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El ena Garcia-Martin
Present ati on Text
Limts of the Past

Renenbering H story on Stage: Appropriations, R tualizations, and
Vi sions of Baroque Tradition in Republican and Francoi st Spai n.

The prem se of ny paper stens fromthe assunption that popul ar
spectacles, and in particular theatre, provide the prinmary inages
t hrough which collective consciousness articulates itself. To the
extent that collective nmenory requires a unifying |anguage, and a
consistent narrative through which to decode it, | believe the
i mges generated through popular entertainnment may often function
as uni fying agents. This capacity of theatre, which nay be aligned
to serve both progressive or regressive governnents, needs to be
investigated and wunderstood in all its aesthetic and ethical
i nmplications. The re-evaluation of the dissem nation, functions
and possible manipulation of historical nostalgia through public
acts of renenbrance, such as theatre and the narratives that re-
configure it, is an essential part in the responsible shaping of
political consciousness.

Rewor ki ngs of the Spanish Golden Age "history plays," often
sought to reconstitute, honogenize and fix inmages of the nation in
nonments of political instability. Since nenory does not constitute
a tineless vehicle for the recovery of past events, but is itself
affected by its own conception and construction of the past, it
must be historically situated. | wll focus on the years |eading
to and following the Spanish Cvil War so as to assess the way in
which rhetorical and staged representations of historical drama
contributed to define the icons, sentinents and appearance of a
Spani sh "national" consciousness in a period of divisiveness and
i nternal struggle.

The processes through which this nostalgic invocation take
pl ace constitute a two-fold exercise in historical nmenory. In the
first place, the plays selected were often re-enactnents of key
episodes in the history of Spain--such was the case of Lope de

Vega' s Fuent eovej una. Secondly, the adaptations thenselves were
historically situated around a civil war, which both generates and
effaces nenory, creates irreversible sides and synbolizes
di scontinuities. Furthernore, these plays were staged and

rhetorically constructed w thin organi sns--Republican or Francoi st-
-which held particular conceptions of history, and had specific
reasons for recovering the past. Yet, nost studies on historica
drama focus on the distortions and di screpanci es between historical
record and the dramatic text rather than on the workings of
menori es and uses of the past.

Wiile for the Republicans Fuenteovejuna was the expression of
social revolution, for the Francoists it represented political
conform sm Therefore, we nust assunme that the dynamcs of
collective nmenory necessarily involve processes of construction and
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distortion' which were activated as part of the cultural politics
of both the Republican and the Francoi st regi nes.

Menory is fluid, discursive and socially constituted. At a
basic level, there are mechanisns inherent to renenbering, such as
what M chael Schudson terns "instrunentalization," defined as "the
selection and pronotion of a particular version of the past to
serve present interests,"” (352) and "conventionalization" or "the
social re-working of the past as heritage or tradition which may be
di ssem nat ed t hr ough hi gh- presti ge, socially consensual
institutions" (359). Both of these nechanisns were, naturally,
common to Republican and Francoi st visions of history.

To the extent that any nenory involves selection, and
consequently, the silencing of other historical narratives, theatre
may be said to participate in the dynamcs of renmenbering
/[forgetting that constitute national nmenories. Both the right and
the left nmade use of this selective, "instrunmentalizing" form of
nenory.

The open debate as to which were the authors and works worth
rescuing to becone "cantores de |la raza" had been taking place for
nmost of the 30's but was intensified on the occasion of Lope de
Vega's anniversary in 1935. The "phoenix of creativity," as Lope
was commonly naned was simul taneously acclained as the bard both of
the right and the left. Jose M Penén, Francoist author and
critic, described Lope as the poet of wunity, nationalism and
conformty. Rafael Al berti, the Republican poet, celebrates Lope
"the merry, the popular,...the satirical trickster of fairs, the
licentious, the nmocking, the sardonic" (369)?2. Wile the left
aimed at recuperating a popul ar Lope, enblem of social struggle and
subversive spirit of the carnival, the right inmagined an educat ed,
visionary and loyal bard at the service of a unified Catholic
Spai n. Clearly opposing imges, of conpliance and subversion,
which inply a selective process which also affects the reading of
hi s pl ays.

If we concentrate on Fuenteovejuna, one of his nost polemc

plays, simlar diverging reactions occur. The center of the
discussions at the time was the legitinmacy, inconpatibility and
authenticity of visions. Wiile the Falangist Calle Ilturrino

Y'I'n ny considerations about the nechanisns of nenory practice

I will be wusing a variety of sour ces. The notions
"instrunmentalization,” "conventionalization" and "distanciation"
are defined by the psychol ogist Mchael Schudson in "Dynamcs of
Distortion in Collective Menory" in Menory Distortion: How M nds,
Brains and Societies Reconstruct the Past Ed. Daniel L. Schacter
Canbridge: Harvard U P, 1995. The phil osopher Theodore Pl antinga
refers to "polarization," "integration,” "anachronism" and
"ant hr oponor phi sm' as constitutive principles in How Menory Shapes
Narratives: a Philosophi cal Essay on Redeem ng the Past. Lew ston:
Edw n Mellen Press, 1992.

2 All translations from Spanish are the author’s unl ess
ot herw se not ed.
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accused Republicans of "profaning Lope's nenory" and of "falsifying
the spirit of Fuenteovejuna" (7), and Peman condemmed the Marxists
for "inpudently sequestering and mutilating the play" (Schwartz
186), the Republican bard Garcia Lorca defended hinself by calling
his cut version "an anthology of Fuenteovejuna,” in order to
distinguish it from the original, and confessed to wanting to
"vulgarize" it and privilege a social plot over the Renaissance,
political one whose circunstances had been superceded. dearly, we
find contrasting relations to the national past which illustrate
the right's notion of an unchanging historical essence, and the
left's perspective on the actualization and contingency of
hi storical forces. Here lies the difference between the notions
of nmenory as an unchangeabl e | egacy, or as a social practice.

To guarantee the effective comuni cation and di ssem nation of
certain visions of the past, these may be legitimzed through
prestigious organisns such as religious heritage or cultural

tradition. Thi s S a process whi ch Schudson calls
"conventionalization.” The desire to facilitate diffusion and
legitimation led both sides in the Gvil War to resort to Colden
Age theatre as a famliar and respected body of literature, an
"authority" wupon which to project their respective political
f ant asi es. In fact, La Barraca, the university travelling conpany
led by Lorca, limted its repertory exclusively to Colden Age

plays, a highly unlikely repertoire for a group of artists of
aest heti ¢ noderni st background.

After acknowl edging both sides' anal ogous desire to
comuni cate and dissemnate their particular visions of the past,
it is pertinent to explore the differences in the nature of these
aesthetic and rhetorical visions. Many have been the studies on
the aesthetics of Fascism and its ritualistic and celebratory
aspects. The ideol ogical dinmension of their aesthetics involves an
appeal to transcendence, continuity and nyth which many have

associated with pseudo-religion. The theatrical inplications of
these ritualistic performances involve a perceived audience, and a
coded reception nmuch 1like church attendance. The fascistic

paradigm ains to create consensus by appealing to the collective
spirit, an entity which not only transcends reason but which may
indeed conflict wth positivistic inquiry, as many of its Spanish
proponents clainmed. G ménez Caballero, in Arte y Estado (1935), a
treatise which is considered as the earliest exponent of radica
Fal angi st aesthetics, elevates intuition, intimation and faith as
met hods of inquiry while defining reflection and "abuses of reason”
as the "maxi num form of ignorance" (14). Hence, even fasci st
aesthetic treatises were clothed in the rhetorical garb of anti-
intellectual, unsystematic "confessions" and cautioned the reader
t hat abusing reason could only generate individuals contrary to the
“Spani sh  character,"” i.e., “irresolute, coward, agnostic and
di soriented” (14).

On the other hand, the Republican paradigm ained to create
consensus by appealing to the rise of a collective consci ousness, a
capacity which wuld only be hindered by disproportionately
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ent husiastic sentinment, and which, at |east conceptually, required
a critical vision. Indalecio Prieto, Republican Mnister of
Culture cautioned his audiences in his speeches about "excesses of
ent husi asm’ and "unreflective inpul ses” which clouded the intellect
and could be used in the interest of the opposition (43-47).
Natural |y, these cognitive dispositions had aesthetic repercussions
as wel .

The Fal angi st aesthetic was defined in its early stages as
"Christian dassicisnt a trend which was countered by the
Republican's allegiance to "social realism"” G nénez Cabal lero
defines the essence of theatre as nystery, and its function as "the
representation of human |life as a religious phenonenon" (164).
Jose Pemén, another one of the Francoi st bards, conceived theatre
as an occasion to "pronote the communi on of ideas" and envisioned
t he Spani sh audi ence as a "conpact unit, firmin the unanimties of
a heroic age fully lived or imaginatively prolonged" (1959 17).
Despite the cryptic and convoluted style of his remark, certain
aspects of the Nationalist view of the audience are clear and | ater
illustrated: it nmust be univocal and responsive to the structure of
the Geek dramatic nodels, where the noble "hero" and the "chorus"
represented with "religious and national resonances" the dynam cs
bet ween the exceptional individual and the honogenized collective
(17). This conjunction of religious and cl assical terns guaranteed
a ritualistic and celebratory conception of art at the service of a
hi erarchi chal and authoritarian social nodel.

Consequently, Pemadn, who perceived Fuenteovejuna as an
expr essi on of what he consi der ed nat i onal val ues--i.e.,
inperialism nationalism Catholicism-understands the end of the
play where the kings restore order, as a cerenony of investnent, a
"deus ex nmachina" ritual of enpowernent for the nonarchs which is
recogni zed by the people. On the occasion of a Christmas day
performance, a date which already ritualizes and magnifies its
i mportance, Penman observes:

This is the drama of the absorption by the State of al
sub-states or anti-states dispersed throughout the
country. The infuriated people of Fuenteovejuna help
the unitary, statuary and nodern cause of the Catholic
Kings. The people do not condemm the red cross on the
Conendador, but want it on the King's chest instead.
(Schwartz 186)
In Peman's opinion, the play not only works to support the
nmonar chy, but the mlitary orders upon which its power rests. Hs
position towards history is commenorative: this is the renmenbrance
of an idealized past in which the people "spoke as one", but also
the recognition of an inherent historical essence from which the

present unnaturally deviates. In his vision we behold a cerenony
in which the people as a unit do not rebel against the system but
agai nst individuals, and where the enblens of power--like the red

cross of the mlitary order of Santiago--are not destroyed but
nmerely transferred.

If the main thene for Peman was the conform st cel ebration of
centralized power and the evocation of historical essence, for
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Lorca these aspects of the play were only contingent. 1In fact, he
elimnates the role of the nonarchs, whom he sees as part of a
hi storico-political subpl ot which distracts from the true

protagoni st: the pernmanence of social injustice. Wth this, he
effects a change, previously seen on the communi st Russian stage
(Kirschner 259), and which he explains as follows "I have not

revised, but cut out,” and thus, "renoved the inessential fromthe
play." (Byrd 14).

Lorca al so enployed other strategies to stress the hunanity,
particularity and protagoni sm of the people, aspects that were de-
enphasi zed in the abstract types of the "Christian Gassicism" In
order to facilitate the identification between the audience and the
events on stage, the wardrobe of the actors was actualized to match
the style of the peasants of the tine of the performance. 1In fact,
although the attires were carefully designed by A berto, the
garnents often canme from gifts from the audience, which gave the
actors an eclectic, detailed and realistic appearance. Wile this
may be deened a strategy to pronote ideological consensus it also
constituted a netafictional act which forced anachroni sm on stage
as a neans to reflect upon the connections between past and

present. In an introductory remark to the performance Lorca
admts: "the play is constructed with the anachroni sm necessary to
match our current sensibilities" (Lorca 425). Sonme critics

considered that with this approach the audience could then see
itself on stage as the protagoni sts of actualized history, that is,
as the agents in charge of making and transform ng present history,
a phenonenon of awakeni ng. Yet, this identification was never
allowed to reach enotionally cathartic proportions as the nodesty
of the stage, nounted off the back of a truck, and the surrealistic
backdrop painted by A berto (Sdenz de la Cal zada 64), forced the
audience to confront the constructedness of fiction, and of
hi st ory?®.

O simlar effect was the inclusion of folkloric and regional
songs and dances, which were perforned, atypical ly, with
Renai ssance instrunentation. Agai n, Lorca's anachronistic
technique would provide a tenporal bridge anong audiences while

® An anecdote that may serve to highlight the reaction of the
audi ence to Republican performances is docunented in the biography
of Lorca's favorite actress, Margarita Xirgu. On the occasion of
Lope de Vega's anniversary in 1935 a performance of Fuenteovejuna
was set in the Plaza |a "Libertad" of the historical village. At
the end, when the attendants rushed to the stage, Lorca, believing
the actors could be identified with the tyrants they portrayed on
stage, feared for their safety. Contrary to his expectations the
actors were not only congratulated for the performance, but
esteened for their actions outside the stage--nanely, the
liberation of a reputedly anarchist villager inprisoned by the
authorities so that he could not use the event to create turnoil.
| ndeed, rather than generating passive catharsis the performance
triggered an act of collective recognition that went beyond the
paraneters of fiction
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constituting an act of re-appropriation of tradition from high
culture to popul ar cl asses.

In contrast, the ritualizing and nonunentalizing aesthetics of
Francoi st performances prided thensel ves on the historical accuracy
of their wardrobes and had their actors clad in sonewhat gl anorized
historical garb which was neant to fit the spectacularity of the

setting. Fuent eovej una, was set repeatedly in the plaza of the
historical village i1tself as a synbol of historical continuity with
the Spain of the past. In addition, this setting allowed the

casting of hundreds of extras which could resonantly, unaninously
and with the inpressive force of nunbers, chant their collective

guilt in front of the authority "Fuenteovejuna did it!" Thi s
constituted the enbodi ment of G nénez Caballero's dream a unified,
nobl e and obedi ent chorus. In an exceptional wartine performance

of the play staged in Seville by soldiers on | eave on the Christnas
day of 1938 the solemity and historicity of the occasi on nmade up,
in the eyes of Falangist critics, for the scarcity of neans:
This was a poor, difficult and brave attenpt: wth
difficulties, wth nended costunmes, wthout [rich]
fabrics or insignias, with actors on ten day | eave. A
Chri st macy Fuenteovejuna, where the national theatre was
born anmong hunbl e hay. But radiating throughout wth
enor nous deci si veness and val or. (Penman 1939)
The cerenonial nature of this performance, as it becones |likened to
the birth and prospective sacrifice of Christ/soldiers, reveals the
sacr anent al perspective of Fal angi st dr ama. Even when
circunstances don't allow for the accuracy of historical detail
that m ght be desired, we nust reinterpret aesthetic elenents from
a perspective proper to Spanish-Catholic spirit.

Yet, despite the contrasts sentinment/reason, ritual/folKklore,
cl assi ci snf anachroni sm the opposition right/left may not be easily
resolved. The intense lyricismof Lorca, the idealismof the task
envisioned by his conpany "La Barraca,” and the intellectual
training of their menbers conplicated the political clains of the
Republican project. In fact, nodernist artists perceived in Lorca
a certain aura which set himapart fromfol klore and the people he
sought to "educate.™ Neruda, precursor of the avant-garde, is
quoted describing the bard s effect on the audience as follows:
"everything Lorca touched, however aesthetic or nysterious, would
be filled of profound essences, of sounds that reached the depth of
mul titudes" (Schwartz 232). Lorca often referred to the "people"
as the "fertile and virgin ground” which he sought to sow, thus
encouraging the inmagery of telluric ritualization (Lorca, 616).
Once again we can see that the initial opposition is dismantled and
transformed in a matter of degree since both sides of the spectrum
use ritualizing inmagery and envision theatre as a ceremony® which

* This conception of the theatre as a ritual process is

remniscent of Turner's primtive religious rituals, spectacles
whi ch pronoted "limnal solidarity" and often regressed to fixity
and cl osure. The alternative theatrical process, which neant to
invert, innovate and invite to spontaneity and inmmedi acy through
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is remniscent of primtive religious rituals rather than as an
intellectual forumfor the exchange of ideas.

The Falangist narrative had enforced the polarization of
sentinment/reason as part of the religious dognma, and woul d extend
it to cultural issues. W have already seen G nénez Caballero's
clainms of anti-intellectualism Pemén in 1929, in order to conbat
what he saw as endem c to academc intellectualism already defined
culture as "the absolute end of relativisnt (5).

But, paradoxically, as the Gvil War progressed Republicans
woul d be forced into a simlar position. Republ i can publications
of the time exhibit a simlar termnology about good/evil and the
common fight against the "egotism and personal interests" fostered
by intellectualism (Ganonal 240). The Republican author and
critic Rosa Chacel cautions young intellectuals who, "while
favoring the 'pueblo" may fall victim to a pseudo-culture of
historical interpretation when what is needed is a living reality"
(Schwartz 228). Maria Zanbrano, another Republican author, accuses
liberal intellectuals of "tak[ing] refuge in a heroic individua
fate wthout currency” (Schwartz 228). Thi s backl ash agai nst
artistic and personalized visions |left Republican nenbers of the
avant - garde, such as Lorca, in the unconfortable position of having
to suppress lyrical, surreal, or existentialist tendencies in their
renderings of history. Furthernore, Lorca's rigorous regulations
as a director (Byrd 124) and his belief in the "netteur's" tota
control of the performance® (Vilches de Frutos 6) reflected an
individualistic vision perhaps in dissonance with his intended
"denocratization and vul garization” of the thenme of the play. In
fact, his choice of topics and classical repertoire sought to bring
the marginality of avant-garde experinentalism closer to the
publi c. For him the advances in stage direction, wth his
enphasis in a "total spectacle" which brought together nusic,
painting, and dance, permtted a conciliatory synthesis between
tradition and vanguardi sm A position that, due to political
circunstances, a civil war, would for ever transform our vision of
Spani sh noder ni sm

In conclusion, while the Republican and early Francoi st

the energence of a "limnoid comunity” would have pronoted |udic
rather than sacred herneneutic nethods (Turner, 1982 23). Thus,
Lorca's inmagery attenpted to naturalize instead of question the
process of dramatic communication and to objectivize the public as
passi ve "ground."

> Vilches de Frutos studies the aspects of Lorca's direction
whi ch were carefully orchestrated by him everything from voi ces,
to nmusic, to choreographic rhythm and the suggestion of colors in
the costune design. Wiile working in "La Barraca" he wote "I
choose, adapt, and direct the scenography and interpretation; |
conpose the nusic and dance"(6). These observations leave little
doubt as to the character of Fuenteovejuna as a personal vision of
the director rather than a collaborative effort on the part of the
crew and conflict with the "denocratic, vulgarized" subject of the

pl ay.
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rhetoric fostered opposing paradi gns through which to renmenber and
envi sion history, the mechanisns of reason and sentinment were put
to the service of both types of political fantasy. 1In effect, the
nmechani sns t hat nmobi | i ze menori es--conventional i zati on,
instrunmentalization, ritualization, polarization, anachronism-were
used to represent both progressive and regressive visions of the
past. Yet, the distinction lay in the historicity of the nonents
of public renenbrance and their relative positions with respect to
the past. Wiile the Fal angi sts encouraged a nostal gic vision of an
i deal i zed past reflection of a true "Spanish essence" that needed
to be stimulated, the Republicans envisioned the past as a present
history which was open to and indeed in dire need of
transformation.
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