course. The day when hunger is eradicated there is going to be the greatest spiritual explosion the world has ever seen. I’m talking like a real socialist, aren’t I?


For Lorca, the art of creating theatre was totally bound up with the process of creating a better society:


The idea of art for art’s sake is something that would be cruel if it weren’t, fortunately, so ridiculous. No decent person believes any longer in all that nonsense about pure art, art for art’s sake. At this dramatic moment in time, the artist should laugh and cry with his people. We must put down the bouquet of lilies and bury ourselves up to the waist in mud to help those who are looking for lilies. For myself, I have a genuine need to communicate with others. That’s why I knocked at the door of the theatre and why I now devote all my talents to it.




This passionate anger at the injustice of human society combined with an equally passionate determination to create art that might remedy it was fuelled not simply by his childhood experiences. As an adult, he had travelled to New York, and witnessed at first hand the devastating impact of the Wall Street Crash:


It’s the spectacle of all the world’s money in all its splendour, its mad abandon and its cruelty… This is where I have got a clear idea of what a huge mass of people fighting to make money is really like. The truth is that it’s an international war with just a thin veneer of courtesy… We ate breakfast on a thirty-second floor with the head of a bank, a charming person with a cold and feline side – quite English. People came in there after being paid. They were all counting dollars. Their hands all had the characteristic tremble that holding money gives them… Colin [an acquaintance] had five dollars in his purse and I three. Despite this he said to me: ‘We’re surrounded by millions and yet the only two decent people here are you and I.’


And when Lorca writes so angrily of the ‘thwarted lives’ of those whose existence is dominated by money, it is clear he is thinking not simply of the plight of the rural poor, but also of the bourgeoisie to which he himself, and many of us, now belong. He is concerned not simply with the suffering that a wealthy middle class inflicts on those beneath them on the social scale; he is equally concerned with the suffering they inflict upon themselves. The ‘thwarted lives’ he saw in his village are not simply those of the poor.




The House of Bernarda Alba: What Happens in the Play


Act One   Offstage, the bells are tolling for Bernarda’s second husband’s funeral. La Poncia, Bernarda’s housekeeper, is eating a sausage she stole from the larder. The (unnamed) maid is scrubbing the floor. Both share a common hatred for Bernarda, who is tight-fisted and domineering. La Poncia has been working for her for thirty years, and dreams of the humiliations she would like to inflict on her in revenge. A major anxiety for both is that the house be spotlessly clean; and that Bernarda’s mad mother, María Josefa, stay safely under lock and key.


La Poncia leaves to catch the last responses in church; the maid brutally repulses a hungry beggar woman, continues cleaning, cursing the dead man as she does so. It’s the last time he’ll molest her behind the stable door.


As Bernarda enters, she bursts into passionate weeping. The whole stage fills with women in black. In the midst of pious conversation, they gossip viciously behind Bernarda’s back. Bernarda curses the women after they have gone. She lays down the law to her daughters: mourning will last for eight years. Eight years of utter seclusion.


But there is an immediate threat to her control: the eldest daughter, Angustias, has been seen watching the men through the house door’s iron grille. Bernarda calls her in and slaps her. She sends her daughters off to their rooms; and La Poncia tells Bernarda the men were talking about a village girl who was gang-raped the previous night.




We have a strong sense of a world where the double standard rules: men are allowed free expression of their sexuality, while women must repress theirs.


Bernarda goes to see the lawyer to discuss the terms of her late husband’s will.


As an act of rebellion, Adela, the youngest, has changed into a green dress. The other sisters talk of the rumour that Pepe el Romano, the most eligible bachelor of the district, is going to propose marriage to Angustias. Besides being the eldest, she is also the richest, because she inherits from her father, Bernarda’s first husband. It becomes clear that Adela loves Pepe, and may be in a relationship with him, and that there is bitter rivalry between the sisters. The girls then rush off to catch a glimpse of Pepe walking down the street.


Bernarda sees Angustias with make-up on her face, and violently rubs it off. The sisters rush on to see what the conflict is. At that moment, María Josefa appears, dressed in faded finery. She’s going to escape from this prison and live with a man by the shores of the sea. Bernarda and her daughters join to drag the mad, suffering old woman back into confinement.


Act Two   The sisters are doing their embroidery. All seems calm. Angustias’s engagement to Pepe is now official. As custom dictates, he comes each night to converse with her through the metal grille of her window. Adela is in her room, alone; they all have noticed her agitation and distress. There is also an unexplained discrepancy around the time he leaves Angustias. She says it is around one a.m.; but others say he has been heard leaving at around four. The woman go off to see a travelling salesman who deals in lace.



Adela is left alone with La Poncia. She tells her she wants Pepe and means to have him. She will not allow anyone to stop her. La Poncia advises her to wait. Angustias is sickly and narrow-hipped. The first childbirth will kill her. Then Pepe will return for Adela. But Adela will not wait. It is clear she and Angustius are in a state of war.


The sisters return. It is midday. The heat suffocates. A gang of itinerant labourers have come to harvest the fields. They hired a prostitute the previous night. All hear them singing as they come back from the fields.


Angustias breaks the stillness in a state of fury. Someone has taken Pepe’s photograph from her room. Bernarda orders La Poncia to search the girls’ rooms. There is an expectation it will be found in Adela’s; but it turns out it is the hunchbacked sister, Martirio, who has stolen it. Bernarda beats her, and there is an explosion of jealous fury betwen Martirio and Adela. Bernarda, in fury, sends the sisters back to their rooms.


Alone together, La Poncia hints to Bernarda about a scandal she suspects is about to break over Bernarda’s head. Bernarda retaliates by reminding La Poncia of the knowledge she has of the scandal surrounding her – and fiercely asserts her confidence in her ability to control events. La Poncia artfully remarks that it’s wonderful how keen Pepe is on his new fiancée, since he stays talking to her till four in the morning. Angustias denies this: Martirio corroborates it. We have a sense that the sisters have been overhearing everything; we know for sure that Adela has, in fact, been seeing Pepe; and we sense her secret is in danger of being revealed.




A tumult in the street diverts everyone’s attention. Adela and Martirio snatch a moment together. Martirio also loves Pepe and is determined to prevent Adela having him. This is another declaration of open war.


The stage fills again as La La Poncia reveals what she has just heard: an unmarried girl in the village secretly gave birth to an illegitimate child and killed it to hide her shame. The village dogs uncovered the child’s corpse from under a heap of stones. A mob is forming to lynch the mother. Adela clutches her belly. We know she is pregnant. Bernarda shouts at the mob to act fast before the police come – and urges them to kill the girl.


Act Three   All seems quiet again as the daughters eat their evening meal. Someone has come to visit; and from the woman’s conventional words we catch a glimpse of a life lived in unresolved misery, whose anguish is tucked away out of sight – but never out of mind. The night is dark; the stars are big as fists; a stallion is trying to kick his way out of the stable.


Bernarda is sure she has the situation under control. But the talk between Bernarda and the maid after she has gone to bed suggests otherwise.


The Grandmother appears, singing to a baby lamb. Martirio persuades her back to bed in a scene of the profoundest fear and pathos. The hatred between Martirio and Adela is coming irresistibly out into the open, as is the fact that Adela and Pepe are having intercourse together. At a crucial moment of conflict between the two sisters, we hear a man whistle. It is Pepe; this is the signal for Adela to join him; Martirio prevents her leaving.




Martirio calls out for her mother. Bernarda appears. She moves to strike Adela. But Adela grabs her mother’s stick and breaks it. Bernarda runs off for her rifle. We hear the gunshot. Martirio comes back on stage to say Pepe has been shot dead. She is lying. But Adela believes her and runs off, locking herself in her room.


Adela has hung herself. Bernarda orders her to be cut down. She orders her daughters to stop weeping. She announces to the world that her youngest daughter died a virgin. She imposes silence. The play ends.


Sources


When Lorca was still a boy, he sometimes spent the summers with his family in a small village called Asquerosa. Across the street lived a domineering woman called Frasquita Alba Sierra, who had married twice and had a total of seven children from her two marriages. Lorca’s cousins lived across the street from him, next door to this woman’s house. They shared a well with her at the back of their houses; much of what went on in the Alba household could be heard quite clearly and was passed onto the Lorcas – and in particular to the fascinated young Federico.


It is very clear that this household, with its domineering mother, its many daughters, their clashes with their mother over her authority, and their disputes about who would eventually inherit the family property, was the seed that, once planted in Federico’s imagination as a boy, was finally to grow into The House of Bernarda Alba – this utterly extraordinary creation of the last months of his life. Indeed,



the resemblance between the Frasquita Alba of the village and the Bernarda Alba of the play was so close that it horrified Lorca’s mother. She begged him to change Bernarda’s name so as not to offend the surviving members of Frasquita’s family. One theory even has it that the animosity provoked by the resemblance between the names was so strong that it was one of the factors that led to Lorca’s asassination.


Because he never lived long enough to revise the play or have it performed, we can only speculate as to whether he would have agreed to his mother’s request. What is for sure, though, is that he took from his early memories of the village and its surroundings much more than the name and basic characteristics of this one household. The whole action of the play is rooted in the rural surroundings in which he grew up. In fact, in an early draft of the play, he described its setting as ‘an Andalusian village on arid land’. This description precisely fits Asquerosa; and in many other respects the village of the play corresponds very closely to the village he knew as a child. ‘Asquerosa’ in Spanish means ‘disgusting, loathsome’, and in certain respects, at least, this seems to have been a place which lived up to its name. It was rife with gossip and with an utterly obsessive and often deeply damaging fascination with other people’s lives; a place with a poisonous atmosphere, beautifully summed up by Bernarda herself where she talks of ‘this wretched little village, without a river. This village of wells, where you’re afraid to drink the water in case it’s been poisoned.’


Many other details of life, as portrayed in the play, are authentic to the village: the incredibly long periods of



mourning; the repressive sexual morality; the appalling, crushing heat; the arrival of the reapers in the summer from the hills. Even the language of the play is said to reflect the inhabitants’ particular way of speaking. Many of the characters, too, are based on real people Lorca knew as a child. La Poncia was a real servant, although she never worked for Frasquita Alba. Bernarda’s crazy old grandmother, María Josefa, was inspired by an aged relative Federico and his brother used to visit when they were children. The rejected suitor, Enrique Humanes, and the husband whose wife gets carried off to the olive grove were also people who existed in flesh and blood.


Adela’s green dress was inspired by one of Lorca’s favourite cousins, who also had a green dress she dearly loved and who, on one celebrated family occasion, could only show it off to the chickens in the backyard because the family was going through a period of mourning.


No doubt a more patient researcher could investigate many more incidents and characters in the play and discover many more links between them and Lorca’s experience of life in the villages of Spain. And perhaps this is one of the reasons why Lorca prefaces the play with the words: ‘The poet wishes to point out that these three acts are intended to be a photographic documentary.’


So before we even begin to experience the play we are invited to bear in mind that what it represents is actually true – on whatever level we may choose to interpret this. We may wonder why Lorca should choose such a subject: why so extraordinarily gifted and imaginative a poet should choose such an apparently unpoetic form.




It is certainly striking that Lorca should have chosen to return to these childhood roots after a life which, even the briefest summary indicates, took him far from his own roots in the Andalusian countryside. He left for Madrid when he was twenty-one, encountered the vibrant intellectual and artistic life of the capital, and had intense relationships with the film-maker Buñuel, the surrealist artist Salvador Dalí, and a dazzling group of young writers and poets. In 1928, the extraordinary success of his book of poems The Gypsy Ballads (Romancero Gitano) made him one of Spain’s best-known poets. By 1929 he was in New York, where he witnessed the Wall Street Crash, and then made a triumphant lecture/recital tour of Cuba and South America. He was fascinated by surrealism, film-making, painting and jazz. Even this, the briefest of descriptions, should make it clear that this was a poet and artist open to influence from all over the globe. It is extraordinary that at the end of his life he should, in a sense, turn his back on all this and concentrate with an almost obsessive power and precision on scenes from his own childhood.
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