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Introduction


Félix Lope de Vega y Carpio (1562–1635)


Nicknamed ‘a monster of nature’ and ‘the phoenix of Spain’, Lope de Vega was astonishing in his dramatic output. He has been praised as the most popular poet, in both senses, in Spanish history, and is credited by some with having the most abundant vocabulary of any writer in the world. Claiming in his own words to have penned over 1,500 plays, and at a frantic pace, Lope left behind over 400 examples of his work, although not all of these can be attributed to him with complete certainty.


For a man who would go on to become Spain’s most famous and prolific playwright, the place and time of Lope de Vega’s birth could hardly have been more auspicious. Born just two years before Marlowe, Shakespeare and Galileo, and counting such Spanish literary and artistic giants as writer Miguel de Cervantes, painter Diego Velázquez and poets Luis de Góngora and Francisco de Quevedo among his contemporaries, Lope was born in Madrid on 25 November 1562, just one year after Philip II had made the city the capital of Spain, and when the country was in its ascendancy: it was Spain’s ‘Golden Age’, with the Low Countries, Genoa, parts of North Africa and all of modern-day Spain under Philip II’s control, Portugal to be annexed a few years later, trade flourishing with the Americas and the population booming.


The son of master embroiderer Félix de Vega Carpio and Francisca Fernández Flores, from the north of Spain, Lope grew up in Madrid’s bustling Puerta de Guadalajara district. Proud of their city’s new royal status and revelling in any opportunity to celebrate it, the people of Madrid lived a raucous street-life, with merchants selling everything from toiletries to hot snacks on the busy city’s broad central avenues and winding lanes, and cries of ‘¡Agua va!’ (‘Water ho!’) coming from the upper windows, announcing the emptying of chamber pots in the absence of privvies. Meanwhile, the gardens of the Prado, where ladies rode around in their carriages, were a haven of calm for high society, and at the Manzanares River housemaids struggled to do the laundry despite it often having little or no water.


If the accounts of some of his earlier biographers are to be believed, Lope was a precocious child, who could read both Latin and Spanish by the time he was five and began composing verses before he could even write. Having studied at a Jesuit college as a youngster, Lope went up to the prestigious University of Alcalá de Henares (some 35 km from Madrid), where he gained a great deal of experience, if not a degree. According to his own writings (on which so much of the playwright’s life story is based, but which may be peppered with exaggeration), Lope left university early, blinded by his love for a woman. A brief spell at the University of Salamanca followed, until in 1583 he joined a military expedition to Terceira, an island in the Azores and the only Portuguese territory yet to be annexed by the Spanish Crown; he returned victorious. By now, and still only in his early twenties, Lope was already a well-established poet, and in 1585 was praised for his precociousness by none other than literary colossus Miguel de Cervantes.


Lope was once described as a man who ‘lived literature and made literature from life’, and his eventful biography lives up to the claim. By 1588, Lope was a successful playwright, accepting commissions from companies in Madrid’s evergrowing theatrical scene. One such theatre company was owned by Jerónimo Velázquez. Lope had entered into a tempestuous affair with Velázquez’s married daughter, Elena Osorio, although it seems the girl’s father turned a blind eye in exchange for the fruits of Lope’s writing prowess. When the affair ended and a number of libellous poems began to appear around Madrid, with Velázquez and his family as their subject matter, the director was less tolerant, however. Lope denied any involvement, but was put on trial for the poetry and sentenced to eight years of exile from the court of Madrid, and two years from the realm of Castile, the heartland of Spain.


Having broken his exile in order to abduct and marry his first wife, Isabel de Alderete y Urbina, in May 1588 (it seems she was a willing victim), Lope went to Lisbon just nineteen days later to enlist with the Spanish Armada. The playwright joined the crew of the San Juan on the famous fleet’s fateful attempt to attack Elizabeth I’s England. Lope’s brother, Juan, died at sea that year, but Lope lived to tell the tale, and to go on writing. Still exiled from Madrid, Lope moved to Valencia in 1589, and continued to ply his ever-more-successful trade as a playwright in the Mediterranean city. Valencia was an important centre for literature and printing, and with many of his poems and songs being published, Lope was by 1590 somewhat of a national star. Not yet thirty, Lope was by now the most popular playwright in Madrid, despite still being forbidden from coming within five leagues of the city.


In 1590, Lope moved to Toledo to take a position as secretary to Antonio, Duke of Alba, but in 1595, following the death that year of his wife, who had born him two children, the playwright returned to Madrid, his period of banishment cut short. In 1598, Lope’s second marriage to Juana de Guardo, the daughter of a wealthy butcher, coincided with a ban on theatre imposed by Philip II, in mourning for the death of his daughter. That same year, however, Philip II also died, and was succeeded by his less serious son, Philip III. The new king married Margaret of Austria in 1599, and Lope was commissioned to write a number of new plays for the celebrations, which took place in Valencia. Appointed as secretary from 1598 to 1600 to Pedro Fernández de Castro, Lope’s theatrical repertoire now numbered over one hundred texts.


Though still married to Juana de Guardo, with whom he had three children, Lope now embarked on an affair with Micaela de Luján, an actress and mother of two whose actor-husband had lived in Peru since 1596 and died in 1603. In 1604, Micaela gave up acting and became a tutor to Lope’s children; she bore him two further offspring, and until 1610 the playwright divided his life between Juana and Micaela in Toledo and Madrid, before settling, for the time being, in the capital. During these early years of the seventeenth century, Lope was at his peak as a writer, and in his Madrid home he wrote some of his most famous plays, including El perro del hortelano (The Dog in the Manger), La dama boba (The Foolish Woman), El caballero de Olmedo (The Knight of Olmedo), Peribáñez and Fuente Ovejuna, and in 1609, he published a treatise on playwriting, El arte nuevo de hacer comedias (The New Art of Playwriting). In 1613, however, events took a turn for the worse, and Lope’s life once again took a dramatic twist. The playwright’s son, Carlos Félix, died, and shortly afterwards, so did Juana de Guardo.


One year later, aged 52, Lope moved again to Toledo and joined the priesthood; there followed five years of increasing dedication to the Church, but Lope continued his involvement with the theatre and, it seems, with women. Another affair ensued, this time with one Marta de Nevares Santoyo, a 26-year-old whose tender age, compared with Lope’s, invited mockery from such famed contemporaries as Góngora. This passionate affair, which seems to have inspired Lope to write prolifically in his later years, was almost scuppered when Marta was forced into marriage and dragged off to Valladolid, until the groom unexpectedly died. Lope became a friar in 1627, was awarded an honorary doctorate in theology, and even received the Saint John’s Cross from the Pope.


In 1635, ailing and following the death of another son, Lope began to wish for his life to end. His death on 27 August 1635 was marked by a nine-day funeral in which all of Madrid was involved. It was paid for by the Duke of Sessa, to whom Lope had been secretary since 1605. By the time of his death, Lope’s fame and prestige was such that, as the priest presiding over the funeral said, ‘de Lope’ (‘of Lope’) had become a byword for all that was of the highest quality.


Fuente Ovejuna: What Happens in the Play


The play opens in the spring of 1476 in Almagro, in the medieval kingdom of Castile. At the residence of the Holy Order of the Knights of Calatrava, Fernán Gómez de Guzmán, the Chief Commander of the Order, reports to its Grand Master, Rodrigo Téllez Girón. The throne of Castile is at stake following the death of Enrique IV: King Ferdinand of Aragon claims the Crown through his marriage to Enrique’s sister, Isabella; Téllez Girón, however, supports Alfonso V of Portugal, whose wife is Enrique’s only natural child. Guzmán urges the Grand Master to capture the strategic town of Ciudad Real; Téllez Girón agrees.


Meanwhile, in Fuente Ovejuna (literally, ‘Sheep-Well’), the humble town where Guzmán is stationed and over which he has authority, local peasant girl Laurencia rails against the Commander to her friend, Pascuala: Guzmán has been attempting to seduce her. The Commander and his men arrive, victorious after capturing Ciudad Real, and the locals of Fuente Ovejuna lavish tributes upon him. Guzmán makes another, failed attempt to use his high status to ‘persuade’ Laurencia into a liaison.


The action then moves to Toledo, the city from which the revered Catholic Monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella rule Castile and Aragon. When they hear of Téllez Girón’s treacherous capture of Ciudad Real, they resolve to retake the city.


Back in Fuente Ovejuna, a flirtation between Laurencia and her peasant-sweetheart Frondoso is interrupted by Guzmán. Failing again to talk Laurencia into sex, the Commander decides to take her by force, placing his crossbow on the ground as he advances. Frondoso picks up the weapon to defend Laurencia’s honour; he and the girl flee, keeping the crossbow for protection.


Act Two begins badly for Guzmán: Laurencia’s father, Esteban, Mayor of Fuente Ovejuna, defends his daughter’s defiance despite his own lowly rank; Frondoso is still at large; and news arrives that the Catholic Monarchs have retaken Ciudad Real. Guzmán and his knights hasten to Téllez Girón’s aid. They kidnap a local girl, Jacinta, taking her off to battle with them, and beat peasant lad Mengo black and blue for trying to defend her.


In Ciudad Real, Guzmán and Téllez Girón’s men are overwhelmed by the Catholic Monarchs’. While they are away, Frondoso proposes marriage to Laurencia. On their return to Fuente Ovejuna, the furious Commander and his men break up the wedding party: they arrest the groom, beat Esteban, tie Laurencia up and drag her away.


By Act Three, the townspeople are tiring of such outrages. Ferdinand and Isabella’s troops are on their way, but what to do in the meantime? Evacuate? Continue suffering? Or fight back? Their minds are made up by the arrival of Laurencia: dishevelled, transfigured, desperate, she has, it seems, been raped. The peasants amass at Guzmán’s residence, forcing him to release Frondoso. The mob bays for Guzmán to be hurled from the window and impaled on their spears.


Later, with Guzmán’s head displayed upon a spike, the villagers revel in their victory, but worry that the arrival of the Catholic Monarchs’ forces will mean an investigation into the murder of the Commander, technically their master and one to whom they owe allegiance. They resolve to say only that ‘Fuente Ovejuna did it’ when questioned. A judge does indeed arrive, and the investigation begins, but the folk of Fuente Ovejuna stay true to their word: Esteban, Pascuala, Mengo and even a small boy, despite being tortured on the rack, confess only that ‘Fuente Ovejuna did it.’


The play ends at the Catholic Monarchs’ court in Córdoba, where a repentant Téllez Girón is brought back into the fold. The judge tells Ferdinand and Isabella that his investigation in Fuente Ovejuna has failed. He has brought almost the entire town with him, either to be executed en masse, or to be pardoned. Hearing of the outrages suffered by the peasants, King Ferdinand grants them forgiveness.


Fuente Ovejuna: Themes and Contexts


Spain was still revelling in its ascendancy at the time of Lope’s birth, but by the time he wrote Fuente Ovejuna, around the second decade of the seventeenth century, things had changed. Demographic expansion in Spain began to slow from 1580; economic crises threatened food supplies between 1605 and 1607, and 1615 and 1616; industry began to decline; the rich-poor divide grew; and an increasing number of Spaniards left the country to seek a better life overseas. Spain’s military pride had been dented by the defeat of the Armada at the hands of the English navy in 1588, and Philip II’s undiminished military spending left his successor, Philip III, with enormous debts to resolve. An Anglo-Spanish peace accord was signed in 1604 following the death of Elizabeth I, and 1609 saw the beginning of a twelve-year truce with Antwerp following the failure of a 1605–6 offensive against Dutch rebels.


Golden Age


Fuente Ovejuna arose in this context of slowly diminishing Spanish confidence, but also as part of a steep upward trajectory of Spanish literature and scholarship. Some twenty-two new universities opened in Spain in the sixteenth century, with literacy rates rising in the Iberian Peninsula with the increasing availability of printed books. The first ever grammar of the Spanish language had appeared in 1492, and by around 1550 the Golden Age had truly begun, with the anonymous picaresque novel Lazarillo de Tormes being written in 1554. The Spanish literary giant Miguel de Cervantes was born in 1547, writing the first volume of one of Spain’s most important literary works, Don Quijote de la Mancha (Don Quixote), in 1605.


Theatre had been developing, too, having begun in the Middle Ages with religious dramas performed in churches. Spain’s theatrical output in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was said to exceed that of all the rest of Europe combined. Born around 1485, playwright Bartolomé de Torres Naharro became the first Spaniard to write plays in the style adopted later by Lope de Vega, and was recognised by Lope himself as one of the forefathers of Spanish playwriting, along with the more famous Lope de Rueda. Born around 1510 in Seville, actor-dramatist Lope de Rueda laid the foundations for what would become Golden Age drama, touring Spain’s courtyards, squares and palaces with his comic plays, or pasos, combining elements of Spanish comedy with those of popular Italian dramas. By the time he wrote Fuente Ovejuna, Lope de Vega had secured his own place in this theatrical hall of fame.
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