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INTRODUCTION 

The principal critics of the Spanish Post-Civil war 

Novel have offered varied and conflicting assessments of 

the genre's total trajectory. Gonzalo Sobejano discusses 

the development of the Spanish novel since the Civil War 

in terms of the "novela existenoial" in the decade of the 
14Os 9 and the •novela social" in the •;os and 160s.1 

Eugenio G. de Nora. while agreeing with the presence of an 

existenttalist trend in the 14Os, describes the •;os as a 

stylistic duality: the "nueva oleada ••• entre el rela-

to lirico y el testimonio objetivo," the latter arriving 

at its culmination in El Jarama in 1956. 2 Jose Corrales 

Egea, referring to de Nora's term 111a nueva oleada, 11 adds 

yet another division to Sobejano 1 s general scheme for the 

novel of the 1 6Os, the "contraola" or "la liquidaci6n del 

realismo. 11 3 Santos Sanz Villanueva has developed an elab-

orate categorization of the major "tendencias de la novela 

espafiola actual." Sanz Villanueva sees the main trends as 

having representative authors: "Realismo de grupos," in 

which he places Cela; 1 Behav1orismo," which includes 

S~chez Ferlosio; "Realismo m4gico 9 " in which he places 

Cunqueiro; "Alienacion," which includes Martin Santos; 

"Superacion del realismo social." of which Goytisolo is a 

part; and finally •otros autores," which include Matute 
and Benet.4 
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Even though individual studies of both major and mi-

nor novels published in the period have suggested a defi-

nite mythical content in a large number of these works, no 

critic to date has correctly identified and accurately 

traced one of the most important trends occurring in the 

Spanish novel from 1956 to 1970, the tendency toward myth 

and myth-making.5 Properly illuminated, myth is a fundamen-

tal key to understanding the trajectory, experience, and 

direction of major novels in the 1956-1970 period. The 

treatment of myth by each work elucidates how novelistic 

techniques of this period evolve. My approach here will 

be directed at myth, but will also fuse the consideration 

of theme and technique with each analysis, a method which 

other critics have failed to use. The novels which, to my 

mind, best illustrate the idea of a mythic trend are, ac-

cording to the aforementioned critics, the most important 

works of the period: El Jarama (Nadal 1955, published 1956), 

by Rafael S4nchez Ferlosio; Primera memoria (Nadal 1959, 

published 1960), by Ana Maria Matute; Tiempo de silencio 

(1962), by Luis Martin Santos; Volver4s a Reg16n (1967), 

by Juan Benet Goitia; Un hombre gue se parecia a Orestes 

(Nadal 1968, published 1969), by Alvaro Cunqueiro; and 

Reivind1cac16n del Conde don Juli4n (1970), by Juan Goyti-
solo.6 

Before attempting a more detailed explanation of i~-

dividual novels, I shall briefly define .mI.tn as I plan to 



apply it to the novel of the period, and shall further 

define four related terms, all of which are necessary to 

the reader's complete understanding of procedure in the 

close analyses of individual novels. I have isolated for 

these purposes four types of myth, or four different ways 

in which the term will be used here: explicative myth, 

epic myth, classical literary myth, and socio-cultural 

myth. The four related terms are: demythification, 

archetype, ritual, and rite of initiation. 
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Explicative m7th. Primitive man, even though widely 
dispersed by tribes and geography, felt the need to ex-

plain in detail the irrational forces of his world; he had 

no science or similar knowledge to accomplish this task 

for him. As all reality was, at first, foreign to man, 

the explicative powers of myth assisted him in bringing 

his reality under his spiritual control. To achieve this 

end, he animated and personified the irrational forces of 

nature, creating in the process a special group of gods 

or deities. The sun, for example, might be interpreted as 

a fiery beast, racing across the sky. To prevent the sun 

from sweeping down upon a particular tribe, the latter 

would offer a blood sacrifice to the "beast" or to what-

ever other deity they felt the need to propitiate.? Irra-

tional feelings were, on the other hand, mentally objecti-

fied or embodied into tangible and visible realities.· 

Hunger pangs would be explained as a "wild animal 1 locked 



up inside and eating the entrails of the man suffering 

them. 
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In early Greek culture, explicative myths originated 

in the Helladic periods and the Mycenean Age from JOOO 

B.C. to 1100 B.C. For the Greeks, anything irrational, 

non-visible, or otherwise difficult to explain could be 

explained through explicative myth. Feeling the pangs of 

love could be compared to arrows through the heart. The 

personification in this case was Eros; the process consists 

not only of personification but also of making tangible and 

visible that which was previously intangible and invisible. 

Bartch defines myth as the •expression of unobservable 

realities in terms of observable phenomena. 118 When a 

modern writer personifies or animates nature, or when he 

objectifies irrational and intangible reality, he is pal'-

ticipating in the most basic of primitive mythic processes. 

Therefore, when the writer personifies or objectifies to 

the point that the reader perceives the creation of a 

visible deity which collaborates with the forces of death, 

time, or nature, that writer is engaging in the stylistic 

creation of a modern explicative myth. 

Epic mYth. The Geometric period of Greek culture, 

from 750 to 700 B.c.,reveals a second and more sophisti-

cated stage of mythological development: epic or hero 

myth.9 The essence of this type of myth may be described 

as the adventures or wanderings in a m1-thical or 
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supernatural environment in which the "hero• unrelentingly 

searches for a lost ideal. In the process of the hero's 

quest, he often passes through a rite of initiation or pu-

rification by death and rebirth, confronting and defeating 

gods and supernatural obstacles, so that he may return to 
his people, better able to lead them.lo The hero-protago-

nist of epic myth is as much a cultural ideal as a well-

rounded fictional character. Edith Hamilton accepts both 

explicative myth and epic myth, but draws an important 

distinction between the two: "Myths are early science, 

the result of men's first trying to explain what they saw 

around them. But there are many so-called myths which 

explain nothing at all. These tales are pure entertain-

ment, the sort of thing people would tell each other on a 

long winter's evening.nll 

Classical literatY mYth. Following Hamilton's dis-
tinction, epic myth is an early form of the even more 

sophisticated dramatic or 'story• myths developed by 

dramatists in the Greek Classical period from 500 B.C. to 

300 B.C., in which Aeschylus, Sophocles, Herodotus, and 

Euripides flourished. From the Classical period emerge 

such myths as those of Oedipus, Orestes, Electra, and 

Phaedra. These myths are much less active in plot than 

epic myths, and tend to be more introspective in their 

method of presenting principal characters; they are more 

concerned with the workings of the human mind and with 



6 

exploring complex and powerful human relationships. Dramas 

from the Classical period have been termed "myths" because 

they make a fundamental statement about man's psychologi-

cal make-up and have, for this reason, attracted the in-

terest of a number of distinguished psychoanalysts who see 

them as dynamic and archetypal in nature, easily adaptable 

to the literature and psyche of any culture. 12 

Socio-cultural mYth. This type of myth is less uni-
versal and more closely tied to a specific culture. Socio-

cultural myths are products of a nation's history, society, 

and culture, finding their roots in the national unoon~ 
scious. 13 The types of myth related to ancient Greece 

thus far described could to a certain extent be considered 

a part of that country's socio-cultural mythology. Some 

socio-cultural myths are of a positive nature and reflect 

and embody national ideals; others may be interpreted as 

negative, but all are concepts or personages which serve 

to define (1) long-standing cultural realities, (2) some 

aspect of cultural uniqueness not normally considered 

universal in substance, and (3) the group of beliefs or 

the institutions which a specific culture holds sacred. 

Some examples of Spanish or Hispanic socio-cultural myths 

are: the stoic philosophy of Seneca, honor, the bullfight, 

duende, machismo, abulia, the Cid, Don Juan, and the Celes-

tina. Whatever their specific nature, all serve the defi-

nition of national character.14 
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Demythification. Demythification or "myth-expioding" 

is common to literature and, in itself, can be helpful in 

understanding the nature of the various types of myth. 

Explicative myth::. is normally exploded not by literature, 

but by the advent of science and its empfrical ~xplana-

tions of the universe. Science, unlike explicative myth, 

explains natural phenomena, the emotions, and the irratio-

nal, in a non-spiritual, laboratory fashion with soundly 

based documentation. Epic myth is demythified by mockery 

of its ideals. Every element in the original myth is 

brought down to a literal, everyday-reality. The hero 

becomes the anti-hero; his quest becomes vain and absurd; 

and he often fails miserably in surmounting the obstacles 

he meets. The message of such demythifications is that 

there are no real god-like heroes; that no one has to live 

up to the impossible standard which the h.ero suggests; and 

that quests and battles of any type are folly and can only 

lead to failure and self-destruction. Classical literary 

myths are similarly demythified. Their "fundamental 

truths" about human nature are exposed as falsehoods. The 

process of demythification gives nuance and feeling to 

cold and rigid Classical models; the process may thrust 

the old Classical model into a new and modern context, 

filling its framework with modern character and action. 15 
Socio-cultural myths, in the process of demythification, 

are also exposed for their inapplicabil~ty, their 



shortcomings, and their falseness; the "uniqueness" they 

reveal is ridiculed. Rather than positive forces, they 

are exposed as limiting forces, damaging rather than de-

fining the national character. 

8 

Archetype. Jung defines 0archetype" as a universal 

parallelism, a product of the "collective unconscious." 

Archetypes reflect the inner disposition of man, regard-
less of his :specific culture, that leads him to create 

certain parallel images and motifs that are "to be found 

at all times and wherever human beings have lived, thought, 

and acted. 1116 Archetype may be generally defined, apart 

from Jung's theories, as any universally recurring entity 

or pattern, one which appears in almost all epochs and in 

a mad,ority of cultures without regard to cultural or tem-

poral context. Many archetypes have been found to be so 

essential and so vital to the human condition that they 

have often been regarded as myths in themselves. The 

studies of Joseph Campbell, for example, have revealed 

that the archetypal paezsage of the hero may be in itself 

termed a •monomyth" for all mankind. 17 Examples of arche-

types are in the writings of Campbell, Jung, Maud Bodkin, 

and others. Some examples are: the descent into Hell; 

the interrupted quest (as in epic myth); the Devil; the 

"Great _Mother"; rebirth, whether real or symbolic; and 
many more. 18 

Ritual. Ritual is a culture's celebration of its 
' 
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mythology. Types of rituals may range from the primitive 

blood sacrifice to the more passive but regimented cere-

monial worship of deities. Ritual, due to its repetitive 

nature, gives man comfort and reassurance by linking him 

to observable natural rhythms, by placing him in harmony 

with his "gods,"~. the changes in the seasons, the 

day-night cycle, etc. Man gains reassurance through con-

stant repetition of the ritual and that repetition breeds 

familiarity with both the gods and their actions. Ritual 

is similar to explicative myth in that it involves the 

entire community in its processes and·contributes to a 

strong cultural bond by means of a single group act. Rep-

etition, dancing, music, and other rhythms are important 

in ritual to give a sense of order and continuum to those 

practicing it. Herbert Weisinger observes in this respect 

that with rituals "both the individual and the community 

are assured their victory over the forces of chaos which 

are thereby kept under.contro1. 119 

Hite of-initiation. Although performed on a less 

regular basis than ritual, the rite of initiation is es-

sential to the construction of a total mythology. Basi-

cally, the rite implies, in primitive tribes, a signifi-

cant ceremony in which the final growth to maturity of the 

initiates is officially recognized by tribal elders or in 

modern times by adult society. Specific rites vary in 

detail, but Mircea Eliade, the distinguished anthropologist 
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and historian of religion, has isolated a series of as-

pects which he sees as common to the majority: (1) sepa-

ration from the mother and entrustment of the initiate to 

tribal elders; (2) education of the initiate in the tribe's 

history, mythology, and adult "secrets•; (J) a temporary 

separation from the tribe, perhaps part of a test, in 

which the initiate is placed in a state of darkness -a 

cave, a forest, the· "belly of the monster•- for his sym-

bolic death or contact with death; (4) physical changes in 

the initiate,~, menstruation or circumcision, and fun-

damental character and personality changes, !.a.&&., diffe:r-

ent behavioral patterns and adult responsibilities, for 

instance, in the hunt; (S) the collaboration in the rite 

of supernatural beings or deities; (6) a binding ceremony, 

crucial incident or test indicating the symbolic rebirth 

of the initiate, the final step in the passage to adult-

hood and to acceptance into the tribe. 20 

Myth and archetype, as I have defined them here, fuse 

with novelistic techniques from 1956 to 1970 either to 

universalize a limited or very specific experience 

(.!.aJ!.&,, archetype), or to serve as objects of social protest 

(.LA.,, harmful or worn socio-cultural myths). The novel 

of the late •sos (as represented by El Jarama and Primera 

memoria), not normally thought of as "mythic," implicitly 

reveals the creation of "deities,• personifications of the 

forces controlling the characters' lives, and changing and 
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reshaping their destinies. The deities and characters in-

volved participate in primitive rites and rituals which 

form the essential structures of their respective narra-
tions. In Tiempo de silencio (1962), some evidence exists 

of "rituals" and 'deities," but the focus shifts from im-
plicit explicative myth and ritual to epic myth, explicit 
allusions to the Odyssey and archetypal structures relate4 

to the passage of the hero. Tiempo de silencio. however, 
does not reflect the normally positive visions of epic 

myth and the passage of the hero. The novel mocks and dis-

torts these patterns as a part of a creation of a pessi-

mistic modern myth in which the hero ·1s destroyed almost 
as quickly as he is created. We move to the corresponding 

"classical stage" of Greek mythology with,Alvaro Cunquei-

ro•s Un hombre gue se parec!a a Orestes in 1969. This 

novel humanizes and revitalizes its classical model by 

communicating to the reader the innermost thoughts, fears, 

limitations, and doubts of its characters. Continuing the 

process of interiorization into the human mind but focus-

ing more heavily on socio-cultural rather than classical 

myths, Goytisolo's Beiyind1caoi6n del Conde don Juli!n 

(1970) moves totally into the mind of its protagonist as 

he attacks the fabric of his country's socio-cultural 

mythology in the course of a modern •Spanish Odyssey." 

Volver4s a Region (1967) creates a unique vision of Post-

Civil War Spain, a mythless society, one which has 
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forgotten its cultural past, but which is paradoxically 

controlled by powerful mythic forces. In studying this 

group of novels for mythic content, however, we should 
also be aware of a gradual fragmentation and disintegra-

tion of the mythic process. The first evidence of frag-

mentation is found in Primera memgria, in which the arche-

typal rite of initiation undergoes some serious modifica-

tions. Tiempo de silencio also modifies the rite of ini-

tiation pattern and the passage of the hero as well. ,Yn 

hombre gue se parec!a a Orestes reworks its model to the 

point that the entire experience is changed from what it 

was in the original, .!a.§..., Orestes .never carries out his 

vengeance. In the last two novels, we see the greatest 

fragmentation and chaos. These two, fteivindioaoi6n del 

Conde don Juli4n_and Volver4s a Reg16n, show a progression 

toward a fierce social protest which uses myth_to demon-

strate in two very different ways the decadence of modern 
Spain. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

PRIMITIVE MYTH AND RITE STRUCTURES 

IN THE NOVEL OF THE LATE 1 50S 

From 1956 to 1960, the Spanish novel is in a period 

of transition. El Jarama represents the culmination of 

the neo-realistic trend begun early in the decade by novels 

such as El camino, La colmena, La noria, and Los bravos. 

Matute•s novels, including Fiesta al noroeste and Primera 

memoria, have traditionally been viewed simply as pertain-

ing to the "relato l!rico," generally out of touch with 

the "test1monio objetivo" then in vogue.l 

All four types of myth defined above exist and are 

perpetuated in the minds and spirits of all men in a given 

society. Most myths seem to fall in the general realm of 

the subjective imagination and cannot be grouped with ob-

jective realism in literature or the empirical sciences. 

Wallace Douglas has stated that myth •can be a sanctifying 

word ••• because its content or form is said to originate 

in passionate, poetic, or intuitional views of reality." 2 

It is not unusual to group Primera memoria in a mythic 

trend, especially since the experience of Matute•s novel 

has been compared to that of a "rite of initiation."3 It 

may, however, seem most unusual to include in a study of 

myth a novel such as El Jarama, famed for its objective, 

camera-like technique. Juan Luis Alborg has stated that 

19 
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the novel represents "el realismo rots fotografico~n4 Jose 

Corrales Egea speaks of the work's objective tone and be-

lieves it 11 repulsa de toda intervenc16n emotiva."5 J. L. 

Cano characterizes the narration as 11 realista cien por 

cien. 1 6 

Notwithstanding such statements, other critics have 
pointed out the presence of certain poetic, magical, and 

mythical descriptions which play a key role in a full un-

derstanding of the experience the work creates. Edward 

c. Hiley characterizes the book as a blend of "poes!a y 

realismo. 11 7 Pedro Carrero Eras has studied the magical 

elements, including the 1animaci6n del r!o, 1 8 and Dario 

Villanueva, in the only book written to date exclusively 

on El Jarama, has observed both 1 mito y poes!a. 1 9 Jose 

Schraibman categorically rejects the novel's •social 

realism" and illuminates what he calls the "estructura 

simb6lica.•10 No one in this latter group, however, has 

systematically studied the function of myth in El Jarama, 

but, rather, all recognize isolated passages that are not 

objective or realistic. 

A detailed analysis of the subjective and mythical 

elements in El Jarama as well as those in Primera memoria 

will show that the former is a transitional work which links 

the neo-realism of the 1 ,50s to the subjective myth-making 

of the 1 60s and, moreover,- that the latter is not "out of 

touch' and does not represent an abrupt shift in novelistic 
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techniques(~, third-person objective to first-person 

subjective), but clearly continues the mythic trend begun 

in El Jarama; in short, these two novels form the basis 

for the mythic trend that characterizes the Spanish Post-

Civil War Novel. 

In El Jarama we observe a duality of structure. On 

the one hand, we participate in the anecdote, the narration 

of a typical Sunday outing on the banks of the Jarama river, 

an outing which is suddenly turned into tragedy when a 

young girl drowns in the river. On the other hand, the 

reader simultaneously participates in a structural progres-

sion of three stages: In the first_ stage, he sees a con-

trast between the objective presentation of dialogues and 

the extremely subjective manner in which the narrator de-

scribes nature,~. as a living force. Many of the 

poetic techniques which the narrator uses strongly resemble 

the basic processes of primitive explicative myth. Natural 

elements, by means of their animation and personification, 

create a constant tension between man and nature, and 

gradually intensify the emotional impact of the narration 

as it moves us to the account of a death in the Jarama 

river. In the second stage of the progression, those ele-

ments which before only resembled the processes of explica-

tive myth have been intensified as images and now appear 

to foreshadow and conspire with death; they resemble deities 

and mythological beasts which play a mysterious role in 
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Luci's drowning. The book's characters are, amazingly 

enough, totally oblivious to all stages in the progression. 

They depend on an empty and lifeless "cinema myth,u a myth 

which has the form of workable explanations of reality, 

but is sadl~ lacking in viable results. The third stage 

of the progression begins with Luci's drowning in the riv-

er. Although not unaware of what has happened, the charac-

ters neither understand nor seem to care sincerely about 

the tragic death. Luci's friends react egotistically and 

the patrons of the tavern impersonally; all go on about 

their lives, unchanged. The reader, however, sees that 

the gradually building tempo and intensification in imagery 

has led to the creation of deities collaborating in a pri-

mitive ritual sacrifice, one perceived in style and tech-

nique, but never explicitly stated. This particular rit-

ual sacrifice, unlike primitive and ancient varieties 

builds to a climax without the knowledge of its partici-

pants. It is a mo~ern ritual which provides no spiritual 

comfort whatsoever to those who unknowingly practice it. 

The people who swim in the Jarama are unwittingly drawn 

into an intricate web of imagery which ties them.helpless-

ly to the ritual, to nature, and to death. 

Before analyzing the nature of the mythic progression 

in imagery and-style, it will be helpful to elaborate on 

the novel's anecdotal progression. The action of El Jarama 

transpires in only one day. Novelistic space is limited 
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to basically two locations: by the banks of the river and 

in a nearby tavern. A group of eleven young madrilenos 

arrive at the tavern on an August Sunday to relax, drink, 

bask in the river, and bathe in the sun. After leaving 

their bicycles 1n the charge of Mauricio, the owner of the 
-tavern, they descend to the river and begin to try to 

overcome boredom. Back at the tavern, an older group of 
local patrons has gathered to sip wine and engage in empty 

conversation. When night falls, some of the young people 

go up to the tavern to join in the games, singing, and con-

versation, leaving a small, inebriated group below. Luci, 

drunk amidst confusion and darkness, drowns in the river. 

Her companions return to Madrid, only temporarily anguished 

over her death, and the people in the tavern, still dis-

cussing the fact that nearly every year the river takes a 

similar toll, begin to disperse and return home, and even-

tually the scene is returned to darkness and quiet. 

To avoid unnecessary confusion, I have elected to be-

gin my study with the first two stages of the structural 

progression of imagery so that the reader may see how sub-

jective description gradually becomes mythic imagery. To 

accomplish this, I will begin with a ~isoussion of general 

subjectivity, animation, and mythification •t nature, and 

then move to the individual analysis of one mechanized and 
... 

three natural elements: the sun, the train, the moon, and, 

most importantly, the river. 



The first case of general animation and subjective 

description of nature is quiti innocent and scarcely at-

tracts our attention because of its commonplaceness: 
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11 ••• el aire ••• que baild un momento. 1111 The de-

scription serves two funotiona:: it projects an exact 

visual picture of the swirling movement of the gust of 

wind in the tavern; it also personifies the wind, giving 

it a life of its own and the capacity of intentional phy-
sical movement, suggested by 1 bail6.• The reader may 

take the ambiguous description either as literal (in .the 

form it describes) or as a figurative and subjective case 

of animation of nature. 

Only a few pages later, we feel the first intensifi-

cation in general imagery as the narrator describes the 

initials carved in the trees near the river: "Los troncos 

estaban atormentados de incisiones 1 (28). The narrator's 

language is much more intense here than in the first quote. 

There is less emphasis pn the descriptive level and more 

emphasis placed on the emotional impact of the carvings. 

The word "atormentados" personifies the trees and endows 

them with human feeling. By means of the adjective, the 

trees project a tormented helplessness not normally asso-

ciated with plant life. The word 1 incisiones• vitalizes 

the description, as an 1 inois1on1 is usually associated 

with the surgical cutting of human or animal flesh. 

Later, as the young group eats sardines by tpe river, 
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they laughing)y explain the resultant intestinal noises as 

"sardinas (que] rezan el rosario en su est6mago• (121). 

Although this perso~ification 1s slightly different from 

others in the novel, ·we are nevertheless reminded of the 

primitive man who explained hunger pangs as a wild animal 

gnashing at his·entrails. The group of youngsters has 

jokingly invested the fish with the power of speech and 

religious feeling, although their transformation holds a 
special significance which they- do not understand, .!.aJLi., 
as a foreshadowing of' Luci's death in the river. The in-

tensification felt by the reader is less one of emotional 

impact and more one of the degree of personification, but 

the reader pays little attention to the personification 

because of its humorous contex~. 

Further along in the novel, the grass on the path to 

a nearby cemetery is animated with a greater emotional in-

tensity: " ••• hierba.s bravias que se iban comiendo las 

sendas" (152). The narrator intensifies the general trend 
of animation by means of a brief description of a subtle 

but concrete threat to the path. On a literal and descrip-

tive level, the grass, having the external form of teeth, 

is slowly covering the path. On a figurative level, the 

grass, armed with its sharp teeth, is "brav!a" and seems 

to be devouring the path. 

The most intense case of animation 1n general descrip-

tion occurs shortly after night has fallen and just before 



Luci's death: 

••• pa.rd.a, .esquiva y felina oscuridad, que las 
surn!a en acecho de alima.nas. Se recelaba un sigilo 
de zarpas, de garras y de dientes escondidos, una 
noche olfativa, voraz y sanguinaria, sobre el pa.vor 
de indefensos encames maternales ••• (227) 
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The night represents the culmination of the intensification 

of general natural elements. Here·, the night combines the 

power and characteristics of several previously observed 

images: the physical potential of the wind in °alimai'ias 11 ; 

the emotional impact of the tormented trees in "escondidos• 

and "voraz"; the teeth and devouring quality of the grass. 

The night itself seems to be a sleek, wild, and powerful 

black cat, "felina oscuridad. 1 The "cat" has perception 

in the dark, "olfativa," which man does not. Its 0 garras" 

and 11 dientes 11 and "zarpa.s 11 could easily tear a man apart; 

it lies ready in ambush, hiding its teeth beneath black-

ness. Through these emotionally-charged and primitive 

words, the description creates a tension between man, with 

his artificial light, and nature, with her natural dark-

ness. It revives in the reader the universal feeling of 

fear of night as well as foreshadowing Luci's death. In 

the final analysis, the vision of the night presented here 

is a part of the second stage of the progression of 

imagery: the mythic. A primitive man might animate the 

night as a huge and dangerous black animal covering the· 

earth, just as he would describe the sun as a fiery beast 
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racing across the sky. 
The intensification in the general animation of nat-

ure is strongly supported by the conscious animation of 

the four individual elements, the sun, the train, the moon, 

and the river. More·than the general animation, these in-

dividual elements serve to make the reader gradually aware 

of the structural progression from subjectivity to mythic 

process to primitive myth when they appear to conspire and 

collaborate in Luci's death. Like the general animation, 

however, they all serve the purpose of intensification, 

leading up to the death, and reveal the narrator's inherent 

subjectivity when anticipating the event. 

The sun, although it does not collaborate directly 

with death, nevertheless sets the stage with a menacing 

atmosphere and is a part of the structural progression of 

intensification and animation. Ramon Buckley observes 

that the sun'"es capaz de las m4s alarmantes personifies,. 

ciones.•12 The sun's presence in the novel is, however, 

somewhat ambiguous: on the one hand, the narrator seems 

to communicate a hot day rapidly getting hotter, but, 

remembering the structural progression of imagery, the 

narrator introduces, along with animation, another process 

of explicative myth into the style of the novel: describ-

ing as visible and tangible something which is invisible 

and intangible. 

Among the first observations made by the characters 
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is 11 ya se siente ealor11 (13). -The people flock to the 

river to escape the heat of the sun. In the tavern, Mau-

ricio, the owner, tells the iceman, who has just entered, 

to move the ice he has brought in so that "nose las coma 

el sol" (27). The sun, with its intensifying heat and 

simultaneously intensifying animation, now seems to "bite. 11 

The second level of intensification comes about in an 

unthinking remark in conversation: " ••• no parece sino 

que [el sol] espera los domingos para apretar mas todavia" 

(36). The patrons of the tavern, completely unaware of 

what they are doing, assign a planning, calculating mind 

to the sun. The word •apretar" represents the first step 

in the communication of the physical tangibility of the 

sun•s light and heat. 

The feeling of the uncommon "solidity" of the sun's 

heat is intensif.ied in a subsequent description: 11 • • • 

aplastaba la tierra como un pie gigantesco" (45). With 

"aplastaba" the pass•ge produces a feeling of intense and 

solid heat, the type we could not only perceive and sense 

on our skins, but also reach out a.J:ld touch, as if we were 

touching a solid object. The word 11 aplastaba 11 is a sig-

nificant and much more menacing image than •apretar 11 since 

the latter indicates pressure and the former implies de-

struction. The comparison with a "pie gigantesco" suggests 

a dangerous tangibility as well as menacing heat; a giant 

foot of such proportions would physically crush the people 
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below. The light and heat are red, like fire, and the 

light i~ described as "dense,'' a characteristic of tangible 

objects. Someone comments later that "nos estamos asando 

vivos" (65). In comparing narrative description and dia-

logue, narrative language may be generally viewed as liter-

al, taking on a figurative and, at times, mythical value 

in light of Luci's imminent death (the heat of the sun 

becomes a menacing, giant foot); figurative expressions in 

dialogue, such as "nos estamos asando vivos,• become mythi-

cal portents of death for the reader, but are restricted 

to a literal value for the characters. In other words, 

the narrator's descriptions allow the reader to find cos-

mic implications in even the mundane commentaries of the 

characters. 

Another level of intensification of the sun is reached 

by means of two less ambiguous objectifications of sunlight: 

[el sol] ••• moteaba de redondos_lunares, monedas 
de oro, las espaldas de Alici y de Mely, la camisa 
de Miguel y andaba rebrillando por el centro del co-
rro de los vidrios. (101) 

••• alguien lo tuvo todavia en su pelo, ensues-
palda, en sus pendientes, como una mano magica. Zum-
baba sobre la tierra sordamente, como un enjambre le-
gendario, con un dense, cansado, innumerablebordoneo 
de persistentes vibraciones de luz ••• (152) 

The words "moteaba de redondos lunares," in the first de-

scription, fragment the sun (figuratively) into smaller 

entities, a conceptual process common to solid objects; 

"monedas de oro" is an embodiment of the sun's golden 
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lustre into a solid and visible image. The sun remains, 

as if stuck, on the young people's skins and shirts. The 

verb •andaba" gives the sunlight the characteristics of 

physical movement, a capability of a living thing. 

The second quote carries the concept of tangible sun-

light yet another step. Sunlight here ls capable of being 

possessed, "tuvo. 1 It 1s described as remaining in the 

skin, which is a scientific absurdity, as tanning and burn-

ing are caused by the pigmentation of the skin in reaction 

to sunlight and not the result of the. skin's •retaining" 

the sunlight. In mythical thought, however, a red sunburn 

appears to have retained the red heat of the sun. The 

simile "como una mano magican confirms the supernatural 

tone of the passage and links it with the non-scientific 

and irrational description common to the novel. The 

second sentence of the passage ls another concrete embodi-

ment of the sunlight: the light is metaphorically described 

by the narrator as a noisy swarm of inse~ts, nzumbaba,• 
11enjambre, 11 and "bordoneo." The word 11 legendar1o 0 raises 

the description to a more-than-literal level and gives it 

a timeless quality found only in mythical thought. The 

reader feels the effect of the sun almost as vividly as do 

the characters; but the implications of magic, my-th, and· 

ominous portent also make him see what the characters do 

not: that although the description of the sun is beautiful 

and the sunlit day is appealing, the feeling of menace 
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increases with every description. 

As the sun sets, it turns red, and eventually reddens 

the countryside, "as4ndose en un fuego polvoriento" (216). 

This represents a final step of synthesis in intensifica-

tion. The figurative "fire" which covers the hills is, 

more than the _swarm of insects, a menace to all life about 

the river. 
The use of mythic process in describing the sun's 

heat and light, then, serves two primary functions: it 

communicates to the reader an extremely hot, a "sticky" 

hot day on the banks of the Jarama. river; although the sun 

does not ever quite reach the status of a "mythic collabo-

rator" in Luci's death, it is nevertheless a negative 

force and an omen of death. Once the sun has-finally set, 

the moon is a natural element not participating directly 

in Luci's death, but constantly foreshadowing it. 

The moon is initially pres~nted us with three simple 

but-effective adjectives: • ••• la luna roja, inmensa y 

cercana" (234). It is red, like the sun; it is immense, 

seems "close• and therefore would constitute more of a 

threat if personified. The moon has appea~d suddenly, 

"behind the backs• of Santos and Carmen, two of the 

youngsters who decided to return to Madrid early. As they 

make their way back, they are •surprised" by the moon: 

"La luna •• _. los habia sorprendido en la ladera, a sus 

espaldas" (234). The event recounted is not uncommon; one 
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may easily be surprised to see the moon at night in an 

unexpected location in the sky. In the context of other 

powerful animations of nature, however, the incident may 
be interpreted as a sinister and sly moon which 1s lurk-

ing behind their backs, ready to strike in an instant. 

This feeling is intensified when the narrator notes the 

"cara roja 0 (235) of the moon. The personification is 
significant in the trajectory of intensification, but not 
unusual or particularly striking because it is closely 

related to the 0 man-in-the-moon° myth, an age-old expla-

nation for the forms and shapes of the dark craters on the 

moon's surface which resemble a human face. The myth is 
widely known and accepted without any serious or menacing 

connotation. 

Santos remarks that the moon looks like •un gong de 

esos de oobre" (235). The visual image is excellent, al-

most photographic; but if left on a literal level, it is 

lifeless. A "gong• has an immediate connotation for the 
reader, although not for Santos: it announces a.n imminent 

event of importance to a large number of people. The de-

scription takes on a greater significance if we remember 

that, when it occurs, Luci is just beginning to become 

drunk and will shortly step into the water. 

A less ambiguous characterization of the moon is later 

provided us by the narrator: " ••• s610 los astros ms 

fuertes sobrev1vian al claro de la luna• (256). The word 



"sobreviv!an" is important to the effect of this level of 

intensification because it connotes more than the mere 

fading of starlight behind the light of the moon. It 

implies, rather, a struggle for life and the nsurvival of 

the fittest" of the savage animal kingdom. The word fu:r-

ther reinforces our growing feelings of uneasiness about 

the moon. 
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In spite of its menacing qualities, the moon is only 

an omen of death. The next significant intensification 

occurs after Luci I s death when, ove,r the garden of the 

tavern, the moon rises like a "gran cara muerta" (276). 
The intensity is raised a degree due to the fact that it 

is no longer simply a 11 cara roja" but rather a "cara mue:r-

ta,11 reflecting, like a giant mirr9r, what has taken 

place. It is important that this image appear after 

Luci's death because it serves to maintain narrative ten-

sion even.after the drowning in the river. The image sup-

ports the extension of the novel's climax which spans the 

time from the death to the point when the news reaches the 
tavern. 

After Luci is brought to shore, the moon and its 

light are constantly with her, as if reminding us of its 

mysterious role in her death: " ••• solo le qued6 luna 

sobre el cuello" (277) and" ••• brillaba un poco de 

luna sobre la piel mojada del cadaver" (284). Words such 

as"quedo" and "un poco" give the feeling of tangible 



moonlight, sticking to Luci's flesh. This feeling is re-

inforced by several descriptions in which the moon is seen 

as 11 pegando en los ladrillos 11 (284) and its light as "rafa-

gas rasantes de luna" (271). 
Both the sun and the moon are portents of death; their 

role in Luci's drowning is ambiguous and cannot with 

textual evidence be proven in the context of the novel. 

The train, however, as Riley has pointed out,. is a concrete 

conspirator with death: 11La serie de acontecimientos es 

muy clara: subita aparici6n del tren-Luci se estremece-

se toma los hombros-siente polvo ·en la piel-se queja-

Sebastian sugiere una zambullida-Luci accede con vehemen-

cia-Luci se ahoga. 1113 
As in other cases of animation and personification, 

the narrator begins controlling our view of the train with 

a fairly ordinary expression, appearing as the young people 

are standing on the train tracks: " ••• que aqui nos 

eoge el tren• (20). The train, as a machine, could not 

literally "get" or •grab" the group; "coger" is an action 

of living things in its most literal usage. Hence, through 

an ambiguous figurative expression, the train begins to 

take shape as an animated object. 

Later, as the train passes over the river's bridge, 

it shakes the bridge's structure with its power and weight: 

"El puente se quedo como temblando tras el vag6n de cola, 

como recorrido por un escalofrio" (45). Except for the 
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word "escalofrio," this description is not unusual; "esca-

lofrio, n however, endows the bridge with a human quality. 

The bridge's 1 Naction" to the train is one of fright and 
shapes our reaction in the same way. The feeling communi-

cated by "escalofr:!o" also lends some significance to a 

description found on the same page: 11 • • se iba des-
baratando lentamente el ancho brazo de humo que el tren 

habta dejado sobre el r!o• (45). On a literal level, the 

word "brazo" helps us form a visuAl picture of the smoke: 

the forms correspond in our minds. Viewed figuratively 

and as a part of a gradual mythic transformation, however, 

a first step in the personification of the train is achieved. 

To cover the river, the "brazo" would have to be enormous 

in size (such as the "pie gigantesco"); 1 dejado 11 suggests 

that the train actively and with intent left the 1brazo" 

to lurk on the river. 

A brief description of the train1 s cars adds another 

complication to the emotive value of the train: II • • • 
vagones color sangre seca" (131). The color of 11dried 

blood" may be interpreted as literal, but inevitably as-

sociates the train with spilled blood and death; the color 

red, suggested in •sangre" links the·train with the sun 

and the moon in a tangled web of imagery to be discussed 

later. 

The next s·tep in the intensification of the personi-

fication of the train is found in the following 



description: " ••• pas6 el tren, el bufido de vapor como 

millares de efes enfurecidas• (131). On a literal level, 

the narrator provides us with an almost audible onomatopoeic 

description of the sounds the train emits as it pulls away 

from the station. On a figurative or mythic level, the 

narrator has assigned the train the power of speech, through 

the use of a specific letter; 11enfurecidas 1 gives the 

impression of emotional fury. The personification is 

rounded out when the narrator tells us that the tra1n1s 

wheels and brakes "gem!an" (219). 

Passing into the second stage of the structural pro-

gression of imagery -the mythic-, the train is next 

raised to the stature of a mythical beast: 1 ••• donde 

el ojo de c!clope del tren brillaba como el ojo de una 

fiera• (227). Taken literally, the passage describes the 

external appearance of the train: its single headlight 

does resemble a glowing eye. On a mythic level, the fact 

that the train possesses or seems to possess an "ojo• and 

that it is compared to a 1 fiera• is almost overshadowed by 

the word "c!clope.• In Greek Mythology, the Cyclopes were 

a menace to all men. They were giants, half-beast and 

half-god (significantly,· the sons of Poseidon, god of the 

sea). It is important to note here than the image of the 

cyclops, appearing shortly before Luci's death, is the cul-

mination, the highest intensification, and the synthesis of 

a11 preceding images relating to the train: it creates the 
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greatest feeling of menace; in size, the cyclops image as-
sociates the train with a mythical force larger than life. 

The image forms a tension between the modernness of the 
train (literal) and the primitiveness of the cyclops (fig-
urative). The image synthesizes •nos coge el tren 11 as the 

cyclops certainly had the power of physical possession. 
With 1brazos,• the·p~wer of speech, it would without much 

doubt cause an •esoalofr{o" in persons nearby, if indeed 

the book•~ characters recognized its menace. 

On a literal level, the train is an indirect cause of 

Luci's death, as Biley has proven. The river may·also 
easily be seen as a cause of death in a literal sense, .!.&.a., 
Luci drowns in the river. It has been observed that the 

people flock to the river to escape the heat of the sun, 

but, ironically, the river is as much and perhaps more a 
menace than any other element. 

The opening paragraph of the novel traces the Jarama•s 

course through Spain. As in previous cases of initial ani-

mation, the author begins quite subtly: n ••• [el rio 

corre] sin dejar provecho a la agricultura• (7). The words 

"sin dejar_provecho" immediately affect our view of the 

river: it denies water to crops with apparent sinister 

intent and leaves them no benefit. 

The river is then described by the narrator with an 

even more sinister effect: •oculto, hundido entre los re-

bailos discurria el Jarama.• (18). The consonants (•n," "s,• 
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project the sensation of distant, murmuring water. The 

word "oculto" in the context of "rebanos" communicates both 

the feeling of a river difficult to locate and, even at 
this early stage, of a wolf among sheep, seemingly preparing 

to strike at any moment. 

The currents of the river are described by the narrator 

as "los lar1;0s rmisculos del rio" (28). The effect of this. 
essentially subjective description is as ambiguous as any 

other. It may easily be missed as a potentially mythic 

description because the comparison of external form between 

rippling water currents and muscular tissue givea the reader 

an exact visual picture. The river takes on the physical 

characteristics of a living animal; it is given more "soli-

dity" than it actually has, .!..J!..., the water would flow 

through one's hands without.i,menace; muscular tissue is pal-

pable and capable of squeezing the life from another animal. 

On three occasions, the river is associated directly 

with death, thereby intensifying earlier feelings of menace 

emanating from it: In the first case, someone asks: 
11 ••• y, 1,Adonde va ese r:lo?" to which Santos, one of the 

youngsters, replies, "A la mar como todos• (39). This 

romantic image recalls Ma.nrique•s allegory of rivers which 

flow to the sea 'que es el morir-. 114 On the same page, the 

young group recalls in passing that they are swimming where 

many died during the Civil War in the Battle of the Jarama~ 
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(39-40). We later learn that the river runs past a cemete-

ry (152). The three associations form a scheme which flows 

from abstract to concrete: the first represents death and 

the river on an allegorical level, .the second is death on a 

concrete level but removed into the past and less immediate, 

and the third is death in the immediate sense. The scheme 

is intensified only by Luci's present and actual death in 

the river. 
A number of figurative expressions, descriptions, 

and seemingly unimportant incidents add to our general sense 

of uneasiness about the river. For example, a playful 

fight in the water is described in the following manner: 
II • • • apa119cfan y desaparec{an los miembros ••• que 

quer!an ansiosamente respirar" (50). The river seems to 

have control of the "miembros,• trying to suffocate them. 

The adverb "ansiosamente" intensifies the anxiety and emo-

tional feeling of the struggle in the water. Paulina 

scolds the two involved in the fight telling them that 

they were "a pique de haberse ahogado ••• parece que no 

sabeis lo que es agua• (51). The narrator later describes 

one swimmer as "peleando con el agua" (60). This charac-

terization adds the dimension of physical contact and 

struggle between the river and man. Shortly before Luci's 

death, the narrator speaks of the 11 creciente violencia de 

las aguas" (199) near the gates of the small dam, which 

control the speed of the current. Finally, at sunset, the 



waters, like the sun, turn •color de fuego sucio" (203) 

carrying all the menacing connotations of the heat of the 

sun. 
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The river's menace does not end here. Its animation 
is intensified after nightfall when it moves into the sec-

ond stage of intensification of imagery, into a final myth1-

fioation as a more-than-literal collaborator with death. 

Although the river by night is more threatening than the 
river by day, it is increasingly attractive. The narrator 
first compares the river by night to a huge fish: • • • • 
una rifaga de escamas fosforesoentes, como el lomo cobrizo 
de algun pezn· (236). The comparison is based on the river's 

glittering appearance in the moon~ight. The fact that it 

is compared to a giant fish is important, but the_ narrator 

does not assign it any menacing qualities. The river is 

almost attractive with its "scales• glistening in the moon-

light. But then we arrive at what is perhaps the novel's 
most important description: • • • • sentian correr el r!o 
por la piel· de sus ouerpos oomo un fluido y enorme y silen-

cioso animal acarioiante• (271). The ·description moves and 

sounds exactly like what it describes: the repetition of 

the •y• and the softness of the "t,• •o,• •s," and the nasals 

"m" and "n" give the passage a flowing onomatopoeic effect. 

There is a precise sensorial impact produced by 1fluido 1 

and "acariciante." By means of these words and sounds, the 

description gives us the feeling of being on-the-spot 
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witnesses to the scene. On a mythical level, the river be-

comes an enormous animal, a silent reptilian or mammalian 

beast. The river is at the height of its process of inten-

sification through its imminence to the young people's 

flesh and through its increased degree of animation. Like 

the image of the giant fish, this "animal acariciante" is 

almost attractive, caressing· its prey in its latr; the sen-

sual words "fluido" and "acariciante" contribute to this 

effect. Someone in the river, in fact., remarks: 11 1Que 

gusto de sentir el agua, c~mo te pasa por el cuerpo! 1 (271). 

Minutes later, the narrator duplicates the sounds made by 

Luci as she drowns: " ••• y un hipo angosto, como un 

grito estrangulado, en medio de un_jadeo sofocado en bor-

_bollas" (272). The "o," "s, • and "11" reproduce the sound 

of the water; they are combined with a small number of gut-

turals, "g" and "j• which are •1ost• in the first group, 

suggesting the sounds of strangulation. The words "estran-

gulado," 1 jadeo," and •sofocado" contribute to the impression 

of a struggle between two beings and an intentional-strangu-

lation rather than a simple drowning, more the impression 

of a murder than an accidental death. 

Subjective description, mythic process, and mythic 

imagery all form an important part of reader experience. 

From the reader's perspective, nature's menace seems ob-

vious fairly early in the novel. The reader participates 

in a tension between the primitive and savage barbarism of 
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nature and death, and "modern• man who is seen in the novel 

as lost in pointless conversation and mentally stagnated, a 

prime victim for the·wrath of nature. A clear example of 

empty values is the "cinema myth" on which the young Span-

iards in the novel seem to thrive and which forms a vivid 

contrast with the primitive explicative myths scattered 

throughout narration. The best way to illustrate this cin-

ema myth is to examine a specific example of it: Car.men 

and Santos, the pair which left early, have been startled 

by the moon, "la luna roja, inmensa y ceroana" with its 

~gftln cara roja." The reader sees the moon as a part of a 

process of intensification and a part of a larger myth 

which explains how natural elements foreshadow and cause 

Luci's death. Paulina and Sebasti4n, the two nearest Luci 

when she drowns, however, interpret the immensity of the 

moon in terms of cinema.: 

-Par~oe, ino sabes esos planetas que sacan en 
las pel{culas del futuro?, pues eso parece, iverdad? 

-Si tu lo dices. . 
-st, hombre, itu note acuerdas aquella que 

vimos? 
-•Cuando los mundos chocan. 11 

-Esa. Y que salia Nueva York toda inundada 
por las aguas, ite acuerdas? 

-Si, fantasias y camelos; q,ue ya no saben lo 
que inventar esos del cine. (236) 

Despite Sebastian's casual comment of "fantasias," the two 

do not see the moon as a threat. Carmen relates their ex-

perience to a movie seen recently; Sebast14n, apathetic, 
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sees both the film and the moon as harmless objects. Since 

Luci is about to die of drowning, it is significant that, in 

the movie, New York is flooded. In the film, a planet a:p-

pears immense in the sky and is about to collide with the 

Earth. The failure of this type of myth lies in its false-

ness: the cinema screen depicts a world not immediate to 

the viewer; it places a safe emotive and spatial distance 

between pictured action and audience; therefore, neither 

the planet in the movie nor the reality of the immense moon 
constitute a threat to the young people. Had Sanchez Fer-

losio created a totally objective and cinema-like novel, he 

would have forced his reader into an identical non-emotional, 

uninvolved trap, forcing us to see the death as do the book's 

characters, from a distance. 

Several quotes from dialogue give further evidence of 

the falseness of the cinema myth and the young people's 

blind dependence on it for identity: 11 ••• aqui cada uno 

vive su pelicula" (117); Marirrayo•s eyes "son una pelicula 

cada uno" (211); and "mi vida es una pelicula" (260). Cine-

ma further serves the ancient but archetypal need of epic 

heroes and heroines: the masculine hero, an incarnation of 

physical strength, is Tarzan: "Sebastian se habia puesto a 

dar brincos y hacer cabriolas; ponia contra el suelo las 

palmas de sus manos e intentaba gtrar todo el cuerpo, con 

los pies hacia arriba; dio un grito como Tarzan" (40). 

Since Sebasti4n imitates a "grito de Tarz~n," it is more 
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likely that he heard the "yell" in a movie than that he 

read it in a book. American cinema also provides modern 

feminine epic ideals: "Quiere ser Esther Williams" (50); 

"Marilyn Monroe: (12.5), and "Hedy La.mar" (132). The false-

ness of the cinema myth again becomes apparent when, after 

Luci's death, Amalio, one of the persons in the tavern, 

observes: "Ya es que nose lo quita de las fauces ni el 

mism!simo Tarzan que ee echase a sacarlo, con todo su gol-

pe de melena y su cuchillo y sus bragas de pelo de tigre" 

(321). This allusion is particularly important if we remem-

ber that Sebastian, who was previously imitating Tarzan, 

was the one who did in fact try to save Luci. 

Precisely when the cinema myth is definitively ex-

posed as false, when the reader sees that it is empty and 

non-functional, especially in view of Luci's death, the 

reader fnot the characters) begins to slowly realize that 

the first two stages of the structural progression of im-

agery have been a slow but constant build-up leading to the 

third stage of the progression, the creation of a primitive 

ritual sacrifice. After the news of Luci's death reaches 

the tavern, the people there, with excellent hindsight, be-

gin to reveal their explicative myths about the river, in a 

slow and gradual process of intensification; as in other 

parts, however, their tone is playful and they do not seem 

to realize the very real and tragic significance of what 

they are saying. Mauricio, the tavern owner, begins, saying 



that "el rio este es muy traicionero. Todos los a.nos se 

lleva aiguno por delante" (320). The word "traioionero'' 

gives the river a certain human fickleness and treachery; 

•se lleva 11 suggests the ability to "carry" as with hands 

and arms. The suspicion is confirmed when someone adds: 
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n ••• las aguas de este r!o tienen ma.nosy unas, como los 

bichos• (321). The power of physical possession only im-

plied before is now conferred on the river by •manos y 

unas." Further attempts at defining the myth of the river 

accumulate a number of uncomfortable (for the reader) sen-

sations, descriptions, and comparisons: ·" ••• como cosa 

viva, culebra, zorra, qua no es persona este rio• (321). 

Both •culebra" and •zorra" eliminate any previous doubts 

that we may have had about the river: "culebra. 11 corresponds 

to its shape and "zorra1 to the sensation of the •animal 

acariciante." Someone adds that the river has 11 sangre" and, 

when it has overrun. its banks, a "barriga hinchada, 11 its 

belly full of debris and small animals (322). Still giv-

ing life and mind to the river, although with tongue in 

cheek, the customers ironically note a possible future 

threat: "Y si un d:f.a se negara la gente a meterse en el 

rio, saldr!a el a buscar a la gente • ( J24) and "El r{o ._sa-

l 1endose de sus causes y 114ndose a correr detrAs de la 

gente, como un culebr6n11 (324). The words "correr," •cule-

br6n," and "buscar• add a great deal to the animation of 

the river in the novel. They give the river the ability to 
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search, to run,.and to strike like a ~uge snake when it has 
caught its prey. 

The line of thinking expressed in these quotes, 

albeit ironic, leads us to the final realization and con-

clusion that what has occurred has ~een a subtle form of 
ritual sacrifice to a natural deity. The people at the 
tavern jokingly euggest that the river must be appeased 

with a regular saorific~ or it will become an immediate 
menace to the community. Although they will likely remain 

oblivious to the mythic forces of nature until another vic-
tim succumbs to the river, their thinking 1s no different 

rrom that of South Sea.Islanders who sacrifice to their 
"god of the volcano,• of primitive hunting tribes to the 

god of the hunt,.and of primitive fishing cultures to the 

god of the river. The ritual sacrifice in El Jarama takes 
place subtly but dynamically in the style and structure of 

the n<;>vel without the knowledge of\ consent of its partici~ 
pants. For this reason, none of the traditional spiritual 

comfort or peace of mind is provided the participants; it 

is, in fact, the reverse: a ritual of fear. 

The rhythm of the ritual sacrifice in the novel is 

maintained and intensified by the animation of natural and 

mechanized elements which alternately weave themselves into 

the structure of the work. The four elements studied above 

-sun, moon, train, rive:r-- appear interspersed in dialogue, 

narration, and photographic description. If seen together, 



47 

it is easy to understand how they support rhythm, crescendo, 

and climax in the novel: 

p. 227: 

p. 227: 
p. 2;6: 

p. 271: 

p. 272: 

p. 276: 

the river by day, •color fuego sucio• 

the effect of the sun on the countryside, 
11asmidose en un fuego polvoriento• 

nightfall, 11a noche olfativa, voraz y 
sanguinaria• 

•el ojo de clclope del tren• 

Luci is frightened by the train; decides 
to enter the water 

the river by night like an "animal aoari-
ciante• 

Luci drowns 
the moon• s 1 gran cara muerta"· 

The most powerful imagery of the novel clusters around 

Luci's death. Natural elements conspire and collaborate 

with death and contribute to a gradually building rhythm 

through their increased appearance. We can discern an in-

tensification in these culminating images of different ob-

jects: the "fire• is potentially dangerous, but distant; 

the night armed with claws and teeth and the cyclc,ps eye 

of the train are more threatening but the first remtins 

hidden and the second is on the move elsewhere; the moon 

seems closeby and actually startles Santos and Carmen, but 

these two are well on their way to Madrid when thli happens; 

the "animal acariciante" is the most imminent and threaten-

ing, as it is directly touching Luci's skin. 
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The idea of rhythm is supported by the music of .r&-

dios on the beach of the river and the phonograph and sing-

ing in the tavern. There is~ significant note in the type 
of music being played because, in this ritual, the music 
celebrates death. On the same page as the descriptions 

"noche olfativa• and the •ojo de ciclope del tren• appear, 
the narrator makes reference to the music of a harmonica 
being played by the river: "Era u~a ma.rcha lo que estaban 

tocando, una marcha alema:na, de cuando los nazis" (227). 

The word •naz1s 1 naturally s~pports the tone of fear and 
automatically suggests death. After Luci has drowned in the 

river, the narrator flashes back to the tavern, where 

Miguel ~s singing: • ••• y como tu no volv!as-el sendero 

se borr6-la fuente se corrompi6 1 (273). The music of the 

ritual clearly matches the ritual. Luci will not "return" 
from the river and for that reason the •path" of return has 

vanished; the path may be seen as tshe link between life and 

death or as relating to the cemetery path formerly being 

"eaten• by the grass. The fountain, often associated with 

life, is indeed stale and stagnant; it may also be related 

to the devouring river. 

The young people in the tavern begin to dance, as in 

ritual, shortly before Luci's sacrifice to the river. The 
Judge who investigates the incident has been summoned from 

a dance. There are a number of subtle references to the 

idea of ritual: Miguel is singing of Luci's death and had 
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previously gained fame in the tavern as the one who sang 

there the year before (15); the narrator's first comment 

about Lucio, one of the tavern I s regular customers, ·is that 

"siempre se sentaba de la misma maneraa (7); the young 

group chooses the same spot as the previous year and beside 

the same trees (28); a death in the river occurs "todos los 

veranos, casi una costumbre" (324). But neither the Judge 

who investigates nor the young. people in the tavern realize 

that what has taken place is, in effect, a form of ritual 

sacrifice. 

In primitive rituals of this kind, the animal or 

human being was offered up to the angered god. In El Jarama, 

we see the stylistic suggestion of both human and animal 

sacrifice. As the tempo builds toward death, there are 

constant.and fairly evenly spaced associations of persons 

with animals, giving rhythm and ritual meaning to the novel. 

Some examples are: "golondrina• (16); "que pato soy• (29); 

"te obedece como un corderito" (32); 11 como un cangrejo" 

(34); "hacer el ganso" (41); "risa de conejo" (.53) ;. "perri-

to chico• (62); "cada oveja con su pareja 11 (92); 1 animales 

lo somos todos" (106); 11 mona" (129); "burra" (134); and 

"gato" (230). The list is comprised of land mammals and 

water creatures and a few which inhabit both domains. The 

associations have the effect of animalizing the people, 

making them lesser beings with no free will, a part of a 

natural process. They are, in essence, reduced to the 
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status of sacrificial animals. 

The expression "cad.a oveja con su pareja" is especial-

ly important in this sense. Luci, the •sacrificial lamb," 

is sitting with her •pareja" Tito just before her death. 

The narrator tells us early in the narration that the river 

was "oculto entre los rebafios, 1 (18) and that Luci's swim-
suit was a n traje de baiio de lana negra n ( 42). The woolen 

material links her to the image of the sh~ep or lamb. Af-

ter her death, someone remarks that the river often "eats" 

small animals and sheep (322). The color black is associat-

ed with the river by night, which is like an "espejo negro" 

(271) instead of red as before. D~essed in black, Luci 1s 

ready for death. The color causes her to blend with the 

water of the river, making her impossible to locate at 

night. 

An important image in the process of ritual sacrifice 

appears just before Luci's death •. Intoxicated with wine, 

she begins to feel sick and dizzy, "mareada," a siclmess 

commonly associated with the sea, which has already been 

associated with death. She tells Tito that she £eels as if 

she were on a "tiovivo" (227). This image is significant 

for three basic reasons: first, it is an accurate sensorial 

description of her dizziness; !J.a., her head is spinning; 

second, the association with animals on the carousel is 

fairly obvious; being on the tioyivo, she either feels like 

a carousel animal or like she 1s sitting on one .and is 
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unable to get off; third, the movement of a carousel is 
cyclical, circular, and repetitive, like the appearance of 

the train. Luci, without knowing it logically, feels un-

comfortable because she senses that she is a helpless part 
of a repeated cycle, and the reader sees that she is a part 

of a ritual sacrifice. 
Inclusion is an important part of ritual. All members 

of a primitive tribe wanted to be included in the ritua1 to 
be a part of a group act of solidarity and stability. We 

have already seen that Luci is associated with a sheep by 

her swimsuit and therefore is a common victim of the river. 

The color red, associated with blood, seems to permeate 

almost all of the collaborators with death and several 

other elements as well: the river is a mud-red (27); the 

sun produces a red heat and light (45); Luci!s'last sunset 

is red (234); the train' s oars are a blood-red (131); the 

moonrise is red (2:34); the wine Luci drinks before she 

drowns is red (22); the mud by the river; which, because it 

touches her skin, causes her to enter the water, is red 

(28); and the rabbit (a pet of Justina, daughter of the 

owner of the tavern) which runs frightened to the front 

wheel of Luci's bike in the garden of the tavern has red 
eyes (111). 

Involuntary inclusion into the ritual sacrifice, as 

in the above exampl~s, is more a part of reader experience 

than character realization. It is an associative 
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and subconscious process found in description and imagery. 

Schraibman observes a •red de i~genes• in which "hay una 

metaforizacion mutua entre las personas, la naturaleza y el 

nnmdo anima1.nl5 To amplify a bit on Schraibman1s observa-

tion, the major elements which form a part of the intricate 

web of imagery are: people, the earth, the river, the 

train, the sun, and the moon, the same which are bound to 

a ritual sacrifice. 

The sun is first associated with a person in a figura-

tive expression: a ••• eres un sol" (17). The bathers 

are virtually indistinguishable from the water because of a 

color association: ·"Los cuerpos ten!an casi el color de 

las aguas" (34). Later, in the river, the people become 

"mass" and lose their individuality, an important aspect of 

ritual: " ••• multitud de cabezas y de torsos en el agua 

rojiza 1 (44). The river and the earth fuse. together 1n one 

image: n ••• como si aquella misma tierra corriese liqui-

ds en el r!o" (26). The train and the river are associated 

as the smoke of the train drifts over the water (45). The 

sun and the train are brought together by a reflection: 
n • • • pegaba el sol en ••• un disco de sefiales ferrovia-

rias" (122) and •10s vagones ••• se perfilaban al sol" 

(131). People are bathed in sunlight: a ••• cromados 

ahora contra el sol" (203). The river and the moon are 

also brought together by a reflection of one in the other: 
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" ••• el reflejo de la luna en el espejo negro" (271). 

The people, by means of stylistic associations are, in the 

reader's experience, made a part of nature, and, without 

their knowledge, a part of a ritual sacrifice. 

Subjectivity and primitive explicative myth in fil 
Jarama, then, affect the experience of the work by contrib-

uting an emotive level to seemingly objective description. 

The imagery used to reinforce the emotive level is essen-

tially archetypal. The sun, the moon, the train, and the-

river are gradually transformed with emotionally charged 

language into supernatural forces and mythic beasts, ominous 

portents and collaborators with death; the™• pie, brazo, 

ojo, dientes, nn1sculos, and !mY observed in various sections 

of the work form a composite "mythical beast" which seems to 

lurk by the river. The natural elements, the theme 

-death-, and the emotions communicated are universally 

human concerns. Their presence in the novel allows its 

experience to transcend the •one day of the week" or 1slice 

of Spanish life' effect the book appears to have on an 

anecdotal level. The images raise the work to an uncommon 

metaphysical plane and maintain a constant balance between 

a concrete level (anecdote) and an abstract one (theme). 

The imagery is a product of the creative imagination and 

not the simple reflection of a specific social reality. 

!1 Jarama becomes a comment on death, its presence in our 
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lives, and our attitudes toward it. The experience of the 

novel, seen in this light, is summarized unknowingly by two 
characters: first, by Miguel, one of the youngsters, 1D1 
tu que el d!a que quieras darte cuenta te llega un cami6n y 

te deja planchado en mitad de la calle. Y resulta que has 

hecho el canelo toda tu vida1 (176); and by perhaps the 
only truly sensitive person in the group at the tavern, •el 

hombre de los zapatos blancos·," who comments, •y esta uno 
leyendo todos los d!as cantidad de aocidentes que traen los 

peri6d1oos, con pelos y seffales, sin inmutarse ni esto; y, 
en cambio, asiste uno a lo poqu!simo que yo he presenciado 

aqu! esta tarde, y casi de refil6n, como quien dioe, y ya 

se queda uno impresionado, con ese entres1 metido por el 

cuerpo, que ya no hay quien te lo saque. Como un mal 

agilero, esto es, ~ea es la palabra; con mal aguero• (325). 
The subjective and mythical imagery has a definite ef-

fect on the internal structure-of the novel; it signals and 

reinforces major structural changes in the emotional impact 
of the narration and changes in the narrative attitude 

toward the scene (intensification). Characterization is 

affected by the animalization of· inanimate nature, making 

the novel's characters the helpless prey of death and of 

those elements which conspire with death. Such a relation-

ship reduces the possibility of powerful characterizations 

among the book's young, who are passive and apathetic 

nsheep• more than passionate beings who fight against their 
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destiny. The style of the work is enriched through the 

combination of camera description and figurative, mythical 

language. Imagery splinters into multiple levels of ~ean-
ing through the literal-figurative-mythical ambiguity. The 

splintering adds a dynamic, vitalized quality to the novel. 

Literal language need by the narrator takes on a figurative 
and mythical meaning; figurative expressions in dialogue, 

in light of Luci's accident, become literal omens of death. 
The opposite processes in narration and dialogue emphasize 
the hiatus between the internal activity of the narrative 

(pointing toward death) and the external activity of dia-

logue (avoiding death as a topic of conversation whenever 

possible). Moreover, the double process underscores the 

similar hiatus between enriched_reader perspective and very 

limited character understanding. The literal-figurative-
mythical ambiguity may explain the many purely "objectivist• 

interpretations of the novel cited earlier. The camer&-like 

description is deceptive; it forms only a part of the 
work's central experience and not its whole. Because of 

the abundant camera descriptions, we, as readers, can 

easily fall into the trap of viewing reality as do the 

book's characters, as a series of literal objects on a cine-

ma screen. This 1s precisely what the icythification of 

nature in the novel enables us to avoid. 

The suggestion of a modern ritual sacrifice also uni-

versalizes the experience of the novel. Bitual contributes 
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to the intensification of the narrative and forms an arche-

typal pattern which universally communicates a powerful 

tempo-building rhythm. Ritual sacrifice animalizes the 

people of El Jarama, making them an involuntary pa.rt of 
primitive nature, animals of prey to larger metaphysical 

realities. The ritual, along with music and dancing, gives 
a primitive rhythm to the novel. Luci ends up a. "lamb for 

the slaughter," in the final analysis, only to appease the 

river. 

With the tension between primitive myth and the modern 

cinema myth, the author draws a fundamental tension between 

modern man and primitive nature. By exposing the falseness 

of the modern cinema myth, the novel seems to say that man, 

no matter how modern he may think himself to be, cannot 

escape his status of animal, a part of nature and subject 

to it, that he canno~, with all his modern technology, 

escape the primitive forces of death, and, finally, that he 

may even be the unfortunate prey of his own modern inven-
tion (the train and the gates of the dam) which:contributes 

inevitably to his own, self-created destruction. 

Primera memoria, in both style and structure, invites 

comparison with El Jarama, even though its action does net 

reveal any immediately observable similarities. In each 

novel, we see the animation and personification of natural 

elements, which, leading to an eventual mythification, 
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creates in.the reader feelings of foreboding, of emotional 

intensification, and of death. In each novel, we are also 
dealing with universally appreciated rituals which determine 

novelistic structure. 

By contrast, the essence of Primera memorta lies in 
the gradual development of a modern rite of initiation for 

its protagonist, a rite in which supernatural elements (as 

imagined by the narrator) seem to collaborate. The inte:r-

nal structure of the work is based on two narrative situa-
tions: first, the passage to adulthood of a young girl, 

the protagonist, who, with no mother or clea:r-cut adult 
model, _is confused and ambivalent as she faces irrational 

external forces which draw her into a hostile adult world; 

second, a narrator, the protagonist 1n later years, who at-

tempts to reconstruct ,he painful period by means of mythic 
processes, mythic imagery, and a universal rite structure, 

thereby bringing irrationality and the chaos of memory under 
\ control. While the protagonist illogically feels that 

nature -especially the sun- somehow collaborates in her 

unhappy passage to adulthood, the narrator uses tangible 

imagery and personification to reconstruct, define, and.re-

fine the irrational feeling; thus, as we examine myth and 

rite of initiation in the novel, we must be careful to dlq-

tinguish between words which denote past action,~. from 

the perspective of the young protagonist, and those words 

Which are little more than superimpositions of an older 



narrator's perspective on the past action,~. present 

judgment. 
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Critics of Primera memoria have recognized the basic 

processes of animated nature and ritual passage to adult-

hood, but have not studied them in any great detail. Ade-

laide Burns has observed that Matia, the-young protagonist, 

"fears 11 .nature, and that her fear is related to a general 

feeling of anguish in the novel~l6 Janet Diaz has pointed 

out Matia 1 s "resistance at entering the adult world which 

she senses is sordid and corrupt.nl7 Margaret Jones has 

viewed the poetic transformation of nature as •antipathetic 

fallacy" in which •all of nature • • • forms a stylized 

whole which, although harsh and cruel, is nonetheless be-

lievable.nl8 Two critics of Matute have associated the 

novel with myth-making: in reviewing Primera memoria for 

Insula, Jose Luis Cano identifies Matute as a "creadora de 

m1tos.al9; James R. Stevens speaks of the relationship be-

tween myth and memory, and df~cusses biblical name-symbolism, 

certain aspects of ritual behavior, and the "painful passage 

from childhood to the adult state •••• n20 

A brief summary of the novel's plot will clarify some 

of these differing critical observations. During the Spanish 

Civil War~ young Matia lives on an unnamed island with her 

grandmother, her aunt Emilia, and her cousin Borja. On one 

of their many excursions to a nearby graveyard for boats and 
sma11 craft, she and her cousin discover the body of a man, 
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Jose Taronji, who has been brutally murdered by island fas-

cists, possibly on orders from Matia 1 s grandmother. The 

man's son, Manuel, appears suddenly and asks to use Borja•s 

boat so that he may transport the body to his home. Matia 

later befriends Manuel and tries to communicate to him her 

sympathy for his family's loss. In doing so, she enrages 

her cousin, who is insanely jealous of Manuel because he is 

rumored to be, in fact, the illegitimate son of Jorge de 

Son ~ajor, Borja•s idol. After a brief visit to Son Major, 

however, both Matia and Borja are disillusioned· when they 

see the real Jorge, a degenerate, sickly drunk~ Borja, 

nevertheless, plot~ Manuel I s destruction. He confess·es to 

the local priest that he has stolen a great deal of his 

grandmother's money, but adds that Manuel has forcibly 

taken the money from him and has carried it off to a nearby 

tavern for safekeeping. Matia knows that Borja tricked 

Manuel into taking the stolen items ther.e, but, out of 
'"·'": 

cowardice, fails to speak out at the right time and to the 
_ right persons. 

To illustrate with clarity and effectiveness the appli-

cation of these points to the experience of Primera memoria, 

I have selected the ten incidents crucial to Ma.tia 1 s passage 

to adulthood: (1) Matia 1 s first night on the island; -(2) 

her contact with the corpse of Jose Taronji; (3) the visit 

to Santa Maria church; (4) the excursion to the tavern of 

Es Marine; (5) the brief visit to Emilia's room; (6) her 
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first long conversation with Manu~l; (7) the gang war in 

which Borja is wounded; (8) the visit to Son Major; (9) the 

beginni~gs of Matia 1 s betrayal, the visit to the Joven Si-

.!!!Q!l with Manuel; (10) Borja1s confession -the actual be-

trayal, which requires Matia 1 s assistance. 

In a sense, the first pages of the novel rela~e its 
eventual denouement. The narrator confesses that she and 

Borja retain some of their grandmother's more unfortunate 
spiritual traits: 1Supongo que Borja heredo su gallardia, 

su falta absoluta de piedad. Yo, tal vez, esta gran tris-

teza.1121 What Matia does not admit at this point is that 

she is, or was at one time, much more like her grandmother 

than she would like us to believe, or, perhaps, than she 

herself realizes here. 

The first incident, Matia 1 s initial night on the island, 

provides us with some preliminary evidence of mythic process 

and rite structure. We first(, learn that, upon her arrival, 

Matia has been separated from the motherly love of Mauri-

cia, a maid, and that, four years prior to being passed to 

Mauricia, she had been left alone by her mother's death. 

Matia has been unwillingly thrust into the clutches of her 

grandmother, whom she hates and rejects. Separation from 

the mother and entrustment to tribal elders are essentially 

Preparatory conditions for the initiate in a rite of passage. 

The night of her arrival, Matia watches the sea, "mar 

Plomizo" (14) which reflects darkness and hostility for 
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her. Suddenly, the night comes alive for Matia: "La cama 

• • • me amedrent6 como un animal desconocido" (14) and 

• ••• las sombras • • • como serpientes, dragones, o mis-

teriosas figuras• (14). Both images are incarnations of 

fright; the process of their creation is identical to that 

used by primitive man, who, when faced with the unknown, 

depended only on his imagination for an explanation. Hence, 

the bed engulfs her, "like an unknown animal,• ready to 

strike. Simple stains on the wall become beasts of mythi-

cal origin. Both transformations intensify feelings of a 

hostile environment for the reader and cause him to sympa-

thize with Ma.tia. In the narrator• s effort at reconstruc-t-

ing an irrational event, in short, she has been forced to 

turn to the fundamental processes of explicative myth. 

In this first night on the island, other passages and 

facts show that Matia is, in effect, in a transitional 

period of her life, ready for<initiation: although the 

narrator states symbolically that, on ~he island, "vi ama,.. 

necer por primera vez en mi v1da 1 (16), the protagonist 

still clutches her little doll, Gorog6 (16). These images 

look both forward to the hope of adulthood and backWard to 

the loneliness of childhood. The word "amanecer,• in this 

Particular image, begins a long series of images in which 

light-dark symbolism plays a key role in controlling reader 

experience in the rite. Matia sees dawn here both literally 

(the rising of the sun) and symbolically, with the 
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for the fu~ure. 
The second incident, much more important and intense 

than the first, concerns the discovery of the corpse of 
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Jos~ Taronji. The children are away from the house because, 

presumably, Lauro, el Chino, is giving them lessons on the 

island 1 ·s history, on the Bible, and about the island I s 

"mercaderes." In other words, he is providing them with a 

knowledge necessary for their passage to adulthood in a 

particular culture, as in primitive rite. While out 1n the 

open air, they spot the 1gallo de Son Major,' whose eyes 

"resplandeoian al sol 1 (22). In his relationship with the 

sun, which recalls the previous image, he suggests dawn, 

perhaps the passing of time, and new hope. His signifi-

cance, however, will be explained as the action progresses. 

In anticipation of encountering Jose Taronj! 1 s body, 

the narrator begins to transmit to the reader images which 

reflect her past sensations of a hostile natural world; in 

this sense, the natural world appears to collaborate in the 

painful event and in the death: 

como una infecci6n gris" (23); • 
• • • • el cielo hinchado 

• • • las piedras blanque-

an.do como enormes dentaduras 0 (24); u ••• flores ••• 

que el sol parecia incendiar" (29); 11 ••• rocas como cu-

chillos• (32); and n ••• el mar como lamina de metal" 

(32). The sky is swollen, as if by an organic illness, 

giving it the repulsive appearance of a sickly animal. 
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sets fire to the flowers, and the sea shines like the cold 
steel of an enormous blade. The narrator, through poetic 
and mythic transformations of nature, captures her feelings 
of dread and shares them with the reader. By anticipating 
the incident with images, she begins an intensification of 
the impact of the event. The reader is slowly pulled into 
the experience of the first contact with death and aesthetic 
distance is minimized in preparation for that contact. 

After Matia has seen the body, images relating to the 
sun convey a feeling of shock and intensify the narrative 
rhythm, which has been fairly slow up to this point: I • • • 
como una ulcera, el globo encarnado del sol' (37); •- ••• 
el odio estallaba, como el sol, como un ojo oongestionado y 
sangriento a traves de la bruma" (37); 1 ••• me parec16 

) sin1estro el sol que pul!a las piedras de la plaza• (37); 
11 ••• el sol feroz y maligno" (40). The words •u1cera1 

and 11encarnado" project the feeling that the sun is a living, 
suffering animal; •un ojo congest1onado y sangr1ento 1 paral-
lels the death at hand and communicates its effect on Ma,,. 

tia•s sensory faculties. The sun "polishes" the stones on 
the plaza, whic-h associates it with the man's killers, the 

Taronjf brothers (Jose's cousins), whose tall black boo~~ 
strike the stones of the town's plaza, wearing it down. In 

.the first descriptions of the sun, however, we first encoun-

ter the problem of narrative ambivalence expressed in 
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imagery. The sun, by all appearances, is a collaborator in 

the murder, as in El Jara.ma. But the sun may also be seen 
here as a victim rather than a perpetrator, .!..!.a,, an °ulcer• 

is a condition brought on by external pressure; the uojo 

oongestionado," although hideous in appearance, may also be 

interpreted as a person or animal victimized by a malicious 

external disease. 

When Manuel appears from behind the boat, Matia notices 

the color of his skin, "el bronco color del sol," and that 
"hab!a sol en el color de su pelo quemado" (41). These 

images remind us of the sunburned swimmers in El Jarama who 

have 1 captured 1 the sun in their skins. Manuel has contact-

ed death in immediate sense: his own father. In Matia1 s 

eyes, he has been cruelly "burned" by the ravaging sun of 

maturity. 

For Ma.tia, the incident is not as immediate, but is 
equally-important. She has contacted death, but, more im-

portantly, she realizes that the death is real: "Me volv! 

de espaldas. Estaba sorprendida. Hab!a oido muchas cosas 

Y visto, de refil6n, las fotografias de los periodicos, pero 

aquello era real •••• Pareoia mentira, parec!a algo raro, 

de pesadilla" (4.5). As in primitive ritual, previous educa-

tion becomes reality; the initiates• ability to cope wit11 

their contact with death is a form of test, one which Matia 
here fails. 

As Matia and Borja wait for Manuel to return with 
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their boat, they smoke and talk. James Stevens has correct-

ly interpreted their smoking as •ritual behavior. 022 What 

Stevens does not point out, however, is that the smoking of 

cigarettes is indeed appropriate ritual activity because it 

is a direct imitation of what they conceive to be "adult. 11 

The performance of such a ritual, therefore, 1s in keeping 
with the demands of both primitive rite of initiation and 

with the modern: the cigarette is for their world as much 

as symbol of adulthood as, say, the spear was for a primi-

tive hunting tribe. 

Once the unpleasant contact is ended, Matia is ready 

for the third key incident in the development of her rite: 

the visit to Santa Maria church. The trip provides the 

reader with new parallels between the structure of the 

novel and the logical sequ~nce of rite of initiation. The 

narrator desperately resorts to the animation of nature to 

try again to recapture her fright in anticipation of the 

event: 1 ••• piedras oomo oabezas siniestras en aoecho 11 

(59). The rooks are now more menacing than before; they 

are "heads" instead of "teeth." The rooks are 1 siniestras," 

and lie in ambush, like the Jarama river. The'y foreshadow 

death, but the death is figurati~e; it is the death of 

Mat1a 1 s childhood. 

To further confuse her in a time of need, Matia's 

ad•lt models are thrown upon her in visible duality. Be-

fore she returns to the house, Matia 1m~g1nes her 
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grandmother spying on the inhabitants of the slope with her 

jeweled opera-glasses: • ••• como dios panzudo moviendo 

los hilos de sus marionetas• (60), and• ••• sus ojos 
como largos tent4culos • • • lamian y barrian" (68). The 

grandmother 1s utterly repulsive to Matia; she appears as 
an evil, mythical god. The figurative •strings• she pulls 

to manipulate the lives below and her "tentacle-like" eye-

sight are mental objectifications of the intangible con-
cepts of control and power. We are reminded, in this de-

scription, of Matia1s earlier dream about Borja: I • • • 
que ••• me tenia sujeta con una cadena y me llevaba tras 

el como un fant4stico titiritero• (25). Matia sees herself 
as a prisoner of a •cadena,• which is, in essence, the rite 

of passage contrived for her II.Jld Borja by their grandmother. 

Matia feels, by associat1~f1 with 1 titiritero• and •marione-
tas,• that Borja is much more willing to enter that world 

than she, and that he is, with her grandmother, pulling her 
into that adult world against her will. The association is 

significant because Matia here first shows a true realiza-

tion of the path and the model she was following at that 
particular time of her life. 

Only one page after the description of the grandmother, 

Matia remembers seeing Manuel's attractive mother, Sa Hale-
ne: 

El cabello se le habia soltado. Era una ma.ta de 
cabello espeso, de un rojo 1ntenso, llameante; un rojo 
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que pod!a quemarse, si_ se tocase~ M4s fuerte, ms en-
cendido que el de su h1jo Manuei. Era un hermoso ca-
bello liso, cegador bajo el sol. 

Matia is strongly attracted to Sa Malene and, at this point, 

in the narration, begins a gradual sway toward Manuel and 

his mother as behavioral and physical models. The color of 
Sa Malene•s hair is without a doubt confusing for Matia but 

at the same time explains her ambivalence and indecision: 
• ••• rojo intenso llameante• and •un rojo que pod!a que-
mar si se tocase• have been associated with the harmful 

fury of the sun; •cegador bajo el s01• draws a definite 

relationship between the two. our view of the sun, because 

of this positive association, is slightly modified. The 

description of Sa Malene•s hair makes her attractive, !&.!a., 
the brilliant beauty of her hair, and paradoxically, is 

distancing, .!a.L.,, that i t.Fwould burn if touched. 

The trip to Santa Piar1a church furthers the process of 
initiation into the Grandmother's world by echoing basic 

rite motifs: the darkness of the cave and the belly of 

the whale. In this incident_, we see the sun emerge as a 

positive force or maturity which dramatically contrasts 

With the .spiritual and physical darkness of the grandmother's 
world. 

Matia enters the church, which is another entrance 

into spiritual isolation and darkness, similar to her en-

counter with the body of Jos~ Taronj!. Her first impression 

of the cathedral is that of a cave: she hears sounds 
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resembling those of a •muroielago" (79). The evidence for 

primitive rite mounts as Matia describes sitting in the 
huge edifice; she feels like •Jonas, dentro de la ballena 

con sus enormes costillas• (81). On a literal level, the 

image communicates the awesomeness of the sise of the 
church for a small young girl; on a figurative level, the 
reader feels her fears and senses her teelings of insigni-

ficance and engulfment in a massive and hostile world. The 
key to Matia 1 s thoughts here lies some six pages previous, 

as she was thinking of her grandmother: "Tu, 4entro de tu 

cors~ atrapada como una ballena• (75). Matia has made a 

vital link between her symbolic death and her grandmother's 

participation. She is figuratively_being •swallowed" by her 

grandmother, and, in her mind, the association makes the 

experience in the church even more frightening. 

The sun's activities during this same period are in 

constant tension and sharp contrast with the darkness of 
the church. The sun is still a somewhat ominous and ter-

rifying force for Matia; it seems to press in hardest at 

her most difficult moments. At one point she refere to it 
... 

as a •1uz negra• (79). 
Matia first noticed the effect of the sun on her that 

morning as she dressed for church: • ••• piernas quema-

das por el sol" (74). The sun has burned Matia; it has 

permeated her skin after the incident on the beach with the 

co~pse of Jos~ Taronj!. Her skin 1s now, like Manuel's, 



marked by the sun, an apparent collaborator in her involun-
tary passage to maturity. Outside the house, Matia notices 

that •el sol brillaba fieramente• (74), as a menacing, wild 
animal. As she leaves the house for church, she describes 

the sun's presence: "El sol, muy ceroa de mi, levantaba un 
fuego extrafto del 4rbol, de las hojas, de las redondas pu-
pilas del gallo 1 (76). The sun has set her world ablaze 

and she finds the feeling most uncomfortable. The adjec-
tive •extrafto• may be interpreted as nstrange• or perhaps 

"alien" but without any strongly negative _connotation. The 

image of the sun's rays reflected in the eyes of the •gallo 

de Son Major" reinforces the symbolic relationship between 

these two natural collaborators with the passage to adult-
hood. 

While Matia is engulfed in the darkness of the church, 
J . . 

the sun "beats" at the stained-glass windows: n ••• el 

sol, rojo y feroz •••• Una cruel sensaci6n de violenoia, 

un irritado fuego ard!a a114 arriba" (79); • • • • el sol 

lucia fuera como un rojo trueno de silenc1o 1 (80); and 

" ••• el sol reverberaba como si quis1era entrar" (81). 
The first image defines the sun as clearly negative and 

threatening. It appears as violent, ferocious, and irri-

tated. Matia has conferred upon it the characteristic~ of 

a wild animal, •reroz,• those of a human being, •1rritado, 1 

and those of a fire, "rojo" and "fuego.• Margaret Jones 

has pointed out that such words as these •confer on the sun 
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a power of its own, capable or inflicting harm and inciting 

violence. 11 23 The sun has become a paradox: in Matia 1 s mind; 

it is animal, person, and fire all rolled into one. Her 

confused and contradictory feelings are further developed 

in the second image: the synesthesia of •rejo trueno" com-

bined with 1 silencio 11 intensifies the confused and irra-

tional fears of the sun. The last image shows the sun "re-
verberating," an action possible only with "sound-producing" 

entities. The sun •acts• as if it wants to enter the 

chuPch, and fully illuminate the darkness. Young Matia 

sees the sun as a concrete menace to her; it has become a 

supernatural being capable of exerting force and causing 

physical damage without changing its position in the sky. 

The stained-glass image of the mythical Saint George 

slaying the dragon, fixed between the sun and the interior 
' . 

of the church, is another key image which will take on more 

importance as the novel develops. It is a part of the 

church, but is illuminated by the sun: I • • • el podero-

so San Jorge, grande y lleno de ore, sabre el apabullado 

drag6n1 (80). 

The second major division of the book is entitled "La 

escuela del sol," which reinforces the idea that the sun 

collaborates in Matia 1 s education and passage to adulthood. 

The opening pages of the section relate the plan to go to 
the tavern of Es Marin~, the fourth incident in the rite of 

initiation. At the tavern we are introduced to the idea of 
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"adult secrets" as a part of Matia1 s initiation. On three 

occasions, Matia makes mention of the 1 secretos": II • • • 
sonre!a como si estuviera en poder de muchos secretes• (95); 
•" ••• comprando a Es Marine cosas que seoretamente escon-

d!a" (97); and 11 ••• ten!an secretos cormmes• (98). The 

reader is intrigued, as is Matia, by the nature of the "se-

cretos,11 and is pulled into an active participation in the 

event. But the basic problem at hand is that Matia is a 

young girl and is in the company of young boys and men. 

The •secrets," as she quickly learns, are not for her, but 

for the young males in the group. 

Logically, this stage of the rite belongs more to Bor-

ja than to Ma,tia. For Borja, Jorge de Son Major is a mythic 

hero as well as his adult model. Borja frequents the tavern 
r~ . to learn more about the legendary adventures of his idol. 

Jorge embodies all the qualities that Borja would like to 

possess -he seems a free, adventuring spirit who roams the 

world, romantically clashing with pirates. In name at 

least, he is associated with Saint George; but in Borja•s 

mind, the two are -qual in their mythic fulfillment of his 

heroic needs. It is significant that, in terms of rite 

structure, when Borja reveals his desire to eventually be 

like Jorge, he is told: • ••• tendr4s que nacer otra 

vez ••• 1 (100). The idea of rebirth is fundamental to 

rite of passage in all cultures. The question remains, will 

Borja pass to Jorge's world or to that of doff.a Pr4xedes, 



72 

Jorge's moral enemy. Matia 1 s choices in this area are far 

more complex than Borja 1s. She also has a world of fantasy 

into which she desires escape, and, like the life style of 

Jorge appears to offer, it is deeply rooted in childhood, 

in Andersen's Fairy- Tales, Peter Pan, and the "Isla del 
Nunca Jamas" (115). Matia is faced with_the female models 

of her aunt Emilia, her grandmother, Sa Malene, and-even 

her own long-dead mother. 
If the fourth incident suggests "adult secrets" for 

Borja, the fifth, Matia 1 s -short visit to Emilia's room, 

develops her contact with.female initiation, the "secretos 

de persona mayor," and the •oscuras cosas de persona mayor" 

(129). The incident begins with Matia 1 s grandmother criti-

cizing her physical appearance, in preparation for her phy-
I sical initiation into womanhood. Dona Praxedes, setting 

herself up as the ideal feminine model and standard, begins 

telling Matia how she should dress, carry herself, behave, 

groom herself, and so forth. She eventually gives up on 

Matia, noting in passing, 'hay que esperar que te vayas 

transformando poco a poco• (120). 

Emilia takes Matta up to her room with her. In the 

dark isolation of the room, she and her aunt converse about 

feminine secrets. But all Emilia tells her is that she 

-Emilia- slept with her little doll up until the night 

before she was married. The narrator, across a span of 

Years, sees Emilia as a child who had withdrawn from the 
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world into another reality tinted by cognac; her aunt shows 

only exterior signs of womanhood. The superficial nature 

of Emilia's concept of adulthood 1s revealed in two in-

stances: first, she places, without explanation, a ciga-
rette in Matia 1s mouth and lights it, a superficial recog-

nition of adulthood; second, -Emilia, as always ·conforming 
to her mother's standards of physical appearance, paints 

her nails with great care, in Matia 1s eyes, to excess. 
Matia, then, rejeets Emilia as a possible female model: 

•ser!a en otra vida, casi en otro mundo, cuando yo sintiera 

lo mismo que la t!a Emilia, con sus Muratis, y sus cartas• 

(129). As the narrator suggests here, she would have to 

have been "reborn• into another life and another world to 

be like Emilia. Matia recognizes the idea of "rebirth," 

but rejects it with the:· words •otro mundo." The narrator 

distances herself as much as possible from Emilia because, 

I think, she fears that she is now much like what Emilia 

was then. The end of the novel will confirm this· conjec-
ture. 

While in Emilia's room, the sun plays an important 

role in the intensification of the incident. The sun be-

comes attractive to Matia, who, in the darkness of the room, 

has definitely rejected her aunt as a listless prisoner of 

her grandmother. The first appearance of the sun outside 

Emilia's room parallels the sun's characteristics in ,n 
,Jarama: 11 .••• el sol llameaba oomo mil abejas zumbando 
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en el balc6n1 (124). We are rem.inded, in this description, 
of S4nchez Ferlosio 1s sun, a 'legendary swarm• of insects 

which buzzed, "zumbando,• around the banks of the Jarama.. 

The image of the bees, in Primera memoria, is again para-
doxical in its effect on the reader. While a thousand bees 
• pose a potential menace, they also objectify the sun's 

light into a thousand, individually golden, actively chang-
ing, and radiantly beautiful 1pieces• of sunlight. 

Observing Emilia's false existence, Matia notices the 

sun's relationship to her withdrawal: "Hab!a all1 algo, que 

no acertaba a definirme; algo oerrado, con los visillos co-

rridos para que no hiriese la furia del sol, en aquella 

hora como acechante y cargada; algo dulz6n y turbio a un 

tiempo" (124). Emilia shields herself from the "fury• of 

the sun, that is, from the "wounds• of maturity; she lacks 

the internal strength to confront life. Matia rejects 
Emilia's life style as •turbio,• and yet, ambivalently, 

finds it attaactive, 1dulz6n,• as she herself is tempted to 

withdraw from the unpleasant exterior world. 
In spite of Matia1s yearning for escape, she sees the 

sun, at the end of her stay in the room, in a different 
way: II • • • entraba un v!vido ~ajo de sol, como una espada 

de oro" (125). This image not only transfo~ms the eun•s 

rays into a visible and tangible object, but through •espa-

da," it is reminiscent of the courageous Saint George, 1lle-

no de oro• (80) which Matia saw and admired on the 
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stained-glass of Santa Maria. 

In the sixth incident, Matia and Manuel's meetings on 

the island, we see an extension of both the mythic transfor-

mation of the sun and further echoes of Saint Goerge's epic 

battle with the dragon. As Matia and Manuel sit on the 

slope, Matia again notices Manuel's sunburned neck, remind-

ing her of her initial contact with death. She then boldly 

speaks out against her grandmother's (and most of the is-

land's) wretched treatment of Manuel and his family, but, 

in doing so, she becomes somewhat embarrassed and flushed; 

the narrator remembers: nTenia la piel encendida como s1 

todo el sol se me hubiera metido dentro. Yaun me dije 

confusamente: 1 Pues no he bebido vino. Ni siquiera habia 

una gota de coiiac en la copa de la tia Emilia•a (135-136). 
The contrast between the bright sunlight of maturity and 

compassionate action and the shadows of Emilia's withdrawal 

from life is made apparent here. The juxtaposition of these 

incidents allows the reader to compare and contrast them. 

The sun no longer presses in from the outside, quite the 

opposite. On a mythic level, the above image resolves a 

long series of tensive animations of the sun. The sun is 

figuratively "inside• Matia at this moment. Before, it 

burned her skin, but now it has penetrated her completely. 

She feels its warmth, its strength and energy. At her 

strongest moment, she recalls that she is not under the 

influence of intoxicants. Her bold act of maturity is real, 
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not the result of drunken illusion, which usually leads to 

uninhibited conduct. 

The act, however, is neither complete nor is it per-

manent in effect. The act was difficult for Matia, and we 

see that she still lacks a genuine compassion for.Manuel, 

!..a.EL, she becomes very irritated when Manuel does not speak 
out, and is seemingly indifferent. Nature then responds to 

her faltering: " ••• el majestuoso gallo de Son Major 

mimndome oolerico" (140). The cock is majestic to Matia, 

but stares angrily at her, as if he knows her weakness. As 

a result, the sun again appears as a hostile force to Matia 

as she again withdraws into the shell formed by her grand-

mother's oppression: • • • • el sol pareo!a a.cecharnos" 

(142). Her withdrawl consists, ·in part, of a .regression to 

thoughts of fairy tales and her •teatro de cart6n." In 

spite of the protagonist's unstable ambivalence, the narra-

tor realizes the truth: • ••• mi 1nfa.nc1a ••• se per-

dia" (144). The reader is left with the question, as in 

Borja1 s case, of which path will she choose. 

Matia withdraws even further with the appearance of 

the "lagarto verde~• a reminder of her grandmother, who, as 
Stevens has pointed out, has been.compared to a ·•lagarto.•24 

Matia remember-a seeing the lizard: "Por momentos pa.r~ota 

el terrible dragon de San Jorge en la vidriera de Santa 

Mar!a• (147-148). In confronting a 'dragon• of her own in-

vention, Matia fails in her test. She backs down, submitting 
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to the rite planned for her by dona Praxedes, an early sig-

nal of the novel's tragic end: "Cerra los ojos para no 

sentir la mirada diminuta-enorme del dragon de San Jorge• 

(148). The unusual construction "diminuta-enorme• commu-

nicates Matia 1 s confused feelings, although "diminuta" 

probably refers to the actual size of the lizard, while 
"enorme," a· mythic expansion of a harmless- lizard, refers 

to the emotional intensity of the association, the unplea-

sant reminder that she has failed a real test of character 

and courage. 

The seventh· incident deals more directly with Borja•s 

initiation but indirectly foreshadows subsequent steps 

taken by Matia. The section begins with an excellent •tone-

setting" image: 1 ••• las uvas que maduraron a mediados 

de setiembre son ~cidas ••• • (151). The external ap-

pearance of the grapes tells the pickers that they have 

matured, but their internal substance is bitter. ·we see 
the fulfillment of this suggestion as Borja, and later Ma-

tia, moves into the final stage of his rite of passage. 

Borja, in this period, is heavily involved in gang wars, 

Which are, in short, a microcosmic objectification of the 

island's internal strife and hatred and of Spain during the 

Civil War. Borja imitates on a small scale what his father, 

a colonel for the fascists, does on a large scale. Borja 

returns from one skirmish with a straw effigy of himself 

Which the other side was about to burn. He glows with 
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pride, but he has been seriously wounded in the fight. The 

narrator remembers: 'Borja estaba solo, de pie (adi6s, 

Peter fS,:. adi6s, n n9. podre ir contigo 1:! proxima 14.!!!-
pieza .Q& Primavera: tendr4s gue barrer .§.212 todas l!Q-

jas ca!das), quieto y dorado en medio de la plaza, brotan-

dole de los ojos un reflejo del t!o Alvaro• (164). Borja 

will have the physical scars of battle, in his culture, of 

"manhood." The narrator, on the other hand, perceives a 

much deeper significance in the event. Borja has shed 

childish illusions, "adios, Peter~.• and has, in effect, 

become a mirror image of his father. He is therefore more 

than acceptable as an adult member of his grandmother's 
world. 

The same night, Matia goes to bed without Gorog6. The 

reader is about to experience the end of Matia 1 s innocence, 

but there remains a major obstacle or deterrent to Borja1 s, 

and Matia's, complete passage to dona Pr4xedes• adulthood: 

Jorge·de Son Major. The eighth incident -the visit to Son 

Major- functions as a demythification of Jorge's magic 

aura. He is, for Matia and Borja, abruptly brought down 

from the sublime mythic plane of epic hero to that of a 

real man, with real weaknesses. 

When Borja and Matia discover that Jorge and Emilia, 

Borja•s mother, were once lovers, Borja becomes obsessed by 

the idea that he may be Jorge's illegitimate son, and, there-

fore, may rightfully follow Jorge's vagabond example. In 
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anticipation of their visit to Son Major, the narrator de-

scribes the sun in a most unusual way: n ••• un sol ma-

duro, pleno' (184) and at the same time• ••• un sol ca--

lido, oomo un vino antiguo que deb!a tomarse sorbo a sorbo, 

para que nose subiera a la cabeza' (184). The first image 

is visual, but at the same time links the sun to the con-

cept of maturity. The protagonist feels positively about 

going to see Manuel, and then Jorge. But the narrator, who 

knows what happened later, implicitly predicts the outcome 

of the meeting: that they have been drunk with Jorge's 

image and, taken slowly and without distorting side-effects, 

Jorge may be seen as he 1s. The second image also supports 

the idea of expectation. The wine or the light of the sun 

is ripe, warm, and pleasing to the touch. We are reminded 

of Borja1 s earlier references to the grapes of Son Major: 

• ••• las de Son Major son dulces• (151). 

Matia's description of Jorge's house confirms our sus-

picions: " ••• todo sumergido en vino' (190). The read-

er's first reaction to this description is pleasant. But 

it also conjures up for Matia the unpleasant reminder of 

Emilia I s inebriated withdrawal from the world·. As the • imag-

ined" Jorge is slowly but surely demythified for Matia and 

Borja, an inevitable course is set; Jorge is eliminated as 

a possible alternate adult model and their choice is greatly 

narrowed: 'Jorge no era como lo imaginamos. No era ni el 

dios, ni el viento, ni el loco y salvaje huracmi de que 
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hablara Es Marine • • • • ( 19 .5) • Al though Jorge does not 
meet Matia's expectations, the narrator nevertheless iden-

tifies with hie "ausencia de esperanza•- (196), his •tris-
teza• (196), and "la gran copa de vino rosado de su nostal-

gia• (196). Jorge's adulthood is, in short, looked up in-

side a bottle of wine: "El sol arrancaba a una botella un 
resplandor rosado, tra.nsparente. Parecia una lampara" (191). 
The bottle appears to contain the sunlight of Jorge's house. 

The image reinforces the idea of Jorge's withdrawal from the 

real world into the happy but false world of wine. 

The ninth incident concerns the beginnings of Matia 1 s 

betrayal of Manuel, and, moreove11, the beginnings of her 

actual passage to the adult state fashioned by her grand-

mother's character ideals. Matia. takes Manuel to the Joven 

Sim6n, where Borja stores his stolen goods. It is important 

that, during this period, the sun virtually disappears as a 

key image. There are three explanations: that the narrator 
has given up on depicting the sun as a positive supernatural 

force in evoking her passage to adulthood, which, at this 

point, was set on a course toward darkness and hypocrisy; 

that, if we interpret the sun as a consistently negative 

but maturing force, the process is complete and the sun's 

"collaboration" is no longer seen as important; and that 

the sun I s disappearance is' directly related to the pessimis-

tic outcome of the story. If we view the sun as a basically 

positive force, the result is that the sun's previously 
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"repulsive" and "painful• appearance was due not only to 

the normal "growing pains" associated with puberty, but also 

to the almost insurmountable difficulty of speaking out and 

of being pure in a hypocritical and impure adult world, 

~. facing and confronting reality. As we see in the 

cases of Jorge and Emilia, this is not an easy task, espe-
cially if that world is dominated and controlled by a power-

fully oppressing force such as the grandmother and the 

society (Spain) she represents. 

At the Joven Sim6n with Manuel, Matia begins her re-. 

versal: she sways from the previously set course toward a 

positive maturity (compassion, honesty, strength, etc.) and 

falls into Borja1s elaborate trap, taking Manuel with her. 

She recognizes that Borja is deceiving Manuel by asking him 

to take the stolen items to Es Marine 1 s tavern, but says 

nothing; she makes no effo~t to stop Borja or to warn 

~.anuel. As the painful truth dawns on the narrator, certain 

distancing words begin to creep into her description of her-

self in order to separate her present self from her past 

self: "Pero yo era egoista e irreflexiva sobre todas las 

cosas 11 (220), "Mi cobardfa era s616 comparable a mi ego!smo" 

(221), and n ••• yo, hip6critamente, rehuse• (222). The 

narrator realizes that, at this point, she became a help-

1.ess, "egotistical, " "cowardly, • 1 hypocri tical • prisoner of 

her grandmother's world. The narrator has begun to fulfill 
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her quest into the past; the fulfillment lies largely in 

the realization that she was indeed more like her grand-

mother than she at first believed. Borja was already a 

prisoner of the abuela: "Borja hizo un gesto extrano con 

las manos que me record.6 a la abuela" (224). Matia sees 

Borja as imitating his selected adult model. There remains 

only the final betrayal .... the crucial and binding test of 

passage fo» both- in the- structure of the rite, the tenth 

and final incident: Borja1 s hypocritical confession. 

As the final chapter begins to take shape, Emilia 

gives Matia a bottle of perfume as a Christmas present and 

anticlimactically declares 1 ya eres mujer" (230). A weak 

introduction to a finalizing ritual has been performed on 

Matia by an equally weak adult. The perfume is just as ex-

ternally superficial now as painting one's nails was previous-
ly. 

Borja goes to confession at Santa Maria and Matia un-
wittingly collaborates by accompanying him. At the church 

we note the reappearance of three principal images: " ••• 

las vidrieras despedian luces" (236), •san Jorge ••• hab!a 

Palidecido"-(236), and 1 Algo cruz6 la nave volando torpe-

mente. 'Es un murcielago,' me dije" (236). If the sun was 

at one time a collaborator with a positive maturity in Matia1s 

mind, it seems powerless now. The glass of the church de-

flects the sun's light and pours into the sanctuary a light 

of its own. Saint George has become 1 pale" both literally 
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and symbolically. Matia, again in the "caveu or the belly 

of the whale, has again symbolically contacted death, but 

in this case, the renewed contact pulls her back to an ini-

tiation into the moral darkness of betrayal and cowardice. 

Matia is about to be reborn a woman, in the spiritual image 

of her grandmother. 

Borja relates his lie in the confessional to dona 

Praxedes, but Matia says nothing; even though she knows the 

truth, she cannot move: "Una gran cobardia me clavaba al 

suelo" (240). Matia egotistically fears that if she does 

speak out, Borja will reveal all of her dark secrets to her 

grandmother, and that she will be sent to a reformatory, 

Where, ironically, there is no sunlight and only loneliness. 

Matia betrays Manuel with her silence: " ••• ternblaba, 

pero era mayor el fr!o que ten!a dentro" (241). The contrast 

between the cold feeling inside Matia during the betrayal and 

the 11 sol adentrou when she first spoke out against hypocrisy 

underscores a basic change in character. Mat1a 1 s inner 

light has faded along with natural exterior light: 11 ••• 

la luz gris perlada del arnanecer acuchillaba las persianas 

Verdes de mi ventana" (242). The sun, a precious stone now 

gray and dim, fades symbolically from Matia 1 s life, remind-

ing her of her failure. It seems more hostile now than 

ever before with the emotionally charged word "acuchillaba.u 

The sun reappears only with sunrise and the crowing of the 

cock of Son Major with his "colericos ojos• and his 
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'horrible 1 estridente canto, que clamaba, quiz4 -que se 
yr,-;,.. por alguna misteriosa causa perdida' (245). The •mis-
teriosa oausa perdida" refers to a multitude of previously 
suggested ideas: the cause of maturity, of adult purity, 
both lost; the loss of hope, traditionally associated with 
sunrise, is also suggested. The crowing of the cock at 
sunrise reminds us of Peter's denial of Christ. The -narra-
tor's final realization is, at the end of the novel, much 
like Peter's: she has, through cowardice, betrayed the 
only person capable of saving her from a life of spiritual 
darkness and remorse. Matia was (and perhaps is) the image 
of her grandmother, the person she most despised; and only 
a separation of many years and a painstaking search into 

the past have given her that realization. 

Mircea El.lade has stated that in rite of initiation, 
11we are dealing with an existential experience that is 
basic in the human oonditton. Thli 1s why it is always 
possible to revive archaic patterns of initiation in highly 
evolved societies.•25 In order that we may properly assess 

the rite structure of Primera memoria, it will be helpful 
to step back from the novel for a·moment and study its 

basic scheme. 

'Die opening pages present us with a young girl, sepa-
rated from her mother, entrusted to an elder, and ready for 

initiation; the environment which surrounds her, she feels, 
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is as hostile and painful as the difficult changes she feels 

inside her. When she first meets death, the body of Jose 

Taronj!, it is evident to her that supernatural beings (at 

least one) are collaborating in her unwilling passage to 

maturity. Her education in custom, history, and mythology 

is -well under way, but is by no means complete. In Santa 

Maria church, she enters the "belly of the whale," the 

"cave" of symbolic darkness, in a lonely and trying spiri-

tual isolation. The sun, forceful and frightening, presses 

in from the outside, but is "kept out" by the stained-glass 

church. Matia later watches her cousin evolve through his 

initiation by learning male adult secrets; he is told that 

he must be 0 reborn• to become like his idol, Jorge. Matia 

is subsequently.taken to Emilia's room where she is told 

feminine adult secrets, however superficial they may be. 

After rejecting this rebirth, she turns to Manuel and begins 

to pull away from her grandmother's domination by speaking 

out compassionately for a friend. The sun, here, is inside 

her and appears somehow responsible for the mature act. 

With a small reminder of her grandmother, however, she 

backs down and returns to the course of initiation set by 

dona Praxedes. After seeing Jorge de Son Major's decadence, 

she is disillusioned and places herself in the grandmother's 

rite: she betrays her only real friend. The sun disappears 

as she completes the dark ritual of cowardice and deception 

by returning to the "cave" of Santa Maria, for a binding 
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action which confirms her move to the grandmother's world. 

The narrator implicitly confesses her guilt in her recogni-
tion of her own falseness and cowardice and the novel ends 

quite pessimistically. 

Because Matia passes through four states of symbolic 

death, we might speculate that she, in fact, has from the 

first a choice of several paths of initiation and subcons-
ciously passes through segments of two or three. Her ini-

tial contact with death was painful, but gave her strength 

later to defy her grandmother's power and authority. The 

second isolation and suggestion of symbolic death in santa 

Maria was, without a doubt, a part of rite of passage as 

contrived by dona Pr4xedes. The third state of darkness 

was in Emilia's room, a rite which was, in effect, no rite 

at all. By cowardice, she rejects the first; she backs 

down from the "dragon," and accepts a synthetic form of the 
last two. 

The rite of initiation, then, functions in numerous 
ways: it makes use of universal symbols and patterns of 

initiation which transcend the reality presented in the 

story. The reader's UJlderstanding of and participation in 

a personal, specific experience is facilitated by the use 

of archetypal concepts related to rite. The images implied 

by the rite of initiation are universally frightening and 

therefore cause the reader to share in Mat1a1s initial fear 

and confusion. The rite structure gives the reader a 
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positive expectation of the d6nouement which 1s, in the end, 

deceived. Because of the deception of the structure and 

because of the betrayal related in anecdote, emotive dis-

tance moves from a minimal distance between reader and narr&-

tor (sympathy) to a maximum distance (judgment). The reader 

expects a passage from light to darkness and then on to 

light, but finds the reverse, that Matia passes back into 

darkness just when she is about to progress to the bright 

sunlight· of maturity. The betrayal of the traditionally 

positive rite structure distances us from Matia but at the 

same time causes us to share in her anguish, as she has 

distanced, in the end, her present being from her past self. 

The rite structure emphasizes and delineates key incidents 

which are vital to the process of maturity but which might 

otherwise go unnoticed in a more limited and less universal 

context. The rite alslsts the orderly reconstruction of a 

chaotic period by organizing these key events in her life 

in keeping with the most important characteristics of rite 

of initiation. The notion implied by the use of primitive 

rite corresponds to the priaitive mentality of the island's 

inhabitants: barbaric treatment and inhuman killing of 

other men, which is a symptom of the Civil War. 

Impressions and feelings of a young girl are objecti-

fied in images of a mythical quality so that they -a fleet-

ing reality- may be tangible and immediate to both narra-

tor and reader. Myth is used to embody irrational feelings 
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and emotions, the fears and pains of passage to adulthood, 

but, in this case, they reflect a hidden level of guilt on 

the part of the narrator as she subconsciously remembers 

that she did indeed betray a friend. The images reinforce 

the emotional impact of the individual units of the rite 

structure. The sun, in final analysis, appears to mature 

Matia as it matures the island's grapes:. they seem to be 

mature on the outside, but their substance is bitter. Ex-

ternal transformation is easy, nature provides us with all 

the changes; but maturation of the spirit, as the narrator, 

learns, must come from within •• 

The principal similarities between El Jarama and 11:!-
mera memoria lie in their mythic aspects: the use of pri-

mitive myth and ritual. In each novel, natural elements 

create feelings of foreboding of death and emotional inten-

sification. In both novels, myth and ritual are implicit 

and do not depend wholly on explicit allusions to archetype 

or to Classical Mythology; the fact that each novel does 

generally contain the same type of mythic aspect places each 

in the mythic trajectory in the Spanish Novel from-1956 to 
1970. 

The principal differences between the two novels lie 

1n the novelistic techniques which each one fuses with myth 

and ritual in order to communicate a complete experience. 

In Primera memoria, for example, mythic processes reflect 
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character emotion and recognition whereas in El Jarama the 
characters did not react to or apparently even recognize 

the myth of death in full progress. In Primera memoria, we 

react to the ritual found in structure but see that it is 

controlled by a first-person narrator as opposed to the 

omniscient control of a third-person narrator in Bl Jarama. 
In S4nohez Ferlosio's novel, mythic images support overall 
intensification of an increasingly obvious ritual sacrifice; 

but, in Primera memoria, what we observe and feel is due 
more to the reconstruction through memory of a young girl's 
passage to adulthood. The passage uses the fundamental pro-

cesses of primitive rites of initiation. It is a rite com-
posed of individually intensifying steps; and each step is 
supported and intensified by the mythic animation of nature: 

natural elements are portents not of a literal death, as in 

El Jarema, but of a symbolic death, of innocence and of 
childhood. In both novels, we find ·subjectivity which even-

.tually leads to the creation of myth, but each work uses 
subjectivity in a different way: in El Jarama we see the 
contrast between two views of reality, the·camera and the 

mythic which lead to a composite view of reality including 

both subjective and 0bjective·e1ements. El Jarama. in this 
sense, serves as a link between the novel of the ea1•ly 1 50a 

and the novel of the 160s, but also serves as the first 

major case of the creation of myth in the Spanish Post-Civil 

War Novel. Primera memoria adds to the trajectory a change 
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in novelistic technique and a slight change in the type of 

myth used. In terms of technique, subjectivity in Primera 
memoria is the experience of the novel and is not contrasted 
with any objective, camer~like techniques, which foreshadows 

the novel of the 160s. In terms of myth, I thinlc, Primera 

memoria's rite of initiation is, culturally speaking, much 
more sophisticated than ritual sacrifice. This is to say 
that many cultures which have long since eliminated ritual 
sacrifice, still have an active rite of initiation. 

With Tiempo de silencio and Un hombre que se·parecia a 
Orestes, the sophistication of the type of myth used in-
creases yet another step. We move from the implicit primi-

tive myths and rituals of El Jarama and Primera memoria to 
the more culturally advanced epic myth (Tiempo de silencio) 

and then the Classical Literary Myth (Un hombre gue se pare-

c!a a Orestes); we move from implicit myths of a fairly 
serious ,iature to explicit myths which mock and humorously 

. . 
demythify their models, but, at the same time, create very 

serious and often tragic visions of modern man and society. 
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CHAPTER iWO: 
NEW MYTHS FOR OLD 

IN THE NOVEL OF THE 1 60S 

If myth in El Jarama and Primera memoria was an impli-

cit and, for the reader, a subconscious process verified by 

an analytical.reexamination of the works, in the novel of 

the 1 60s -especially Tiempo de silencio and Un hombre gue 
se parecia a Orestes- it becomes an explicit and conscious 

one. Novelistic technique, along with myth, makes a major 

shift with Tiempo de silencio in 1962. Martin Santos com-

bines innovations in language.and style with the use of 

mythic structures: the Odyssey and archetypal patterns 

relating to the passage of the hero. The emphasis shifts 

to humor and satire in Mart!n Santos• novel and then to a 

humorous revitalization of the Oresteian myth in CUnqueiro•s 

work.- What actually happens in these two novels is that 

both draw heavily on classical models in order to update 

them, applying their basic structures to modern Spain and 

creating, in the process, two very different modern myths. 
Tiempo de silencio concentrates on the passage of the hero 

through the maze of Spanish society; un-- hombre gue se parec!a 

Orestes, using a more culturally sophisticated myth,~, 

focusing in on the human mind, reworks the characterizations 

or Aeschylus• tale and creates profound and yet pathetic 

characters which constitute a comment on the human condition 
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as well as on contemporary Spain. 
In terms of style, structure, and narrative technique, 

Tienrgg de silencio is _a myth critic.is dream: the novel 
contains everything from mythological allusions and ~truc-
tures to specific references to 11arquetipo, 1 •mito,• "ritos 
de inioiaci6n," and "el inconsciente oolect1vo.•1 Because 
of these elements, the work has attracted a great deal of 
myth oriticisfflt which approaches it from a wide range of 
perspectives: Julian Palley, for example, has made a de-
tailed comparison between the structure of Homer's Qd1sse1 
and that of Tiempo de silencio. and has demonstrated the 
influence of Joyce's Ulysses on the novel as well. 2 Juan 
Villegas has applied some of Joseph C8mpbell 1 s ideas on the 
"monomyth" of the passage of the hero and some of Eliade 1 s 
ideas on rite of initiation to the work, showing that its 
internal organization corresponds to the archetypal voyage 
of the hero.·3 Hobert K. Anderson, in a dissertation on 
Tiempo de silengio. unknowingly presents a synthesis of 
Pallpy•s and Villegas• ideas, although his comparisons and 

analyses of internal allusions to Classical Mythology and 
archetypal structures are far more detailed.4 Juan Carlos 
Curutohet studies the demythifioation element through a 
general examination of the work's sarcastic irony whi~h is 
directed at archaic socio-cultural myths • .5 Pablo Gil Casado, 

in a second edition of his landmark book La novela social 
.fillpaffola, has placed Tiempo de s11enciq in a category of 
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new novels which he terms 8desmitificaci6n."6 
I am indebted to each one of these studies, as they 

all approach myth in the novel from a different perspective. 
The basic problem with them as a composite view of the novel, 
however, is that none has studied myth in the work as it re-
lates to tone and characterization. The structure of Tiempo 
de silencio is based on the development of three tonal 
stages: it begins as a mock-odyssey, a mock-quest in search 
of a mock-ideal, carried out by a modern anti-hero; in the 
·second stage, the novel develops the idea of mock-odyssey, 

but also parodies rite of initiation (which 1n Primera me-
moria was·a serious progression) and the passage and birth 
of the hero, although the tone is somewhat more serious; 
in the third stage, the reader sees a progression from sa-
tiric mockery and parody of ancient patterns to a vicious 
attack on contemporary Spanish society when the newly born 

hero "dies," creating a black and pessimistic modern myth. 

Tiempo de silenoio is an account of a few short days 
in the· life of a young and ambitious medical student, Pedro, 

who is engaged in cancer research. Upon discovering that 
the last of his special laboratory mice have died, Pedro 

sets out for the squalid shack or·Muecas, the presumed 

thief of a small number of the rodents. At the hut, Padro 

learns that Mueoas has kept the cancerous strain alive and 

he -Pedro- makes arrangements for their purchase. The 

Saturday night following the visit to Muecas 1 hut, Pedro 
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leaves the pensi6n where he lives and meets a wealthy 

friend. The two visit a brothel operated by a certain Dona 

Luisa; but Pedro, afraid of becoming involved with any of 

the prostitutes, returns to the boarding house. At the 

pensi6n, he has a sexual encounter with Dorita, granddaugh-

ter of the establishment's social-climbing matriarch who 

knowingly set up the encounter. That same night, Muecas 

appears at the pensi6n, pleading for Pedro to accompany him, 

as his daughter Florita is bleeding to death. Thinking that 

the girl might have become infected by a cance~producing 

virus, Pedro agrees and returns to the shack with Muecas. 

Once there, however, Pedro is confronted with an already 

lost cause: Florita has had a crude abortion and 1s dying 

when the two arrive. Once Florita is dead, Pedro flees 

from the shack, seeking the protection first of Matias, his 

wealthy friend, and then of the brothel of Dona Luisa, 

Where he is eventually detained by the police. He is locked 

up, questioned, and released only when Flor1ta1s mother 

confesses the truth, that Muecas himself was responsible 

for the pregnancy and the abortion. In spite of his acquit-

tal, Pedro is expelled from the institute where he studies, 

and Dorita is horribly murdered by Cartucho, an avenging 

street rogue who believes •el rood1oo 1 responsible for Flo-

r1ta•s death. At the novel's conclusion, Pedro leaves the 

city, professionally and spiritually "castrated.' 

In order to facilitate my analysis of the work, I have 



98 

divided it into five structural parts, each containing one 

or two key incidents, which I believe essential to the de-

velopment of Pedro as a mock hero: the first part (pp. 7-
24), introduction to the anti-hero and his quest; part two 

(pp. 2.5-100), ·separation, the quest for mice involving the 

descent into the hell of the.chabolas and, later, the visit 

to Dona Luisa's bordello; part three (pp. 101-147), the 

initiation, Flor1ta 1 s abortion and death; part four (pp. 

148-206), flight, descent into the monster's belly,and re-
birth -at Lui·sa• s bordello and in jail; part fi:ve (pp. 

207-240) return, modern myth -Pedro's final monologue. 

Part One introduces us to the mock-hero and to his 
mock quest. Pedro is revealed as an anti-hero with an 

ignoble quest through a constant deception of reader expec-

tations, ~, we expect a hero and a noble quest and get a 

glory hound who seeks only the Nobel Prize. The first sen-

tences of the novel give us some idea of the "hero I s·• charac-

ter: 1Sonaba el telefono y he o!do el timbre. He cogido 

el aparato. No me he enterado bien. He dejado el telefono. 

He dicho: 'Amador•. Ha venido con sus gruesos labios y ha 

cogido el tel6fono • (?). .Pedro I s thoughts, as we see, are 

not structured like our own: his language is concise, but 

artificial and excessively mechanical, especially with the 

bothersome repetition of the present perfect. Pedro's focus 

on Amador•s •gruesos labios" is an early indication of his 

obsession with physical appearance, which he sees as a sign 
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of racial and mental inferiority or superiority. 

Pedro1 s thoughts turn from Amador to 'el retrato de1 

hombre de la barba•• (7) an apparent allusion to Santiago 

Bam6n y Qajal. the only Spaniard ever to win the Nobel 
Prize for Physiology and Medicine. The reader is tempted 

to bestow upon Pedro the great laurels of heroic nobility 

appropriate to his venture. The true nature of Pedro's· 

quest, however, quickly surfaces: ~iQuien podr4 nunca as~ 

pirar otra vez al galard6n n6rd1co, a la sonrisa del rey 

alto, a la dign1ficaci6n, al buen pasar del sabio queen la 

peninsula seca, espera que fructifiquen los cerebros y los 

r!os?" (7). The allusion to Ham6n y CSjal has caused Pedro 

to think about the Nobel Prize. The answer to "quien• is, 

of course, Pedro himself, a person performing potentially 

landmark research. Pedro seems more preoccupied with •who• 

in Spain will next receive the prize than with those pe~ 

sons who might benefit from his research. The word •aspi-

rar" emphasizes the idea of personal ambition and drive to 

a position of intellectual superiority in •1a peninsula 

seca. 11 The "sonrisa del rey alton supports the personal-

recognition level on which Pedro, the ignoble hero, views 
the award. 

Pedro, again noticing Amador, exhibits his persistent 

obsession with his assistant's lips and smile: 1Pero con 

sonrisa de merienda, con sonrisa gruesa. 1Que belfos, 

Amador'' (7). In this instance, Pedro uses •gruesa" 
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and "belfos" (as from a horse) to condescendingly describe 
the fullness of Amador•s lips, again demonstrating his ab-
normal interest in his assistant's possibly inferior phys-
ical aspects. Amador•s repeated announcement that there are 
no more mice causes Pedro to fear the failure of his quest 

for the Prize : 

••• nunca, nunoa el investigador ante el rey alto 
rec1bir4 la copa, el laurel, una anto:rcha encendida 
con que correr ante la tribuna de las naciones y pro-
olamar la grandeza no sospeohada que el pueblo aqu! 
obtiene en la lidia oon esa mitosis torpe ••• (8) 

The word u1nvestigador• brings the idea of personal glory 
closer to Pedro, as does •mitosis," since he is presently 
studying them. The •oopa1 and "laurel, n material objects, 
are symbols of personal glory. The anti-hero, then, quests 
more for glory than for the salvation of humanity or of his 

people. He, in fact, views the latter as mentally and 
physically inferior and is ashamed to be counted among them; 

he 1s worried that because his race is considered 1 inferior, 11 

he may not even be considered for the Prize and his acco~ 
plishments may go unrecognized abroad. 

As he thinks, Pedro notices "los tree perros flaoos 
que s6lo de vez en cuando orinan tanto y huelen tan fuerte" 

(9). These and other animals at the institute are being 

starved and tortured for scientific ends. Pedro is indif-

ferent to the animals' suffering. He cares only tor his 

m1oe, who live· in a •pa1acio transparenteu (9). The dogs 
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are in great physical pain, but Pedro gives thanks •a que 

-aqui- las destenidas v!rgenes no cancerosas, no usadas, 

nunca sexualmente satisfechas, anglosajonas no existen para 

proyectar el rencor insatisfecho sobre la sociedad protec-

tora" (9). This passage is important to Pedro's character-

ization as an anti-hero and to the presentation of his views 

toward women and sex. He sees· both in laboratory terms: 

Pedro groups females -mice or human- as 11cancerosas" and 

"no cancerosas," like his mitoses; women in this sense are 

for Pedro little more than laboratory animals. The words 

"no-usadas" relate directly to Pedro's cruel .idea of ex-

ploitation of living things to meet the needs and demands 

of science,where sex is for a calculated purpose: breeding. 

After considering the possibility that one of Muecas• 

daughters might have contracted a cancer-producing virus, 

Pedro thinks wistfully of the prize, but this time there is 

no question about the identity of the previously noted im-

personals "quien1 and "el investigador": 11 Majestad, senoras 

Y sen.ores: El comienzo de nuestros experimentos, como en 

el caso del sabio ingles que fijo su atencion en los hongos 

germinicidas, fue casual ••• • (11). Pedro is already prac-

ticing his Nobel lecture and is already feigning a false 

humility before the court with "casual," even though the 

comparison of himself with Fleming, the discoverer of peni-

cillin, maintains his presumed intellectual superiority. 

At the end of part one, then, Pedro, like Odysseus, 
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experiences a shift in the nature of his quest. The Greek 

hero who-set out to quickly conquer Troy and retrieve Helen 

found himself, in the end, searching for his homeland with-

out much success. Pedro, the mock-hero or anti-hero, first 

reveals his ambitions for the Nobel Prize, but soon finds 

himself engaged in a quest for more mice, the only action 

which can save his dream. Our potential hero, unlike Odys-

seus, is cold and unfeeling, excessively mechanical in at-

titude and thought, professionally ambitious, subject to 

viewing people as laboratory animals, obsessed by a·superi-

ority complex, and very naive; he does not quest for Penelope 

and Ithaca but for rodents and a Prize. 

The second structural part represents Pedro's first 

"separation" and contains the descent into the hell of the 

chabolas and the visit to Dona Luisa's brothel. By means of 

our hero's wanderings, we observe in detail these separate 

and distinct social spaces, as well as that of the pension, 

Which serves as a general introduction to the anti-hero's 
environment. 

The pensi6n is important to reader experience for 

three reasons: the idea of •rito• is introduced; 1n it, 

myth becomes somewhat more explicit; and the reader is 

given a preliminary definition of how this modern hero sees 

himself. The first line introduces the idea of •rito•: 

"Algunas noches, Pedro se sometf.a al rito de la tertulia" 

(J5). The words 11 se sometia" imply duty rather than 



103 

pleasure on Pedro's part. The •rito• is, in fact, dull and 

repetitive, without authentic values or meaning for Pedro. 

As the tertulia progresses, we see that its purpose is not 

to entertain Pedro or to provide him with spiritual comfort, 

but to attract ~im to Dorita. The three 1 diosas" sit around 

him, all trying to lure him, in spite of the fact that the 

general idea is to lure him only to Dorita. The "mothers," 

however, 'lo miraban con analoga mirada posesiva' (38). 
Julian Palley believes that this situation, a united •trini-

ty of goddesses," resembles Odysseus I adventure with Calypso 

and also, in a composite sense, Penelope.? The three more 

accurately parallel the cause for the outbreak of the Trojan 

War. Paris was forced to choose the most beautiful among 

three goddesses: Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite. All three 

lured and romanced him, as do the three 1generaciones" in 

our novel, but Paris selects only one, Aphrodite. Hera, 

the protectress of marriage, is similar to the grandmother 

Who masterminds the scheme to marry off Dorita to Pedro; 

Dora, the 1 hombruna, 1 strongly resembles the masculine 

Athena; and, finally, the narrator's insistence on Dorita's 

dazzling. beauty links her with Aphrodite, the goddess even-·, 

tually chosen by Paris. The parallel is, of course, implicit, 

but is nevertheless a manifestation of narrative technique: 

it underscores the wide gap between the sublime plane of 

myth and the unattractive face of reality; it captures the 

women's "diosa1-like attitudes and postures (mostly 
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self-assumption on their part); and, by contrasting the 
ideal with the real, signals ~he primary function of mytho-
logical allusion in the novel. 

During a conversation near the close of the section, 
Pedro defines himself more precisely .as the modern hero: 
'No me interesan m4s luchas que las de los virus con los 
antiouerpos• (39). The words amaze~ dazzle the •diosas,• 
but Pedro 1s quite serious about the idea. He fights, like 
the ancient hero, but as a c~ntemporary hero, he fights not 
the visible dragon, but the invisible threat. 

The actual quest for the mice begins with a humorous 
narrative mockery: 

10h que felices se las p~m~tian los dos compaiieros. de 
trabajo de 1n1c1ar.su marcha hacta las legend.arias 
chabolas y·oampos de ounicultu:ra y ratologla del Mue-
c11sl IOh qu, compenetr&Q.Qs·y amigos se agitaban por 
entre las hordas matr~ tensf;9s el. investigador y el mozo· 
ajenos a toda discrepanoia de cultura que intentara im-
pedirles la conversac16n, ignorantes de la extraneza 
que produoian entre los que apreciaban sus diferentes 
catadura.s y atuend.osl (25) · 

The narrator mooka Pedro's quest by means or an imitation 
of the inflated style of the novels of chivalry. We are 
consistently forced to stand apart from Pedro so that we 
may, by seeing him at a distance, more properly evaluate 
the changes in him at the novel's end. The narrator achieves 
this distance by not naming Pedro directly, by making sev-

eral statements which we know to be false, !a.I.a., Pedro does 
not consider Amador as an equal, a •compaf{ero de trabajo,• 
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by any stretch of the imagination. The words •cunicultura 

y ratologia" and "legendarias• clash satirically with "cha,. 

bolas"; it is not the Holy Grail or the golden fleece that 
Pedro seeks but shantytown and mice. By using a mock-epic 
style, the narrator achieves humor, both by exaggeration 

and by the fitting of absurd elements into well-known and 

serious stylistic forms. In this manner, he keeps the 

reader from identifying with his anti-hero by ridiculing 

Pedro's exalted expectations of what he will find at the 

chabolas. 
Pedro's characterization as anti-hero continues to 

develop as the narrator repeats the basic form.of the above 

quote, but relates to the reader Pedro's inhuman thoughts: 
1 10h qu~ posibilidad apenas sospechada, apenas intuible 

••• de que una ••• de las mocitas puberes toledanas 

hubiera contraido •• • un cAncer inguinoaxilar ••• !" 

(29). Pedro hopes that one of ffllecas• young daughters has 

contracted a cancel'-producing virus. The girl would, in 

that case, serve as an 1 ideal 1 laboratory subject. Here we 

have the same phrase form as before, 1 10h qu~. • • l I but , ' 

the tone is very different. The reader re•ins apart from 

Pedro, but not because of humor: we are distanced by the 

gruesome thoughts running through his ~ind. 

The idea of a 1 desoent, 1 especially into 'hell,• is an 

archetypal concept often associated with the passage of the 

hero; several critics have applied the idea to Pedro's first 



106 

trip to the _gl@boly. 8 It seems a fairly- obvious pattern 
as the word "descendtan• is repeated no less tl'lan six times, 
and the chabolag are later referred to as •el mundo infe~ 
nal de las ohabolas• (211), pointing up how hellish the con-
ditions really- are. We might consider that the "descent 
into hell" archetype, as well as suggesting the hero pat-
tern, might reveal some fundamentals about Pedro's attitudes 
toward his quest. As the two descend, they notice in a 
shop.window a •donquij&te en lat6n• (30). Pedro, who sees 
himself equally- as glorious as Don Quixote, is little more 
than a modern, tin imitation of the Don. The idea of 'dee-
cend!an," then, can hardly be compared to Don Quixote's 
descent into the Cueva de Montesinos, which the Don sees as 
a purifying·experience. The word, in the case of the anti-
hero, corresponds more to Pedro's attitude toward what he 
is doing. He feels superior, not benevolent, to the envi-

., 

ronment into which he 'descends.• 
After some interruption, the quest is continued. The 

pair finally arrive near the cha'qqlae: Amador creates a 
humorous and satiric scene: 

IAll! estaban las ohabolasl Sobre un pequeiio mont!oulo 
en que concluia la carretera derru1da, Amador se habia 
alzado -como muohos siglos antes Mois.Ss sobre un mon-
te ms al to- y senalaba con ademan solemne 1 con el 
estallido de la sonrisa de sus belfos gloriosos el 
vallizuelo escondido entre dos monta.ftas altivas, una 
de escombra y cascote y expoliada basura la otra 

• • • • (42) 

The blend of comic mockery and tragic irony seen here 1s 
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typical of the novel's bitterly satiric tone. On the one 
hand, the comparison of Amador to Moses on the mountain top 
is skeletally accurate, but ridiculous to contemplate; the 
Hebrew people had reached that point after long years of 
journey and hardship. Amador himself starts out trying to 
remain •solemne, 1 but a smile from his lips almost literally 
explodes from his "belfos gloriosos. 1 The use of the ad-
jective 1glor1osos 1 with 1 belfos• is not only an absurd con-
trast, but also a direct mockery of Pedro's earlier consid-

erations of Amador's 1 belfos labios• and 0sonr1sa gruesa.• 
On the other hand, a tragic note surfaces at the end. What 

Amador is pointing to is not by any means the 0PNmised 

Land,' the Lend of Milk and Honey to which Moses led his 
people. It is certainly a 'land" to which Amador has ·.•prom-
ised" to guide Pedro, but it lacks the parad.1siacal quali-
ties of the Biblical place. The present 0land• is set be-

tween two mountains of junk and garbage, at the end of a 

"carretera derruida, 1 an anticlimax to say the least. The 

contrast merely accentuates, in the reader's mind, th~ vast, 

figurative chasm which separates the Biblical from the pre-
sent reality. 

Upon his arrival. Pedro questions Muecas about his 
secret for keeping the mice alive; Muecas explains: 

-Es cosa sabida, que el calor da la vida. C.omo 
en las seguidillas del rey David. DQs doncellas le 
calentaban, que s1 no ya hubiera muerto. Y lo mismo 
se echa de ver en las charcas y los pantanos. Basta 
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que apr16te el sol para que el fangal se vuelva vida 
de bichas y gusarapos. • • • . 

At6nito escuchaba B. Pedro aquella teor!a et1o-
16gica del cmicer espont!neo •••• (52) 

Again, 1n Muecas• explanation, we see contrasted the sub-
lime Biblico-mythic plane and the coarse reality of the 
swamp. Impressed, Pedro listens attentively to Muecas• 

theory. As is often the case in odyssey-like quests, the 

hero does not gain the matertal object for which he searches 
but instead gains a great intellectual or spiritual gift. 

Pedro does not immediately obtain the mice, but does learn 
one important fact: that warmth is the secret of life. 

While there is no imaediate change in Pedro as a result of 

the revelation, the incident represents the implantation of 

an important seed for future reference. 

That same night, Pedro ventures out for Saturday night 

relaxation eventually to meet Matias and go on to Dona Lui-

sa's establishment. Before he meets Matias, however, ·Pedro 

walks near the place where Cervantes once lived and begins 

considering the •case" of the madman Don Quixote from a 

rational point of view, using "su propio racionalismo mor-
bido" (62). Madness, thinks Pedro, is the essence of man's 

moral being. In the first spiral, Pedro begins with the 
supposition that all books of chivalry are false and repre-

sent a non-existent, ideal world. In the second spiral, 

Pedro says that, in spite of that falsehood, a man may will 

such a world to exist -even though it be false-. Third 
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spiral, this man will be called 1el Bueno 1 even though he 
lives a lie. Fourth, he believes in good and sees evil. 
His madness consists of believing that that world can be 

improved. Pedro, an anti-Quixote, does not believe that 
the world can be improved. Fifth, therefore, it 1s better 
to c:ruGity the madman, as he could make real the evil he 
only- imagines. Sixth, the madman is mad. Cervantes said 
his madman was not mad but that he only wanted to make the 
priest and barber laugh, for only in madn~ss can he be 

tolerated. Had he not been considered mad, he would have 
been thrown on the rack of the Inquisition. 

The subtl~ irony which shines through Pedro's medita,.. 
tions is the source of a powerful, tensive force throughout 
the work. Since Pedro himself, al though an anti-hero, does 
indeed wish to change the world, for whatever purpose, he 
is subject, therefore, to the same sor.utiny of society. 
Once he has asserted himself as a changing force, the ques-
tion remains for our further consideration as readers of 
the novel, will society view him as a madman, laugh at him 
(as does Amador), and therefore tolerate him, or will socie-
ty, on the other hand, view him as a rational man (as he 
himself does) and throw him on the inquisitional rack? It 
is a question which, I believe, Pedro himself does not per-

ceive.-

Pedro's nocturnal odyssey continues as he wanders with 
Mat!as to the brothel of Dofta Luisa. The door or the 
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establishment, the narrator tells us, is·protected by Pe-
dro's first "drag6n•: • ••• el drag6n del deseo • • • 
oon sus alas rojas •••• Y lenguetazos de fuego ••• 
[el drag6n] continuaba impidiendo la entrada a quienes no 
habian llegado a merecerla• (83). Pedro is up against the 
dragon of 4esire, of sex, and of warmth. It is not the 
most appealing type of human contact, but is nevertheless-
the first real •test• for Pedro. The dragon is an incarna-
tion of sexual desire. In this passage, the narrator mocks 
both Pedro and the brothel by exaggeration and, again, by 
inserting absurd elements into well-lmown phrase forms, two 

concepts considered fundamental for the creation of humor 
by Bergson.,9 The narrator uses the conventional chivalric 
device of the •arch of purity•; the arch is always guarded 
by a fierce monster and only the pure in heart, those who 
"deserve it, 11 may pass beneath it. The contrast between 
the reality ef the brothel and the sublime description re-
minds us more of Cerberus guarding hell than a monster 
guarding paradise. Another mock-ironic level is established 
if we consider that the only real prerequisite for entrance 
into a bordello is money, and not at all •purity of spirit,• 

in fact, quite the opposite. When the narrator uses these 
mock-satiric devices and superimposes a sublime reality 
upon a real one, he forces the reader to notice the vivid 
contrast, to think 1n terms of how far the sordid reality 
stands from the nobl.e ideal. Along with humor and constant 
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interference, the narrator, with the superimposition, main-
tains a regular distance between the reader and the charac-
ters who participate in the sordid reality. 

Inside the brothel, Matias, very drunk, 1s 0madly in 
love• with the old, decrepit prostitute who sits by the 
door of the establishment: "Dulce servidora de la noche, 
dime: LC6mo conseguiste hallar el secreto de la eterna ju-
ventud? ••• tC6mo es posible que tras tantas catres la 
carne de tu cue:rpo no parezca una esponja empapada en pip! 
de nino tonto?" (87). Matias begins with conventional 
love-rhetoric, but then inserts the base and absurd element 
of the urine-soaked sponge, creating a patheticallt funny 
scene. He later compares himself to Oedipus, whose sexual 
relationship with his mother creates another mock parallel. 
When the lights go out, Matias exclaims that he, Oedipus, 
has been fa1.inded, punished by the gods. The scene, while 
humorous for the reader, serves another more important func-
tion: it shifts the focus from the mockery of Pedro to 
Matias and the brothel. The narrator, in this way, prepares 
us to move, for the first time, a small inch closer to Pedro, 
who is but a passive observer of the scene. When it becomes 
clear that Pedro may soon be an active parbicipant, he 
flees. He does not defeat "el drag6n del deaeo"; he does 

not even challenge it. 
After Pedro leaves, we notice that the episode has had 

an important effect on him: •neseando: No estar solo, 
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estar en un calor humano ••• deseado por un esp!ritu pro-

ximo" (92). Pedro, a character in, the midst of a slow and 

gradual personality transformation, begins to feel the need 

for human warmth and companionship, but he recognizes the 

difference between the prostitutes he has just left behind 

and a genuine spiritual union. By experiencing that "warmth 

is the secret of life," as Muecas taught him, the anti-hero 

is now becoming the authentic hero. 

Arriving at the pension lost in thought, Pedro acci-

~entally (as pianned by the primera generaci6n) encounters 

the naked Dorita and, after some faltering on Pedro's part, 

the two have sexual intercourse. Pedro, in a transitional 

state from anti-hero to auth~ntic hero, sees Dorita through 
two "tunnels": "For uno de los tuneles se extiende en su-

cesi6n casi indefinida de tertulia, de silencios, de pala-

bras intencionadas de las mad.res ••• ; en el otro tunel 

no esta sino la imagen inm6vil de lo que el nunca ha visto, 

el cuerpo desnudo ••• n (95). Through the first, Pedro 

sees the chaotic and confused past as regards his relation-

ship with the three 1diosas. 1 · Through the other, he sees 

the sensual present, viewed by his still naive and innocent 

self. It is important that Dorita's body is described as 

"como una sirena silenciosa1 (95), due no doubt to the ef-

fect of a blanket half-covering her 1ondulado cuerpo exten-

dido" (94). The comparison reminds us of the incident in 

the Odyssey in which Odysseus allowed himself to be "tempted 0 
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by the sirens' wail. Insofar as Pedro's characterization 

is concerned, the image represents a change from his former 

view of people as laboratory animals: the mermaid is at 
least half-human. 

The ~rocess of transformation and "education of the 

hero" is by no means complete. Pedro continues to wonder, 

"t.Es esto el amor? 11 and then doubts, "No. No es el amor 

••• • (95). He concludes that his feelings owe to •esta 

embriaguez de vino y de erotismo insatisfecho" (95). Pedro, 

now introduced to "love," reduces his irrational feelings to 

two purely physical states: drunkenness and erotic excite-

ment. He mechanically repeats "·'Te quiero• 1Te quiero• 'Te 

quiero' 'Te quiero' 1 Te quiero'" (96). 
In part three -the abortion and surrounding events-

the narrator's comic irony changes to a serious, at times 

fierce sarcasm. Pedro continues his "odisea" but the reader 

also begins to perceive more and more parallels with rite 

of initiation and the archetypal passage of the hero. In a 

human sense, the abortion incident is only a brief setback 

for Pedro's development as hero. Muecas• call for help 

only temporarily pulls him back to the world of his profes-

sion, to his old dreams of the Prize, and of possible future 
glory. 

Pedro meets Muecas "el mensajero que la noche enviaba 

Para volverlo a englobar en su seno pecaminoso, porno ha-

ber cumplido aun la total odisea que el destino le habia 
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preparado" (100). The use of gods, personifications of 

natural and metaphysical abstractions, is common to epic 

myth, especially to the Odyssey. In this passage, the 

night, personified appropriately as a woman, engulfs Pedro 

in her •seno pecaminoso," an image reminiscent of Pedro's 

experience in the bordello. After having cowered from his 

first 1 test, 1 Pedro is once again •separated," again en-

gaged in his original quest -for the mice-, and finds 

himself "poni~ndose los calcetines de nailon y disponi~ndo-

sea 1mpulsos·de su coraz6n, a reemprender los peri~los 

nocturnos hacia la aun no explorada Nausicaa• (102). The 

"nylon socks" are a humorous sign of modern times and modern 

heroes. Odysseus arrived at Nausicaa•s island at the whim 

of the gods, as apparently does Pedro, but Odysseus appeared 

stark naked with only a branch as cover; Pedro goes fully 

dressed, he is "naked• only in a figurative sense, in that 

he lacks experience and contact with the outside world. 

As he travels back to the ohabolas. the narrator re-

counts his -Pedro's- now ambivalent thoughts: 

Durante el viaje hab!a acariciado la idea de que quiza 
hubiera habido un contagio vir4sico debido a intima 
convivencia •••• Pero pronto bubo de advettir la 
ineolita real1dad de los hechos y una luz asombrada 
golpe6 en su ingenuo cerebro. La sangre de doncella 
-otra vez- por un momento, le mare6. Sinti6 un 
vahido de comprens16n y de miedo. (109) 

At first, the 11hero-1n-transition 11 toys with ·the idea that 

the cancer might have spread and might now afford him with 
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new subjects for study. The word "acariciado" carries the 
initial hope to grotesque and lugubrious proportions. Upon 
arriving, however, Pedro is incensed, in fact, nauseated by 
what he sees. He understands what has happened. In spite 

of being "ingenuo, n words such as "asombrada, 11 "mare6," 
"comprensi6n," and "miedo" clearly reflect his emotional 
involvement and participation. In this section, the dis-
tance between the reader and Pedro begins to diminish, not 
only because his human and emotional reaction shows that he 
is slowly becoming an authentic hero, but for several other 
reasons: first, because he is now more a victim of cruelty 
than a perpetrator of it; he is mechanical, but out of med-
ical necessity; he tries to save the life of a human being 

rather than that of a mouse; he thinks not of a glorious 
future but of the urgent present; he has been tricked and 

lied to by Muecas; he is the victim of Amador•s benign de-
ception, his assistant tells him that Florita is alive when 
she is,- in fact, already dead. The reader, from his position, 
cannot help feeling some sympathy for Pedro in this chaotic 
scene. 

Once Florita is dead, her passing becomes for Pedro 

"un problema tecnico" (113), an attitude which is a dim 

reflection of his former self as his apparent coldness here 

arises more from rage than indifference. Moreover, in terms 

of rite of initiation, the abortion represents the hero's 

first maturing contact with death. It is a vitally 
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important episode, but its impact on Pedro is not totally 
revealed to the reader until he later reflects on it from 
his jail cell, a section to be discussed below. 

Pedro returns to the boarding-house, exhausted. While 
he rests, the three women •tejieron el necesario silenoio 
alrededor de su cuarto" (114), a mild echo of. Penelope's 
weaving in the Od.JsseY. The next day, Pedro goes to the 
house of Mat!as• mother for a lecture and reception. At 
the reception, the tables of superiority are turned on him 
and, for a change, he feels the inferior, the outsider. It 
ls a key episode in his •education• and transformation into 
an authentic hero. The narrator follows Pedro's thoughts 
at the party, describing his observations in detail: 

Es demasiado sufrir·a causa de este pequefto mundo por 
donde podr!a caminar y no camina, a causa de estae 
mujeres p!jaros dorados que son estupidas y vanas. 
Ser o!do y admirado, saber besar la ma.no, eer adm1-
tido al di41ogo insinuante, estar arriba, ser de los 
de ellos, de los selectos, de los que est4n mas a114 
del bien y del mal porque se han atrevido a morder 
la fruta de la vanidad o porque se la han dada ya 
mordida y la respiran como un aire que nose siente 
ni se toca. (140) 

We see here a mixture of Pedro's former desires and his 
present recognitions. The women are negatively described 
as •p4jaros dorados,• with all the glitter but none of the 

humanlike qualities he so desperately needs at this moment. 
The women's behavior is described as due to having bitten 

•1a fruta de la vanidad,• which Pedro sees as daring but 

false; he concludes that superiority is only the fruit of 



117 

vanity. 

Part four opens at Dona Luisa's brothel, where Pedro 

hides from the Police, and ends upon his release from jail. 

The narrator begins the section with a significant personi-

fication: "El gran ojo acusador ••• extendi6 su activi-

dad trasmutadora al ombligo mismo del mundo de las sombras, 

al palacio de las hijas de la noche donde ••• reposaba 

coma hormiga-reina de gran vientre blanquecino ••• Dona 

Luisa" (147). The light of.the sun is an "ojo acusador," 

or a manifestation of Pedro's guilt and a foreshadowing of 

his capture. The personification achieves the creation of 

a more complete, imminent threat, without being one com-

pletely. The narrator begins suggesting with "ombligo" and 

"vientre" the rebirth which will soon be more fully develop-
ed. 

The episode at Dona Luisa•a bordello is a symbolic 

regression to the womb in preparation for the rebirth of 

the hero. Pedro has sought Luisa's protection, "la gran 

madre falica," (151) and kneels before her •como si fuera a 

hinchar ante una verdadera madre ••• • (153). At this 

Point, the idea of return to the umbilical and the womb 

becomes more explicit: "Misteriosamente le parecia que 

habia dejado de respirar y que quedaba inm6vil en aquel 

espacio ••• (el alimento, el aire, el amor, 1~ resp1ra-

ci6n) se lo. introducfan por un tubo de goma mientras que 

81 permanecia inerte" (153). The return to the womb 
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functions in this passage not only to suggest the rebirth 

of the hero, but also forms a perfect parallel with Pedro's 
complete and total delivery of himself to Dofta Luisa's pro-
tection and mercy. The use of parenthesis creates the ef-

fect of a "unity" of the four elements which pass through 
the cord. The •tubo de goma.1 is another sign of modern 
times: from the test-tube baby to the present rubber umbi-

lical, we are all •children of modern technology." Pedro 
is going through the motions of initiation and is slowly 
moving into the state of an authentic contemporary hero, 

even with some of its more unfortunate technological as-
pects. 

Pedro is not reborn with Doiia Luisa, however; he 1s 

arrested at the bordello, aborted prematurely from her pro-
tection and hurled headlong into the belly of the monster 

-horrible by contrast- for a less comfortable and alto-

gether different type of rebirth. The confusion which this 
abrupt shift causes in Pedro, .L.J!a., where myth created order 

and harmony, society creates chaos, has an equally confus-

ing impact on the reader. Moreover, the •jail" episode 

operates on archetypal levels, all related directly to hero 

formation: the descent into hell, the engulfment in the 

belly of the monster, and the return to the womb, all in 

preparation for the return of the authentic, redeeming hero. 

Pedro is "conducido al proceloso·averno en el que la 

ca!da, aunque r!pida e ininterrumpible, se produjo a trav~s 
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de los meandros y complejidad.es que canta la fabula" (170). 

As he descends into the labyrinthine hell of the jail, we 

have the distinct sensation that he is slowly but surely 
being swallowed and digested: 

Tras el que una nueva boca, ya ms pr6xima a las fau-
ces definitivas engullia con poderoso sorbo •••• La 
pr6xima boca da paso a una garganta escalonada y to:r-
tuosa a traves de la que, sin carraspeo alguno, la in-
gesti6n es ayudada por los movimientos peristalticos 
del granito cayendo as! ••• _en la arnplia plazoleta 
gastrica donde se iniciara la digestion de los bien 
masticados restos. (170~171) · · 

The first step is the "boca, 11 then, we feel the swallowing 

with •engullia, 1 down the esophagus with "garganta," inges-

tion, peristaltic movements, and then final digestion. The 

gruesome process of digestion contrasts sharply with the 

comfort of Dona Luisa's rubber umbilical. The digestion is 

a more harsh, all-engulfing, and humiliating experience for 

Pedro. The belly of society's monster is for Pedro, as the 

narrator tells us, an "infierno• (171). 

The description of the jail cell, using a mock style 

resembling that of a luxury hotel ad, once again introduces 

us to the idea·of rebirth. The narrator says that the pri-

soner, in order to sleep in the bed, must assume "la llamad.a 

Posici6n fetal" (172) and mentions again, the •ombligo' (172) 

in his remarks about the cell. These allusions prepare the 

reader for Pedro's interior monologue inside the cell; their 

meaning becomes apparent when-Pedro begins to question his 

former .self, and starts to think about some fundamental 
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perspectives on his past actions. 

The scene in the cell shows us the internal struggle 
between two Pedros: the early Pedro -the oold, mechanical 
scientist who dominates both exterior and interior reality-
and the new, emerging Pedro -a humble and sensitive human 
being. At the beginning of the monologue, the technologi-
cal Pedro fights to keep calm and to maintain oontrol: 
0 Yoga. Estar tendido quieto. Tooar la pared despacio con 
la ma.no. Relax. Dominar la angustia. Pensar despacio• 
(175). The following short paragraph, referring to his 
guilt-filled· past, is quickly interjected int~ his thoughts: 
"tPor qu~ fui?" (176). After this short slip, the technolog-
leal Pedro returns to control and leaps at self-justifica-
tion: "No pensar. No hay que pensar en lo que ya est4 

hecho. Es intltil intentar recorrer otra vez los errores 
que uno ha oometido• (176). The use of •uno,• the impersonal 
constructions, and the subjectless infinitive all serve to 
remove Pedro, in his mind, from his error. The paragraph 
which follows'again brings up the pressing question: •iPor 
qu~ tuviste que hacerlo borracho, completamente borrachot• 

•· 

(176). Pedro uses the •tu• form, in this case, to separate 
hie present self from hie past self. 

The struggle continues until Pedro arrives at a pa:r-
' . 

tial synthesis, showing evidence of his transformation as 
hero: •Es una aventura. Tu experiencia se amplia. Ahora 

sabes m4s que antes. Sabr4s mucho ms de todo que antes 
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•••• Tu enriqueces tu experiencda. Llegas a oonooer 

mejor lo que eres, de lo que eres capaz• (176). The use of 
0 tu 0 here implies that Pedro is standing back from his fo?'-
mer self, a4m1 tting that he can and is learning something. 

His self-illumination is temporary, however, and the strug-
gle continues: 'Tu no la mataste •••• Tu la mataste. 
No pensar• (177). Pedro notices the faded form of the •si-
rens• on the cell wall. This time, he does not think in 

erotic terms : •ta cola son dos muslos cerrados, apretados •· 

La muchacha de la cola no est4 dispuesta a dividir su cola 

con su cuchillo porque no ama. 1 (177). The "sirena" is his 
half-human company. The mermaid may be a subtle reminder 

of Dorita, whom he would like to see at this moment; it 

might also refer to Florita1s abortion, given the special 

focus on the legs and the •ouohillo." In the reader's ex-
perience, both exist because the 1 sirena• has been indirect-

:,.y related to both characters.· 
The battle goes on, but with a greater degree of in-

tensification than before, .L:!.:, Pedro begins thinking in 

two widely separated extremes: from absolute self-justifi-

cation •to hiciste lo mejor que pudiste• (178) to equally 

absolute self-condemnation 1 1Imbecill" (180). Aa Pedro 

realizes that he is in a state of major change, images sug-

gesting rebirth begin to appear in his thoughts: "Vuelto a 

lacuna. Aun vientre" (180). The interior contradictions 

are, as the monologue progresses, juxtaposed with greater 
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frequency, permitting the reader to view Pedro's conflict: 

"Tu no la mataste. Estaba muerta. Yo la mat6" (180). 

Pedro's conclusion is, at the monologue's end, •1Imbecill" 
(180). The human, humble Pedro has won over the old,"error-

.. 
free," technological one. It has taken an adverse experi-
ence such as this, a rite of initiation, contact with death, 
to mature him in such a manner. When the detective Sim111a-
no recounts his crime, Pedro thinks: 1 Los hombres deben 

afrontar las conseouencias de sus actos" (199). 
After Florita•s mother confesses that Pedro did not 

perform the abortion on her daughter nor did be cause her 
death in any·way, Pedro is released and 1s ready to confront 

the world. He is at the stage in which, according to Camp-

bell's definition, he must return to his people and, with 

his new ability, be able to bestow great boons upon them. 
Dorita greets Pedro at the jail and kisses him, but: "No 

podia devolverle las caricias. En los labios, al besar, 

s6lo sentta la dureza de los dientee •••• Me quiere" 
(20,5). He 1s loved but has some difficulty in oorresponcl-
ing. The reader might not consider such a reaction unusual, 

however, as one might expect Pedro to be a~little dazed and 

confused after his trying experience. As he walks into the 

street, we see an important change in his attitude toward a 

person of -•ott.ato bajo•: 1Un limpiabotas pa.s6 con su caja 
negra en la ma.no y la vis16n de este personaje cotidiano, 

que se encaminaba sin prisa hacia su problemtica, le 
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humedeci6 los ,ojos" (206). The contrast between this Pedro 

and the one we met in the opening pages of the novel is 

clearly defined in this passage. Where before, only Ramon 

Y Cajal aroused any emotion in him, a simple bootblack now 

brings tears to his eyes. The distance between the reader 

and Pedro is at its lowest point when the narrator reiterates 

the definition of the modern hero and adds a short moral, 

which presumably corresponds to what Pedro has learned. 

The narrator first defines the hero, his army, and his 

weapons: "Como un ejercito aguerrido, llevando al brazo no 

armas destructoras no bayonetas relampagueantes, sino micros-

oopios, teodoli tos, reglas de c!lculo y pipetas capilares de 

falanges de ciencia marchan asi en grandes pelotones bien 

organizadas" (207). But the short moral reminds us that we 

should not judge internal worth by external appearance as 

did Pedro at the beginning of the novel: nBa.jo un traje 
. . 

arrugado pued~ ocultarse el afortunado poseedor de un cere-

bra que -aunque enclenque, voluminoso- emanara pensamien-

tos todavia por nadie sospechados, f6rmulas nuevas particu-

las elementales, antiuniversos y semielectrones ••• " 
(207). 

Part five represents .the novel's conclusion: the hero, 

ready to bestow great boons upon his people, with the abi-

lity and the desire to do so, returns to the ~stitute, 

ready to re-commence his work. Recovered from the "subte-

rr~nea y mortifera odisea" (208), he is ready to try to 
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redeem the human race from cancer. As further evidence of 

his change, the new Pedro greets both the doorman and a 

common scrubwoman with an enthusiastic •1Holal" The Direc-

tor of the Institute, however, rejects him and tells him 

that "nunca llegara a nada" (211). Pedro is expelled from 

the Institute and from the possibility of redemption of his 

society. He cannot defeat the greatest ogre, the Spanish 

"Establishment." 

While beaten by his most formidable opponent, Pedro 

goes on, undaunted. He still has the more important possi-

bility of love: Dorita. His love, however, is soon mu~ 

dered. Cartucho 1s slaying of Dorita is a final and crush-

ing blow for Pedro in the sense that society once again has 

stripped him of almost all that he has gained. Cartucho 1 s 

act is yet another defeat of the contemporary hero by the 

social decadence and the primitive conditions which spawned 

the rogue, but it is more a blow on a personal level as it 

involves the death of someone important to Pedro "the man 1 

rather than Pedro "the researcher." 

If we review the "battles• in which Pedro, the contem-

porary hero, has been engaged, we find three or four major 

skirmishes: the first is with 110s virus,• a battle lost 

by the death of the mice and Pedro's termination at the 

Institute; a battle with society on a perso~l level, lost 

by a queer twist of fate and Dorita's death; a battle with 

the "system," also lost at the Institute; and the central 
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one, the battle inside himself, fought and won in the jail 
cell. At this point, the personal battle and its positive 
result are the only- bleak remnants of the authentic hero, 
who is figuratively- 1 d;ring.• 

In his final monologue, Pedro sets himself up as the 
redeeming hero, desortbing how he will imitate the sun, in 
a way similar to the return of the socially redeeming hero: 
"Imitare en es.to al sol que permite a las viles nubes pon-
zoftosas ocultar su belleza al mundo para ••• hacerse ad-

mira.r mAs abriendose paso a .. :tr1;Lv,s de las suoias nieblas 
que parecian asfixiarlo" (23)).· Although the use of 11hacer-
se ad.mirar" is somewhat suspicious, the reader is still 
s;rmpathetlc to Pedro's great losses and is hopeful with him 
for the future. His final monologue will reveal his ability 
or inability to oarr;r out such a task as throwing light 
into Spain's darkness. Pedro's first thoughts are of the 

autopsy- presumably being performed on Dorita: 

Claro eeta que ella esta igual que la otra. iPor que 
sera que yo ahora no sepa distinguir entre la una y la 
otra muertas, puestas una enoima de otra en el mismo 
agu.jero?: tambi6n a esta autopsia. z.Que querran sa-
ber? Tanta autopsia; para que si no ven nada. (234) 

It seems incredible how muoh Pedro distances himself from 
Dorita and her death. He does not even mention her name, 
referring to her as •e11a• and "la una.• He sees her coldly 

as merely another corpse stacked among others~ another 

autopsy among many. Pedro humbly admits his own 
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deficiencies, •no est07 dotado" (2:34), but then goes on, 
8si 70 me hubiera dedioado a las ratas• (2:34). Pedro re-
grets his passage and all he has learned; he yearns for h'le 
former state. He thinks then about what he will do 1n the 
countl'7: "Es una gran rifl,ueza de caza, el monte salvaje. 
Cszar, cazar todos los dias de fiesta •••• Las perdices 
en el rastrojo, gord.as como mujeres, despues de la siega1 

(2:34). The 'hunting' of which Pedro speaks is not for sur-
vival but for the fulfillment of an aristocratic pastime. 
The suspicion that he is again cold and indifferent to both 
animals and human beings is confirmed when he sardonically 
describes the"perdioes• as 1gordas como ~jeres.• As in 
the novel's beginning, Pedro, in this simile, equates 
people and animals. Other leisure hours, thinks Pedro, will 
be spent playing chess with the local men •que juegan al 
ajedrez y me estiman mucho por mi superioridad intelectual 
y mi elevado ni vel mental• ( 2:3.5). The re tum of hie superi-
ority complex is accompanied by the inevitable "Bey de Sue-
oia, tan blanoo, tan p4lido •••• Las largas manos del 
rey de Suecia, con la corona de mirtos• (215).· 

The last of the visible remains of the former hero has, 
in eveJ'Y' sense but the literal, 1died. 1 Beborn is the bit-
ter, resigned, cynical, self-pitying, "castrated" martyr. 
Pedro enjoys his state• of professional 8114. BP,ll'ltual castra-
tion, however, as it offers him no battles, no challenges, 
no tests. His monologue ends driving home the comparison 
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between_his own present situation altd the martyrdom of San 
Lorenzo, who was toasted on one side by his captor, and 

.. 
turned over "por una simple cuest16n de simetr!a• (240). 
Now perhaps, we can fully comprehend the prophetic meaning 
of Pedro's thoughts on Cervantes: Don Quixote did what he 
did and was not thrown before the Inquisition because he 

, .. 
pretended to be mad. Pedro, on the other hand, presumed 
himself to be a rational man and was placed on the inquisi-
tional rack, severely tortured, and in a professional and 
spiritual sense, castrated. 

What we experience in j'iempo de silencio'is a conscious 
re-working of elements from Homer's Odyssey as well as the 
reshaping of archetypal hero patterns, creating in the pro-
cess a black and pessimistic modern myth. Pedro, like Odye-
seus, becomes the victim of his own quest; both survive 
their cruel fates, but Pedro cannot purge his •Ithaca,• he 
cannot surmount social obstacles to save his bride and re-
deem his people. Pedro begins an anti-hero with a mock-
quest, but is not an authentic hero until he merits the 
title; the modern hero is born but is quickly defeated by 
his environment and proceeds to become a pa~t of it rather 
than to conquer it. 

Pedro's initial quest taught him that war,mthis the 
secret of life. In his mock nocturnal Odyssey through 

Whorehouses and shanties, he learns compassion and humility. 
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The swallowing by the monster taught him self-assessment 

and an even greater humility, but the positive pattern set 

up by rite Of initiation and archetypal mythic structures 

is, as in Primera memoria, modified. Pedro descended into 

hell three times, was reborn at least twice, and was swal-

lowed up and disgorged by society's most terrifying monster, 

passed.through every known process guaranteed to create a 

hero and still failed against Spanish society. Not only 

does the narrator deceive the pattern at the end, he con-

stantly mocks it and its prime participant through most of 

the first half with satiric humor and ironic mockery to 
keep us apart from Pedro, in judgment, until he deserves 

our sympathy. The suggestion is a very powerful one: 

since these archetypal patterns permeate every society, and 

the hero, in every case, returns with the power to change 
-

and aid his society, the fact that Pedro cannot is the 

fiercest attack on contemporary Spanish society possible. 

The negation of a consistently positive pattern, moreover, 

accentuates the present social decadence as well as the 

urgent need for social reform. The betrayal of the arche-

tyPal pattern is, in addition to the modern myth it suggests, 

the primary source for the novel's emotional and universal 
impact on the reader. 

Martin Santos• novel used as its model Homer's Odyssey; 

although allusions to the Greek work were scattered and at 
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times modified beyond immediate recognition, their presence 

nevertheless affected our experience by comparing Pedro, an 

anti-hero, to Odysseus, a well-established hero. Allusions 
to the Odyssey in Tiempo de silencio. accompanied by allu-
sions to archetypal patterns related to the hero, function 
as a part of a complex system of innovative language and 
narrative techniques, reshaping not only our vision of the 

Greek epic but also of the novel as an art form, of all 
aspects of contemporary Spanish society, and of the decadence 

of that society. In a different way, Cunqueiro•s Un hombre 

gue se pa.reef.a a Orestes reshapes and revitalizes Aeschylus' 
tale of passion, murder, and vengeance. By means of imagi-
native and humorous expansions on the framework of the 

Oresteia, Cunqueiro brings the Greek myth up to date, creat-
ing a different but equally vibrant myth with _direct appli-
cability to present-day Spain as well as to a more unive?'-

sal audience. 
In spite of the fact that the novel was awarded the 

Nadal Prize in 1968, it has received little critical atten-

tion. Un hombre ·gue se parecia a Orestes has been ignored 
largely because it is not explicitly engage. Jose Domingo, 

for example, describes the work's primary function as "em-

belesar. embaucar, divertir, evadir la realidad con la ma-

gia de la materia po,tica.nlO Both Domingo and Santos Sanz 

Villanueva class Un hombre gue se pareoia a Orestes in a 
category of novels which they term •realismo m4gico. 111 
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John Kronik, on the other hand, rejects an escapist reading 

of the novel as he expands on its complex thematic fabric: 

• ••• a political parable, an existential echo of Waiting 

for Godot, a metaphysical commentary on man's eternal con-

cern with fate and the unlmown, a psychological study of 

fear and indecision, an ethical consideration of justice, 
conscience, and moral order. 112 

As Kronik1s comments indicate, Un hombre gue se pare-

c!a a Orestes is not at all evasive or strictly frivolous 

in its very contemporary treatment of the story of the ill-

fated House of Atreus; just the opposite, it deals with 

basic human existential problems in a direct way and with 

the problems of modern Spain in an indirect manner. 

For the sake of clarity, I shall first present a brief 

contrast of the plots of the Oresteia and Un hombre gue se 

,narec!a a Orestes before moving into the actual analysis of 

the latter work. 

In Aeschylus• Oresteia, Agamemnon leaves for the Tro-

jan War after sacrificing his daughter Iphigenia to the 

gods to insure a safe voyage and a victorious return. En-

raged by this action, Agamemnon's wife, Clytemnestra, bands 

With Aegisthus, surviving son of Thyestes, and the two plot 

Agamemnon's death, becoming lovers in the process. Agamem-

~on•s son, Orestes, away when his father was mu:ra-ered, 

avenges the death by slaying first Aegisthus and, with 

blood still on his sword, his mother. For his deed, Orestes 
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is tormented by harpies and is forced to pay a severe pen-

ance. 
Un hombre gue se parec!a a Orestes deals primarily with 

the episodes recounted in the second play of the trilogy, 

The Choephori or The Libation Bearers, which tells of 
events surrounding Orestes• vengeance. Cunqueiro 1s work, 

however, .begins with the appearance of a suspected Orestes, 

Don Le6n, in an unnamed kingdom over which King Egisto now 

rules. We slowly learn of an intricate but· often inefficient 

system of spies and counter-spies, set up by the king and his 

vassals to anticipate Orestes• return·and execute him before 

he can carry out his murderous act. The wheels of Egisto•s 

bureaucracy spin into motion as the suspected Orestes 1s 

questioned and spied upon, only to eventually be identified 

as merely Don Le9n. Shaken by the appearance of the stran-
ger, Egisto lives and relives Orestes• act of vengeance in 

Wild flights of fantasy. Egisto remembers the long and 

agonizing years of waiting, the unceasing fears of Orestes• 

coming. Egisto later meets·and vacations with a colleague, 

King Eum6n, who temporarily takes Egisto•s mind off his 

troubles with an extended ocean voyage, but Egisto returns 

just as concerned about Orestes• return, and equally preoc-

cupied with the fact that he is rapidly growing old. The 

focus shifts to the real Orestes, who, we learn, is only a 

Young and confused adolescent. Orestes wishes he had not 

listened to his ,big sister Electra as she hounded him to go 



132 

back to their native city and carry out the act.of vengeance. 
After many years of wandering, Orestes does return, a pathe-
tic old man tired of searching for his destiny, and so ab-
sentminded that he forgets even whom he is to kill and why. 

In order to facilitate a more detailed analysis of 
exactly how CUnqueiro does revitalize and reshape the an-
cient myth for a modern reader, I will focus on four of the 
novel's six major parts, which account for the actions of 
three main characters: Don ~6n (the suspected· Orestes)'; ·:· 

',· 

Egisto, and Orestes. 
The novel's beginning epigraph, taken from the Orestei@, 

provides an excellent starting point for the discussion of 
technique in part one: 

..-Ha llegado un hombre que se pareoe a Orestes. 
-A Orestes s6lo se parece Orestes. 
-Luego, ha llegado Orestes. 

Esquilo, La Orestiad.813 

Cunqueiro uses this quote from the Oresteia to show the 
reader a progression from ambiguity and doubt to certainty 
and fact, a progression typical of ·the Classical play. The 
passage sets up expectations in the reader about the same 
progression in the novel; bllt the passage is ironic in this 

sense because throughout part one of Un hombre gue se pare-
9!a a Orestes, the progression is just the opposite: as 
readers, we proceed from the certainty which even a faint 
knowledge of the Qresteia1s plot provides us to the 
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alternating suspicion and doubt of Cunqueiro's work. 

The arrival in.the kingdom of the mysterious stranger 

causes no widespread suspicion at first: 

Un hombre estaba sentado en el banoo de piedra 
adosado en el palomar. Se levant6 apoyandose en el 
grueso bast6n •••• Sus grandee ojos negros lo,,, 
miraban todo amistosa y demoradamente •••• En el 
anular de la mano con que sostenia el baston brillo 
la enorme piedra violeta de la sortija •••• (11-12) 

This detailed description of the stranger is a good example 

of how the narrator subtly leads the reader into believing 

that the stranger is Orestes. The man is quiet; by his 

"baston• and "sortija• we assume that he is of the noble 

class. The narrator describes the manner in which the 

stranger studies his surroundings as "amistosa" .;...as if 

once familiar to him,.;.. •y demoradamente• -as if carefully 

examining it with some hidden ulterior motive in mind-. 

These early details function as a part of a more complete 

montage which slowly develops paralleling details and cha:r-

arcteristics that are associated with Orestes. 
After Tadeo, the beggar, questions the stranger, he 

examines the.suspected Orestes from head to foot: 'Y como 

a tientas de ciego • • • recorria el rostro del extranjero, 

ode lo que fuese, se fijaba en las ricas ropas, en la he-

billa de ointuron que figuraba una serpiente que se anillaba 

en un ciervo, y en las finas manos, y en el puno de plata 

del bast6n" (13). Tadeo's close examination reveals to the 

reader more parallel descriptive details which will ·be used 
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later in convincing us that the man is indeed Orestes. The 

narrator toys with the reader with the ambiguous construc-

tion 1 0 lo que fuese•; the construction invites the reader 
to consider that the stranger might not be preoisely a 

•stranger;• 1.a.L., .Orestes would not exactly be an •extran-
jero." 

A more implioit link between Orestes and the stranger 
is drawn when the latter takes a golden coin from his jacket 

pocket; Tadeo's small blackbird reacts: II • • • al ver el 

oro ee puso a silbar una marcha solenme, ••• como de en-
trada de rey ode galera, una marcha que marcaba los graves 

pasoe o el gotpe un{sono de los remoe, que entre boga y bo-

ga, el tr1no sub!a como quien iza una bandera amarilla 1 (13). 

The blackbird's song seems to announce the arrival of a 

dignitary, one of the magnitude of a •rey. 1 The associa-

tion is implicit because the bird sings more in reaction to 

the stranger's gold coin than to him. Tadeo, however, ex-

plains that the song is entitled 1El le6n entra por puertas" 

(13), and later adds that the cry 1 1Que viene el le6n!" 

(14) instills terror in the king .and queen, who, upon hear-

ing the word 1le6n," run swiftly to a secret bedroom and 

hide, trembling in fear. The conceptual association of the 

stranger and the bird's chorus is further 'proof" that the 

stranger is in fact the avenging stepson of Egisto. 

In the next section of part one, Eusebio, "el oficial 

de forasteros," is pulling out and dusting off the "Orestes 
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File." The file, Eusebio thinks, is sealed, and •en los 

sellos una serpiente que se anilla en un ciervo" (21). We 

remember that the stranger's belt-buckle carried an iden~ 

tical symbol. The evidence is almost overwhelming for the 

reader. From this point, we are fairly sure that the stran-

ger 1s Orestes, even though the conjecture is always sug-

gested by indirect association and never directly stated. 

As Eusebio remembers his past contact with the Orestes 

File, however, doubts are introduced into the reader's ex-

perience. The fi~st false report of Orestes• prox-imity was 

"el hombre qua hace un aiio compr6 una espuela en la feria 

de N~poles, [quien] se pareo!a a Orestes" (27). The king, 

after hearing the report, ordered Eusebio ~o learn every-

thing possible about spurs and especially about the Neapoli-

tan variety. We see not only that Eusebio is a small part 

of a larger bureaucracy which is constituted mostly of in-

effective red tape, but also that the king's paranoia has 

led him to suspect persons even vaguely resembling Orestes. 

Euseb1o 1s recollections of the file extend the problem 

of the appearance of false Orestes even further: there was 

one suspected but false Orestes who turned out to be no 

more than a young boy running from his sex~starved step-

mother who forced him to make love to her during •plenilu-

nios• (22); there was another with a 'lion-shaped• birthmark 

who was killed after being accidentally pushed down a long 

flight of stairs. 
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The combination of these two factors -the king's para-

noia and the profusion of false Orestes- serves to. shake 

the reader's belief that the mysterious stranger is Orestes. 

Since we are now obviously confronted with a humorous dis-

tortion of the ancient story, we must concede the existence 

of more than one person who •resembles Orestes.• A discus-

sion between Eusebio and El Capit4n shows us that we are 

in effect dealing with the original play•s characters, but 

not by any means with the plot of the original play: 

-1Siempr,e hay que estar en el partido de los he-
roes mozos que surgen de las tinieblas con el rel!mpa-
go de la venganza en la mirada! 

-1Coffo, eso parece de la tragedial (25) 

A subsequent conversation between Filipo, 'el barquero," 

and Eusebio confirms the suspicion that the present novel-

istic world 1s filled with possible but false Orestes. Fi-

lipo tells Eusebio that he sees many men who meet Orestes• 

general description: "Por ejemplo, hombres de obra de 

treinta afios, dos docenas a la semana. Hombres con jub6n 

azul, media docena a la semana" ( 34) • 
The narrator continues to toy with the reader's sus-

picions and doubts, but, at this point in the narration, 

:returns the focus to the stranger and continues to mount 

parallels between him and Orestes. Tadeo accompanies the 

stranger to the house of •el augur Celedon1o 1 (39), where 

the beggar expertly cuts the nails of the distinguished 

prophet. Here, we learn that the mysterious stranger calls 
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himself 'Don Le6n• (41). By means of indirect simile, the 
narrator once again plays with the reader's suspicions: 

"Levant6 el bast6n de oafia con pufto de plata oomo h6roe que 
levanta la espada que quiere herir" (45). The two actions 

-the lifting of a sword and of a heavy cane- are without 
a doubt identical in a literal sense; but the menacing con-
notations of Hespada 1 especially with 1her1r" converts an 
apparently harmless action into one which smacks of Orestes• 
vengeance. The narrator, still with a playful tone, fol-

lows the simile of the bast6n-espada with a mock melodra-
matic scene which adds yet more fuel to the fires of suspi-
cion: 

Se detuvo, la cabeza erguida, mismamente donde el ul-
timo rayo de sol de la tarde 1~ besaba los pies. Y 
era verdaderamente, en la mirada de Tadeo y ... Celedonio, 
una larga espad.a la que sosten!a su diestra. 

-,orestesl- grit6 el augur, sin darse ouenta de 
lo que deoia. _ 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
-1Estds en tu oasa, principel- dijo solemne, 

abriendo los brazos. (45) 

The parodio mockery in this scene depends 1n part on the 

image of the •rayo de sol" kissing don Leon's feet, as if 
the sun were a collaborator with fate. The word "verdadera-

mente,• along with the sudden reactions of the augur and 

Tadeo, who are both convinced that Le6n is Orestes, serve. 
to influence the reader, negating the doubts caused by Eu-

seb1o1s thoughts and memories. 

Two more incidents augment don Le6n1s characterization 



138 

as Orestes: 
The first incident involves a complex int~rior dupli-

cation. Fi16n, the kingdom's semi-official playwright, has 
written a play concerning the actual arrival of Orestes, 
using the people he lmows -Egisto, Clitemnestra, Orestes-
as principal characters. The complexity lies in the fact 
that the play deals wlth the novel's characters, who are in 
turn modeled after but not identical to the characters in 
the original play, the Oreeteia. Fil6n, directing the 
scene where Iphigenia first sees Orestes, takes the script 
1n hand, and, in order to show how the scene should be 
properly acted, reads the part of Iphigenia and acts it.him-

self. As he reads, he thrusts open the windows of his 
house, as does Iphigenia just before she sees her brother 
return: 

P.il6n se habia acercado a la ventana con la co-
rona de Edipo apretada contra el pecho. Y miraba como 
miraria Ifigenia, hacia el camino real ••.•• Junto a 
la puerta de uno de los obradores est4 un hombre alto 
•••• F116n no lo reconoce. No, no es de esta polis. 

Fil6n then spots the stranger's ring: 

El forastero se vuelve para darle el pafio ••• a un 
criado que lo sigue, yen un dedo de sus ma.nos brilla 
una piedra preciosa acariciada por el sol •. (57) 

From the brief experience, Fil6n gets a new idea for his 

play: a jewel will be missing from the roral crown of Aga-

memnon, and that jewel will be worn on a ring, a ring on 

the hand of the authentic 0 vengador, el principe que llega 
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oculto" (57). The incredible coincidence and the dramatist's 

seeming inability to distinguish between reality and fiction 

function as further •proofs" that Orestes is in the kingdom 
in the person of Don Le6n. 

The second incident takes place at the house of Quirino, 
the local fencing instructor. In a conversation with Qui-

rino, don Le6n descr~bes the manner in which he strikes a 
blow with a sword, 11 como verdugo con hacha 11 (59); the ·words 

"verdugo" and "hacha" suggest to the reader the violent, 

death-dealing blow of an executioner of justice -such as 

Orestes. After a brief demonstration of Don Leon's abili-

ties with the sword -in which he swiftly and powerfully 

knocks the head from one of Quirino•s practice mannequins-, 

Tadeo tries in vain to move the sword which Don Le6n has 

just used. Quirino tells him: "Mientras al aoero lo ha-
bite el pensamiento airado del que lo us6 para la venganza, 

no habra quien lo mueva, salvo el heroe• (63). The word 
1 venganza 11 is obviously the most vital link between Le6n 1 s 

action and Orestes• fate. 

The closing pages of part one repeat the idea of "ven-

ganza," but with some ambiguity added. Don Le6n is ques-

tioned about the nature, meaning, and origin of the •mancha 

en forma de estrella sobre [su] ••• ombligo• (71). Le6n 

replies: "Anunoia • • • robusta ancianidad, abundantes 

hijos y felices venganzas. Veremos si la aciertan, porque 

todav!a soy joven, aun no encontre esposa, y no· me obliga 
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venganza alguna" (71). Leon's reply does not contain the 

word uvenganza,n but there ar.e several factors which func-

tion to create doubt and ambiguity: Leon does not seem to 

be motivated by or to crave vengeance; he negates the word 

"obliga, 11 which would suggest the forces of fate that drive 

Orestes to his vengeance; the word 11 felices• with "venganza" 

does not parallel the harpy-tormented Orestes of Aeschylus• 

play; and, finally, the star on his navel, the "ancianidad," 

and the 11hijos 1 do not correspond to any previous descrip-

tions of Orestes given us up to this point. 

At the end of part one, then, the reader has.undergone 

an experience which vacillates between certainty and doubt. 

The narrative tensions which we carry into part two include 

the question of Leon's identity and the unresolved question 

of the final vengeance. The narrator has continually toyed 

With our concepts or-reality, suspicion, doubt, and, ulti-

mately, of truth. He has convinced us that don Le6n is 

Orestes by means of a barrage of ingenious narrative tech-

niques -misleading .parallels in characterization, similes 

Which imply parallels, interior duplications which distort 

the line between reality and fiction, and reinforcement of 

the belief through the reactions of various secondary char-

acters to don Leon-; at the same time, the narrator has, 

With many of the same techniques, created an equally strong 

doubt in our minds -indirect imagery, the profusion of 

Possible Orestes, intentionally ambiguous language, humor, 
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and a playful tone. We have, because of tension and ambi-

guity, been drawn into the novel. In essence, we have been 

made to feel the same emotions and tensions which Egisto 
experiences in part two, thereby preparing us to sympathize 

with him to a greater extent than we would Aeschylus• cha:r-
acter. 

Part two focuses on the development of the characteri-

zation of the complex and pathetic ruler Egisto -his fears, 

his doubts, his wild imaginings, and, most of all, his 
aging. Part two is a humorous and yet compassionate study 

of an aging monarch who has been devoured by his own para-

noia, driven insane by expectation, and anguished by the 

thought of a wasted life spent in preparation for an event 

that will possibly never happen. 

After reviewing his •armas," Egisto remembers, in a 

summary form, the long years of waiting and· anxiety: 

••• estaba atado a su palacio por la dichosa espera 
de Orestes vengador, que no acababa de llegar •••• 
Egisto, en los primeros aiios de su reinado, tuvo que 
gastar la mayor pa.rte de su tiempo y de su dinero en 
defender la corona, que al fin hab1a llegado a ella 
por ese sendero que se llama crimen. Horas y horas 
sopesando sospechas, estudiando gestos y palabras, de 
puntillas por los oorredores y las galer!as buscando 
sorprender un concil14bulo subversivo •••• (76) 

The paradox suggested by the combination of 1d1chosa"· and 

"vengador" forms the basis not only of the entire 1s work~a 

tragicomic tone, but also an integral part of Egisto•s 

characterization: he desperately fears Orestes• coming and 
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yet thrives on it; it is his reason for being, as we shall 
see later in this section. The use of the imperfect tense 
and the infinitive with two naturally perfective verbs 
-•acabar1 and 1 llegarn- creates a repetitive effect: 
Samuel 0111 Gaya has stated that •con acetones perfectivas, 
el hecho de enunciarlas en preterito imperfecto significa 
que son repetidas, reiteradas, habituales ••• 114 The 
obsessive reiteration of Orestes• arrival (in Egisto•s 
mind) throughout part two· is precisely what we experienced 
in part one with the appearance of don Leon, another in a 
constant onslaught of suspected Orestes. The last half of 
the above passage, in which Egisto remembers some of his 

past precautions, creates an undignified if not burlesque 
picture of the king tip..toeing through the palace hoping to 
catch one of Orestes• spies in action, but the_ scene also 
augments our feeling that the king is excessively paranoia 

about Orestes' possible arrival. 
The next section of part two pursues further Egisto•s 

memories, but with more emphasis on his abnormal flights of 
fantasy. In the fragment that follows, Egisto imagines 

Orestes' act of vengeance in elaborate detail: 

Egisto, verdaderamente, lo pensaba todo oomo si la 
escena final se desarrollase en el teatro, ante cien-
tos o miles de espeotadores •••• Cuando [Clitemnes-
tra] se incorporase, despertada por el ruido de las 
armae, en el sobresalto deb!a mostrar los pechos, e 
intentando abandonar el lecho para correr hacia el 
ventanal, una de las hermosas piernas hasta medio mus-
loo algo m!s, que la tragedia permite todo lo que el 
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terror exige •••• Yen ese mismo instante Egisto 
cala, mortalmente herido. Tendr!a que caer sin doble-
garse. Agamenon habla dado unos pasos, le hab!a 
caldo la espada de la mano, se habia agarrado a un 
cort1n6n, se hab!a de caer de otra manera. Como he-
rido por el rayo. Si pudiese mandarle un recado a 
Orestes para que trajese una larga espada, de hoja 
sinuosa •••• Habria que sugerir a Clitemnestra 
unas frases, unos gestos, las posibles respuestas a 
las preguntas de Orestes •••• (79-80) 

The picture which Egisto paints shows us the absurdly hu-
morous extent of his paranoia. The grotesque scene is at 

. , 

once comically burlesque and t:ragically pathetic. Egisto 1s 

creation of the final act includes, in his mind, several 

erotic scenes in which Clitemnestra, half-naked, scrambles 

about the royal bedroom, an indication of his still-ardent 

passion for the queen and of his erotic delight in imagining 

the scene, underscored by the suggestive "o algo mas.• 
Egisto•s lugubrious picture of his own death and his frus-

tration at not being able to tell Orestes what type of sword 

to bring both contribute to a tragic and pathetic vision of 

a man driven half-insane by fear and expectation. The 

techniques of third-person interiorization, burlesque humor, 
1 humanization11 of a classical model, and• pathos, function 

simultaneously to bring us closer to Egisto and to an under-

standing of his tormented anguish. In part one, we experi-

enced the expectation of Orestes• arrival, as Egisto does 

here. Egisto•s fears open up a new perspective: clearly 
' Orestes has not arrived, but we share with Egisto the reali-

ty of his spiritual presence. The myth of the vengeance of 
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Orestes, in our experience in the novel, is a psychological 
rather than an anecdotal process; it serves to. define man's 

basic emotional makeup. This movement into the psyche is 

an important foreshadowing of the next novel to be studied, 

Reivindicaci6n del Conde don Julian, which takes yet another 
step in interiorization of myth. 

In the section which follows, King Eum6n, in his con-
versations with Egisto, correctly defines his colleague's 
life with Clitemnestra as a •comedia de erroresu (96). 
Eum6n alleviates some of Egisto•s doubts, but, in the pro-

cess, creates even more. One of Eum6n1s first questions to 

Egisto introduces a new agony and doubt in Eg1sto 1s mind: 

"Querido Egisto, 1,estas seguro de que el muerto era Agame-

n6n?" (97). More levels of doubt and uncertainty are es-

tablished when Egisto discloses that no one saw the face of 

the corpse except himself, and that he had never before seen 

Agamen6n. Eum6n proposes that the man whom Egisto slew was 

Orestes and not his father. The youth, out of impatience 
for vengeance, was about to murder Egisto; Agamen6n probably 

died in the Trojan War. Eumon concludes, throwing some 

light on Egisto•~ strange imaginings: 'El muerto puede ser 

Orestes o no serlo. L() que importa ~s que tu tengas lase-

guridad, o la esperanza, de qua haya sido. Unos dias es-

tar!s cierto de ello, y otros no. Pero, con las dudas, tu 

Vida sere diferente. Un hombre que duda es un hombre libre, 

Y el dudoso llega a ser po~tico softador, por la necesidad 
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espiritual de certezas, querido colega" (101). Eumon hopes 

that with his idea of the premature death of Orestes, Egis-
to will live with the doubt of Orestes• coming. Before, 
the doubt for Egisto consisted of the question uWhen will 

he arrive?•; now, according to Eumon, the question should 
be "Whom did I kill?", and •w111 he ever arrive?• Eumon 
has put into words what the reader has in part already ex-

perienced: Egisto•s doubts and his need for certainty were 

the source of the creation of elaborate arid imaginative 

scenes. His present doubt, however, will inevitably lead 

him to other flights of fantasy, since the expectation of 

Orestes• arrival is still much stronger than all that Eum6n 
has proposed. 

The final scene of part two is composed not only of 

Egisto•s wild imaginings, but also includes an emotionally 

real fantasy. In this fragment, the narrator diminishes 

the distance between the reader and Egisto by bringing the 

latter to grips with the universal problem of aging and the 
specific problem of· a life wasted in waiting: 

La piel del rey amar1lle6 como pergamino. ca1vo, 
debajo de la corona, cubriendose la cabeza, se ponia 
trozoe de tela, busoando que fuesen de vivo color. Ya 
no pod!a su mano con las espadas agamenonicas, . tiradas 
en el suelo en un rinc6n del gran salon, las hojas 
oxidadas •••• Cada vez vela menos, y el temblor de 
sus ma.nos iba en aumento ••• y la casi ceguera de 
Egisto le imped!a contemplar las estrellas que, apate-
ticas y lejanas, presid!an su destino. Orestes no 
acababa de llegar, y la vida se le iba al viejo rey. 
(133) 
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We see here that the true avenger __ of the murder of Agamen6n 

is time itself. Egisto•~ skin turns yellow, like royal 

parchment. He 1s bald, looking for the •vivo color" of his 

youth. Agamen6n1s rusted swords ironically reflect the 

ravages of time on Egisto. He has become a weak and feeble 

ol,d man, more to be pitied than condemned. Blind and aging, 
Egisto is no longer the strong and formidable opponent that 
he once was. 

Egisto 1s fantasy combines both his physical and spiri-
tual preoccupations and anguish, resulting in a total po:r-

trait of a man consumed by fear and uncertainty: 
; 

Egisto. se sent!a inc6modo dentro de aquella piel ti-
rante • • necesi taba una piel nueva • • • • Los hu-
manos deb!an mudar de piel como las cobras, y Egisto 
se imaginaba sumergido en la piel humeda de una ser-
piente ••• y as! el rey pod!a deslizarse por entre 
los prados ••• a vigilar la llegada de Orestes 
•••• Egisto podia morderle el tobillo •••• 

(13.5) 

Egisto•s fantasy provides him with a form of spiritual pro-

tection against his fears. With a new skin, a new identity, 

he could be the first to strike at an unsuspecting Orestes. 

The protection, however. is only temporary; his fantasy 

backfires on him. He goes on to imagine that a group of 

unnamed men are auctioning off his old skin_ as material for 

drum covers: "Unos hombres se asomaban al balaustre de la 

escalera principal y mostraban la piel de Egls~o a otros 

que llenaban el patio. Era su piel, desde los pies hasta 

el cuello ••• • (135). When Egisto learns that the buyer 
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of his skin 1s none other than Orestes, he hides inside his 

old skin: 

Se escondi6 debajo de su piel, y era como un escudo 
protector alll-, contra el que se romperian todas las 
espadas. Pero por los ojos entreabiertos de Egieto, 
el noble Orestes •· • • e~tr6 dentro del rey, por un 
estrecho sendero que hay en la espalda de todo cuerpo 
humano, y al avanzar le deshacia las entraiias con las 
espuelas, con la espada •••• (136-137) 

Egisto has created a unique image of himself. Orestes has 

slipped into Egisto•s body by means of his. 1ojos entreabiel'-
-~-· 

toe,• suggesting both Egisto•s present failing eyesight 

which leaves him vulnerable to attack, and possibly past 

slips in his constant vigilance. Orestes• onslaught inside 

Egisto•s skin, tearing out his entrails, is a literal em-

bodiment of how the fear of the avenger has consumed the 

monarch over the years and is yet another example of how 

the myth of the vengeance of Orestes moves into the human 

mlnd and imagination. 

Part two, then, provides us a somewhat different pic-
ture of the Orestian myth than did part one. Part two fo-

cuses on a new kind of Aegisthus, not a strong and deplo-

rable murderer, but a weak and pathetic old man. The re-

vitalization for the reader does not lie so much in his in-

volvement in ingenious techniques as in part one; reader 

participation depends in large pa.rt on his involvement in 

the creation of a 'humanized" .character who elicits a great 

deal of sympathy. Egisto lives Orestes' return every day 
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of his life. His doubts and fears are the kindling of a -~ 
fertile imagination which creates and recreates the final 

scene of his own death. In spite of the absurdity and gro-
tesqueness of some of his imaginings, we sympathize with 

him because he is the victim of an uncertain existence and 

of the ravages of time. Orestes never arrives in part two, 

but the actual waiting is simultaneously the fulfillment 

of the vengeance and, °for Egisto, a reason for being. 

Part three effects a similar humanization of the fig-

ure of Orestes. In this section we see not the cold aven-
'-

ger but a young, insecure boy,,who like Egisto suffers doubt, 

a lost youth, and the degenerating effect of time. The re-

vitali~~tion consists of a picture of how a real -not 

mythic- _Orestes might have acted were there no forces of 
destiny -only people- to guide arid-··encourage· him. 

Orestes' first-thoughts in part three are.full of the 

questions.and doubts one might expect from a person in his 

situation: npero, Ltenia verdaderamente fieles? LLo espe-

raba alguien en la ciudad, alguien que le diese albergue y 

pan, y lo animase a la venganza, que era justa y necesaria? 

• • • • Y este lugar, 1,cudl ser-fa? 1 (142). Orestes worries 

about the most basic elements necessary for the success of 
I 

his mission: he realistically doubts fealty after so many 

years; he worries about food and shelter; and he frets about 
. . 

arriving at the correct place. As in the case of Egist.o, 

Orestes• doubts immediately feed his creative imagination 
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with an absurd vision of his act of vengeance: 

No sabia desde ou4n.do hab!a comenzado a imaginar·que 
el aoto de la venganza oomenzaba porque else descol-
gaba desde muy alto, ayud!ndose de una cuerda. 1,Con 
las dos manos agarrado a la cuerda y la espada suje-
ta entre dientes? Imposible sujetar aquella peaada 
con los dientes. Si fuese pun.al ser!a facil. (142-
14)) . 

Orestes• vision of the final scene focuses exactly on how 
he will enter· and what he will do. The key word in the 
passage is 11 imag1nar. 1 Orestes• imaginings show us that, 

as·an avenging hero, he is very unsure of himself. He can-

not measure up to the clich~d hero who swings in dramatie-

ally on a rope with a sword clenched in his teeth; Orestes 

is required, much to his dissatisfaction, to slay the pair 

with his father's sword. 

In Orestes• long journey homeward, he meets a number 
of-different people whose influence sways him from his 

course. In this section we observe an important change in 

technique: where before, in parts one and two, potential 

Orestes were everywhere, in part three no one has ever 

heard of Egisto or Orestes or the fated act of vengeance; 

nearly everyone, however, has heard of a similar case in 

Which a great act of vengeance was involved. Everyone 

Orestes meets relates the similar case to him, causing him 

to constantly consider and reconsider his own situation. 

The first of four encounters occurs when Orestes asks 

a retired river pilot for some advice concerning his role 
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in the fated vengeance. The pilot replies abruptly that 

Orestes should castrate Egisto, but after some thought, the 
pilot relates a similar case in which a young man planned 
to murder his stepfather: 

Era un marinero de mi nave. Y empefiado en que su pa.-
drastro le estaba comiendo una vina y una pareja de 
bueyes, a~n de acostarse con su madre, y esto a nadie 
le gusta que lo haga un forastero. Yo le ped!a que no 
lo matase, que ser!a un descredito para la nave, y le 
aseguraba que, cuando menos los pensase, el padrastro 
morir!a de desgracia. Y as! fue. Vino el padrastro 
con tree melones, resba.16 en la escalerilla, se dio un 
golpe contra un ancla de repuesto que estaba en el mue-
lle·, y qued6 en el sitio. Mientras com!amos los melo-
nes, yo le dec!a que aquello estaba previsto. (145) 

The humor in this passage arises from a clash between what 

should be tragic -death- and the pilot's nonchalance in 

eating the melons·, which were essentially the instrument of 

death. The pilot adds that, after another sea journey, the 

young man returned.only to find that his mother had married 

again. The story contains two discouraging moral lessons 

for Orestes, lessons which increase his knowledge but also 

his doubts: the first is •1a inutilidad de la venganza,n15 
since the stepfather died as the result of a freak accident 
(likely brought on by his insatiable appetite); the second 

is that even if one. stepfather dies·, another may quickly 
take his place. 

In the second incident, which follows the pilot's ad,. 

Vice·, Orestes is at an inn, telling the innkeeper about- his 
fated act: 
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-voy a mi patria porque he de ctimplir una terri-
ble venganza. El amante de mi madre que mat6 a mi pa,-
dre. 

El gordo Ce116~, que sacaba una hogaza de pan de 
la artesa·, volv16 el pan adentro y ba.j6 la tapa. 

-1Eso note exime del pronto pa.got (148) 

Again·, humor is created by an abrupt clash of two contras-· 

tive elements; in this case, the sublime nobility of Ores-

tes• declaration and Cel16n1s no-nonsense materialism. Ce-

li6n proceeds to explain "que muchos, en aquellos tiempos 

de confus16n, pasaban diciendo que iba.n a grandes venganzas 

• • • 
(148). 

bebian un pellejo ellos solos, y se iban sin pagar 11 

Celi6n's story tells Orestes that he is not aione 

in his quest for vengeance, he is one among many. Moreover, 

he learns that the rank-and-file person not only has never 

heard his name, but also has no particular interest in his 

quest·, especially when their own interests are at stake. 

Orestes next meets a llhepher.d, who has also heard of a 

case similar to the hero's: " ••• conoci a uno que estaba 

en un caso seniejante al tuyo. Tenia que matar al asesino 

de su padre, que se acostaba con su mad.re ••• y lo apu-

na.16·, y cuando encend16 la luz, vio que se hab!a equivocado, 

que el muerto era el tornero ••• 1 (149-150). Even though 

the stepson is mistaken, he seeks out his adversary for a 

final duel·, but "lo encontr6 risueilo y gran narrador, y se 

hicieron amigos • • • I (1.51) • The shepherd's story also 

has two implicit morals for Orestes: the first is that, 

in haste, he might slay the wrong man; or perhaps the 
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second·, that Egisto (and his mother for that matter) may 

not even deserve vengeance, he might learn to like both of 

them. 

Orestes• next encounter is with a nameless •tirano" 

who although himself a former •vengador,• instills even 

more doubt and questions 1n Orestes• mind. The tyrant 

first asks him if he really hates Egisto, causing him to 
doubt and question the justification for his cause, since 
he does not indeed feel any hatred for Egisto. The tyrant 
then admits that he also was a •vengador." He had to kill 

the unfaithful second husband of his mother: 

••• era la hora en que el acostumbraba a salir del 
be.no. Ten!a siete espejos y se iba mirando en ellos 
mientras se paseaba secandose. Se detuvo un momento 
y se inclin6 para mejor seoarse una pantorrilla. Ten-
d1 el aroo y dispare la flecha contra su cuello. Me 
habia equivocado. No le habfa disparado a el, sino a 
su imagen, reflejada en uno de los espejos. Asom6 la 
cabeza, me vio, y se ech6 a reir •••• Mi padrastro 
reia y refa, no pod1a dejar de re1r, se ponia rojo, y 
de pronto qued6 serio, mir&ldome fijamente, dio un pa-
so hacia mi y cay6 muerto. (15.5-156) 

This incident raises three more questions for the doubting 

Orestes: will he be able to accurately identify his step-
father after all these years? Or will he perhaps be fooled 

by his trickery? Will it really do any good to try to slay 

him when he may die without Orestes even acting? 

Many years and many more encounters later, Orestes 

finally finds the two islands on his map. It has been so 

long, however, that no one in the area recognizes or 
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remembers him. .Moreover, he finds himself and his horse 

-who later falls over dead from old age- to be quite dif-
ferent from when they started their journey. "Si, el veloz 
ruano habia envejecido en su compaiiia. El corazon de Ores-

tes se lleno de una extrana ternura. 1.Afios de incansable 

caminarl lY no habria envejecido tambi~n ~1, Orestes, en 
el viaje de regreso, perdido por los caminos? 1 (160). 

Orestes and Egisto never actually meet, but their predica-

ments are almost identical: both live the greater part of 

their lives waiting for a moment that may never arrive; 

both live with a constant feeling of uncertainty about the 

future; their only accomplishment after all the years of 

waiting is having aged. 

Eight to ten years later, just before Orestes enters 

the kingdom, his doubt is still quite strong, but its na-

ture has changed sqmewhat: n ••• se preguntaba qui~nes 

serian aquellos a los que habia de dar muerte terrible, 

cambiados tambi~n con el paso de los lustres, usados por 

los inviernos. iSemanas enteras pasaban sin que se acor-

dase de sus nombres! Quiz! lo que m§.s le obligaba ahora al 

cumplimiento de la venganza era la muerte de su viejo ca-

ballo1 (162). Orestes• senility now goes beyond just fol'-

getting names and places, he forgets the very motive for 

his vengeance. Experience may have taught Ore~tes that 

vengeance is fruitless, but even this wisdom seems irrele-

vant as age has obviously taken its toll on the _avenger~ 



Part three ends at this point, but its plot is not in 
any way resolved until we arrive at the part entitled •seis 
retratos," in which six characters• individual denouements 
in the novel are explained. The most important resolution, 
aside from that of Orestes himself, is that of Clitemnestra, 
whose characterization has been somewhat neglected up to 
this point. 

Clitemn.estra, like Orestes and Egisto, •envejecio le:n-
tamente ••• 1 (215). The unfaithful queen, however, is 
much more pathetic, more the victim of time and aging than 

.. 

either her son or her lover: 'La reina rue quedandose cie-
ga •••• Y as! iban los d!as, pasando •••• Vieja, arru-
gadita, encorvada, fue perdiendo el sueiio, y pasaba las no-
ches en vela, a la esoucha, por si se oian espuelas en los 
pas!llos• (215). Clitemnestra is not now the passionate 
young wife who assisted in the murder of her first husband; 
far from that, she is old, wrinkled, and decrepit. Any 
previous condemnation of her behavior depended largely on 
her youth, her beauty, and most importantly, on her uncon-
trollable passions which led her to commit adultery and 
murder. She is not the pasiionate heroine to be condemned 
or judged, but the pitiful, weak old woman who is slowly 
but surely losing her eyesight, her youth, and even what 
little peace she may have had before passing to her aged 
condition. 

As with Clitemnestra, Orestes' retrato resolves very 
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little in a literal sense. When he finally and definitive-
ly ~rrives, after a combined total of fifty years of search-
ing, Orestes finds that 1el palacio real habia sido derrui-
do1 (223). He meets Aquilino, the candlemaker, who shows 

him a liquid-filled, clear plastic ball which contains 
another important interior duplication in the reader•s 
experience: 

••• era una bola de nieve muy preparada y dentro de 
ella un Orestes vestido de rojo, con una espada larga,-
atravesaba al rey Egisto, que aparecia coronado y con 
una capa blanca. A sus .. pies estaba ya caida Clitem-
nestraL vestida de azul. Aquilino movi6 la bola, y 
comenzo a .nevar sobre el parricida y sus victimas. 
caia lentamente la nieve, llenaba la corona de Egis-
to y cubria el pelo rubio de Orestes, poni~ndose tan 
blanco como ahora lo tenia. (226) 

Orestes• final question before he departs adds a frustrat-

ing touch of irony to the above description: •-1.QutS habr4 

sido de Orestes?- pregunt6 el propio Orestes, con una voz 

fr{a y distante, por simple cur1osidad" (227). It is snow-

ing outside as Orestes leaves: •caian copas finas como en 
la bola de nieve del cerero. G!'Uesas 14grimas rodaban. por 

el rostro del prtnc1pe. Nunca, nunca podr!a vivir en su 
ciudad natal• (227). 

The complex interior duplication developed by the 

above series or events may be confusing and frustrating for 
the reader, who like Orestes and Egisto, has waited for the 

final scene of vengeance. But the three-part sequence con-

veys the novel's ultimate message 1n more a metaphoric than 
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a literal sense: the only vengeance which takes place is 

in a plastic re-creation of the event in the unreal locale 

of,a 8 bola de nieve. 1 The snow falls inside the bola,~, 

time passes, but before it does the vengeance is complete; 

it happens just as the fates had predicted. The parallel 

situation of the novel's Orestes-~, the snowflakes in-

side the~ ironically contrasts the fated and the nov-

elistic situation. Orestes, the aged avenger, forgets his 

vengeance before he has the chance to carry it out, and 

rides off into "real' not plastic snow with tears in his 

eyes, a victim of the passing of time. 

Northro.p Frye has defined 1 myth 1 as •a narrative in 

Which some characters are superhuman beings who do things 

that 'happen only in stories•; hence, a conventionalized 

or stylized narrative_not fully adapted to plausibility or 

'realism•. 116 Fi16n el Mozo, in considering how he will 

create the main character for his play, states, 1 Mi Orestes 

sera variado, porque es el hombre, el ser humano• (168). 

Fi16n1 s statement does not conflict with Frye's definition 

or a myth if we consider that Frye was speaking of a type 

of work such as the Oresteia, a stylized vision of a tale 

of vengeance in which characters are driven by the super-

natural forces of fate. If we consider Un hombr~ gue se 

ll,arecfa a Orestes a myth, it must be so considered in a 

modern context and not in the traditional sense. Cunqueiro 1 s 
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novel does not deal with superhuman beings or forces since 
it portrays characters whQ are thoroughly human and depicts 
equally human motivations; what happens to these beings is 
so plausible and realistic that their inevita~le end is 
tragic and anti-climactic. Far from stylized, Un hombre 
gue se ·parec!a ·a Orestes is an intricately detailed account' 
of the lives of its characters. The message implicit in 
the last episode -the "bola de nieve 1- supports this ide~. 
The 1 myth o.f the vengeance of Orest.es, 0 as Frye indicates, 
happens only in a fiction, in a bola de cristal. In the 
modern context, vengeance seems fruitless as there are 
other, many other concerns plaguing modern man. 

The final result is not a myth in the traditional 
sense, but a modern Spanish myth with universal implica-
tions. The new myth, by means of imaginative and varied 
narrative technique, teaches compassion and understanding 
whereas the old myth demonstrated blind obedience to the 
irrational external forces of fate. We identify with the 
novel's characters because we are led to understand thetr 
internal conflicts and to participate in them. While the 
ancient myth was based on the certainty and the inevitabi-
lity of the future, ·the modern myth in Un hombre gue se 

I>arec!a a Orestes is based on absurdity, uncertainty, sus-
picion, and doubt. In the trilogy, we sympathi~e with the 
characters because they are victims of an inevitable fate, 

in Un hombre gue se parec·!a a Orestes because they are 
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prisoners of eternal doubt. We begin the novel, naturally, 
with certain preconceived notions about both plot and char-

acter; those notions are effectively reshaped by means of 
dynamic novelistic experience. The novel's universality 

lies primarily in its 'existentialism•: doubt, uncertain-

ty, anguish at the passing of time. All of its principal 
themes are basic concerns of modern man. We are forced to 

ask the questions, what is truth? innocence? guilt? justice? 
We see and feel that life is fleeting, and the many levels 

of interior duplication, along with the frequent anachrp-
- . 

nisms - 1 pasta dent!frica, 1 1escopetas," 'Landres,• etc.-
create a sense of timelessness and universal application. 

Part one of the novel caused us to experience Orestes• 

arrival and to feel the confusion resulting when suspicion 

and doubt are in constant tension. In part two, we share 

the innermost thoughts of·a half-mad monarch who waits im-

patiently for and yet paradoxically fears Orestes• return. 

In part three, we see that Orestes is not what anyone ex-
pected; when he does finally return to the kingdom, his 

vengeance is totally futile. The novel has no literal end-

ing since there is no real satisfactory solution to the 

problems which the reader experiences in it. The ultimate 

consequence for all the characters is in the waiting, in 

the agony of expectation. The essence of their lives rests 

in preparation and not in culmination. 

Aside from its many allusions to modern Spain -Malaga, 
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novel offers several structural and thematic parallels with 
the present situation in Spain, parallels which are cleverly 
cloaked in the framework of the ancient myth: the aging 
ruler who awaits the return of the avenger; the difficulty 
all have in identifying precisely who is the eaemy, a prob-
lem reminiscent of the Spanish Civil War; the complex bu-
reaucracy and spy system run with more red tape and expense 
than effectiveness; the censorship imposed by the ruler on 
local writers and playwrights because he doesn't want to be 

reminded of the return of the avenger; the avenger himself, 
confused and lost in exile; the many years which separate 
the crime from the present; the aging; and the forgetting. 
All of these implicit parallels hold their moral for the 
modern Spaniard: the crime long-past, it is a time for 
compassion and understanding, for forgetting hatred and 
brutal vengeance, a,time to look at both sides of the con-
flict, as does the novel, and for working toward a conclu-
sive and realistic future. 

Both Tiempo de silencio and Un hombre que se parec!a a 
Drestes rework ancient myths and,patterns in a way which 
updates them, universalizes their respective experiences, 
and creates a tragicomic, at times satiric, vision of modern 
man and society. Each novel presents its individual view of 
modern Spain. Cunqueiro•s novel is more explicitly mythic 
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or mythological than Mart!n Santos•, and in this sense we 
can see the two as a bridge between the novel of the •sos 
and the one of the 170s. In Tiempo de silenoio, myth be-

comes somewhat more explicit; the novel's fundamental tech-
nique in mythic terms lies in the distortion of well-estab-
lished archetypal patterns; in Un hombre gue se parec!a a 
Orestes humor and interiorization into the human mind bring 
us closer to the book•s principal characters. The trajec-
tory, thus far, consists of four stages: the. f irst;i 1n 11, 

Jara.ma, is a vision of a society or social group engaged in 
ritual sacrifice; Primera memoria focuses on the rite of 
initiation of an individual, the rite structure is deceived 
and the novel's message is black and pessimistic; 11empo de 
silencio also centers around the rite of.passage of an in-
dividual and also deceives the_ rite pattern while at the 
same time mocking the Od.Ysse1•s basic structure; Cunqueiro•s 
novel uses ancient myth and, like Matute and Mart!n Santos, 
modifies its d,nouement, but, in doing so, begins to move 
into the human psyche,·, a technique which becomes vi tally 

important in Reiyind.icagi6n del Conde don Juliln the fol-
lowing year. Also important as a thread which binds these 
novels together is the idea of a breakdown in age-old 
mythic processes. We first observed a mild distortion of 
a mythic pattern in Matute. The modification is intensi-

fied in Tiempo de silencio where it becomes a social in-

dictment; Cunqueiro uses Classical mythology but shapes and 
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distorts it according to his message. What we experience 
in the next grou~ of novels carries the breakdown even fur-
ther; it is in every sense a complete fragmentation of the 
mythic process. 
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CHAPTER THBEE: 

BEIVINDICACION DEL CONDE DON JULIAN AND 

VOLVEBAS A BEGION: 
FBAGMENTATION AND DISINTEGRATION OF THE MYTHIC PROCESS 

Re1vindicaci6n del Conde don JuliAn and Volver&s a 

Regi6n, the last pair of novels to be studied, represent 

the final s~ep in a progression of the fragmentation and 
disintegration of the mythic process in the New Spanish 

Novel. Goyt1solo 1 s novel was in fact published in 1970 and 

Benet's, while published in 1967, sets a new course for the 

Spanish novel. In each of these novels, we observe that 

the author's focus turns toward a direct characterization 

of the modern Spanish experience. Their styles and struc-

tures are almost completely fragmented: Goytisolo 1 s novel 

represents a complete rupture with traditional conceptions 

of novelistic style,and Benet's may be readily termed "laby-

rinthine• by dint of its extended and complicated sentence 

structures, a scrambled plot.and time sequences. Volveras 
a Regi6n, as we shall see later in this chapter, portrays a 

vision of a mythless society, one in which all past mythic 

patterns have in the present become fragmented or in effect 

disintegrated. Goytisolo 1s novel, on the other hand, fo-

cuses on the damaging effect of a very real and present .. 
mythological system on a specific individual, and on that 

individual's efforts at rejecting and destroying the system. 
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In terms of overall trajectory, Beivindicacion del 

Conde don Juli&i Bafifiies the process of interiorization 
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into the human mind several steps farther than what we ob-

served in Un hombre gue se parec!a a Orestes. Within a 

framework of Classical Mythology, Cunqueiro 1 6 novel shows 

that vengeance is futile and usually unjustified. In .lltl-
vindicacion del Conde don Julian, however, the theme of the 

futility of vengeance and Classical Mythology receive a 

very different treatment, largely due to the increased em-

phasis on psychological interiorization. In Goytisolo's 

novel, vengeance and myth both form a part of and are creat.-

ed by the subconscious mind of the work's narrator as he 

wanders through a Moroccan city. Although the narrate~ 

protagonist does on selected occasions weave Classical 

Mythblogy and ·archetypal patterns into the reader's experi-

ence, his focus is primarily directed at rejecting and at-

tacking a substantial group of Spanish socio-cultural myths 

which -in spite of his tireless efforts to completely re-

ject theDP- form an indissoluble part of his being. Rei-

vindicaci6n del Conde don Julian is, in short, a somewhat 

fragmented "Spanish odyssey" in which the narrator confronts 

the "gods' of traditional Spain. 

Because of the novel's density and complexity, most 

critics have understandably limited their analyses to the 

study of some of the work's more salient characteristics. 

The theme of social protest, the innovations in language, 
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and the often blurred line separating reality and fantasy 
have been studied ·1n the greatest detail; its mythic con-

tent is almost always mentioned -.LJt.., "demythification"-, 
but generally speaking, it is mentioned only in passing. 

Jose Ortega, for example, states that the novel "exige una 
destrucci6n de la mitolog!a enajenada y la construcci6n de 
una mitologia progresiva,• but focuses his study mainly on 

the function of "agresion• in the novel. 1 Sanz Villanueva 

believes that Reivind1cac16n del Conde don Julian represents 
"la negacion radical y absoluta de todos los ~alores tradi-

cionales, sociales y morales del pa!s~•2 In a general re-
view of the novel, Kessel Schwartz sees it as always "hover-

ing between dream and reality and involving mythology and 

metaphysical doubts as it recreates the Spanish tradition"; 

it is, for Schwartz, "a kind of existential odyssey.•3 

Bam6n Buckley finds in the novel principally the archetype 

of the "para!so per~ido."4 Manuel Duran describes the nar-
rator as "mas 1miniorestes• que .1 m1niul1ses•,• which sup-

ports the idea of a close connection between Cunqueiro's 
work and Goytisolo's, published only one year apart.5 
Finally, Hector Romero's study -the only one specifically 

concerned with myth- focuses on Goytisolo 1 s attack on "los 

mitos de la Espaiia sagrada." The narrator's purpose, ac-

cording to Romero, is "1nvad1r a Espana y destruir los mitos 

de su patria, y el lenguaje tradicional y estancado que les 

ha dado vida.•6 No critic, however, has explained the 
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specific function of Classical Hythology and archetypal pat-

terns as they relate to novelistic techniques and ultimately 

to the novel's central experience which is, to my mind, a 

combination of fragmented archetypes and myths -1...L.., the 

passage of the hero and the Od.YsseY- and an attack on 

Spain's decayed socio-cultural mythology. 

To facilitate my study, I have divided the novel into 

two major parts or halves, even though there are. actually 

four parts provided by the author. The general action of 

each part is as follows: At the beginning of the first 

half, the narrator awakens in his apartment in modern Mor-

occo, cursing Spain, his mother country. After filling a 

small pouch with a varied collection of dead insects, he 

walks to a nearby library where he ruthlessly smashes them 

between the pages of Spanish literary classics. Some time 

after leaving the library, the narrator observes a group of 

American tourists who are watching a snake charmer •. In an 

imagined scene, the snake poisons the person the narrator 

most hates, Mrs. Putifar, a Daughter of the American Revolu-

tion and the synthesis of all that he despises about the 

United States. After wandering farther, he enters a cafe, 

where he meets his comrade Tariq, and with him smokes hash~ 

ish. This half of the novel is strewn with allusions to 

Classical Mythology and archetypes and represents a "physi-

cal" odyssey in which the 'hero• confronts the various de-

mons and gods of Old Spain and often lashes out at them 
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in a physical sense -.1.a!.a., the smashing of the insects be-

tween the pages of the classics-. In the second half of· 

the novel, we.follow the narrator's mind in a spiritual or 
mental odyssey in which he wreaks vengeance on traditional 

Spain and all that it stands for. The narrator is "reborn,• 
mentally transformed into the infamous Count Julian as he 
prepares for an all-out attack on the Peninsula. His ven-

geance is embodied in a series of episodes or 'happenings" 
as he calls them: he first creates a scene in which a 
Spanish lawyer named Alvaro Peranzules, also known as "el 

perfecta caballero cristiano ,·•7 is seen as a common and 

unusually obnoxious procurer; in a mythological adventure, 

he journeys into the womb of Isabel la Cat6lica, daughter 

of Alvaro; he watches Alvaro die of horror as, before his 

eyes, swarms of insects devour Spanish literary classics; 

Juli~n leads his men on a hunt for the legendary •capra 

hisp4n1ca•; after reviving Alvaro as 1 Alvarito• he casts 

him as the principal character in a perversion of the folk 

tale of Little Red Riding Hood, •caperucito 1 el lobo fe-

~.• in which Juli4n commits sodomy on the young Alvaro; 
as an ultimate blast of fury against traditional Spain, 

Juli~n and his men plunder a church, his men raping the 
11 beatas" present while he despoils the statue of the Virgin 

and Christ-child. His daily ritual ended, the ~rrator 

returns to his apartment ~hinking •manana ser! otro d!a, la 

invasion recomenzara" (240). 
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The narrator's hostile thoughts begin part one: "tie-

rra ingrata, entre todas ~spuria y mezquina, jamas volver~ 
a ti: con !os ojos todavia cerrados, en la ubicuidad ne-

blinosa del sueHo, invisible por tanto y, no obstante, su-
. 

tilmente insinuada" (11). The narrator sets the tone of 

alienation with the series of pejorative adjectives, 'in-
·•· •··· 

grata," "espuria,• and •mezquina," and at the same time 
foreshadows his own narrative technique with the series of 
seemingly contradictory adjectives and nouns, "neblinosa," 

•suefio," and yet 'invisible" and •sutilmente insinuada." 
His dream-like state and subsequent wanderings are not, 

however, unusual; they are in fact a part of a meaningful 

but ineffective daily ritual: •un d!a y otro aun; siempre 

igual" (11). 

As he lies in bed thinking about his mother country, 

the narrator effects his first major mental transtormation 
' 

of external reality: "nueva Atlmitida, tu patria se ha ani-

quilado al fin: cruel cataclismo, dulce alivio 1 (12). In 

the narrator's mind, Spain becomes the legendary continent 

of Atlantis, which is said to have sunk in a cataclysmic 

earth and sea quake; his country is, therefore, mentally 

destroyed. The comparison to Atlantis accentuates his own 

negative attitude toward his motherland, but is ineffective 

against its physical reality. We see here, as we see 

throughout the novel, that, since he cannot blot out Spain 

physically, he is forced into an attempt to destroy it with-
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his imagination. 

The second major mental transformation is more clearly 

of a mythic nature: "el mar convertido en lago, unido tu a_ 
la otra orilla como el feto al utero sangriento de la madre, 

el cordon umbilical entre los dos u.na larga y ondulante 

serpentina" (13). This simile is essential to the under-

standing of the structure underlying most of the myth in 

the novel, as it unquestionably establishes Spain as the 

figurative "mother• to the narr.ator. It is important that 

the "cordon umbilical" is still attached, as this "attach-

ment" is a reflection of the narrator's unwilling emotional 

attachment to Spain during the first half of the novel. The 

novel's dynamism, in fact, depends largely on the narrator's 

efforts to break free of the chain formed by the cord. Ro-

mero has correctly observed that, at this point in the nar-

ration, "el personaj~ rechazaba a Espana y al mismo tiempo 

se sentia unido a ella.n8 

The narrator's third major mental transformation is of 

a mythological nature: 11 ••• el dia que aguarda tras la 

cortina, caja de Pandora maniatado bajo la guillotina" (13). 

He compares the form and mechanical operation of the curtain 

to raising a guillotine, but adds the connotation of the 

Pandora's box. If he opens the window, he, like Pandora, 

will release all of the troubles and woes which ,plague him.-

He sees the act as self-destructive, as executing oneself 

with a guillotine. He is content to remain in the "penumbra 
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fetal" (15) of his room, which is a comfortable "womb" ;n 

itself, distant from light and reality. His only stay of 

execution and hope of refuge is "inventar, componer, mentir, 

fabular" (13). To delay having to face a new day, he must 

"invent." He therefore imagines himself as "Scherezada" 

who put off her own execution by means of "fabulacion. n 

The narrator's mind turns back to Spain, which now 

takes on the form of a dangerous animal, very similar to 

the river in El Jarama. The narrator tells us that his 

residing in Morocco is the 

ultima garant!a de tu seguridad frente a la fiera, 
lejos de sus colmillos y zarpazos : los nn1sculos bru-
fiidos por el sol, las fauces inmoviles, agazapada 
siempre ••• al acecho de la embestida (14) 

Here, the narrator elaborates on a previously suggested 

idea of Spain as a vicious monster. The beast~s salient 

characteristics all emphasize its violent, menacing nature: 

"colmillos y zarpazos," "musculos," "agazapada ••• al 

acecho." The animalization of Spain is in effect an in-

tensification of his hatred toward his country. On the 

pages following the above quote, in fact, the narrator 

makes yet another shift in the vision he creates of his 

country: "adios Madrastra inmunda" (15), and "que la Ma-

drastra sigue alli agazapada, inm6vil" (16). By referring 

to Spain as "madrastra," he has created a considerable 

physical and emotional distance between himself and his 

country. The narrator ends his first monologue -an 
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introduction to his odyssey- revealing his plane concern-

ing how he will fight the 1 beast," how he will vent his 

anger: •nuevo conde don Julian, fraguando sombr1as trai-
ciones a (16). 

After opening his window, the narrator hears the music 
of a flute, •1a flauta pastoril de algun ,mu10 de Pan, com-

pa.Hero de Ba.coy persecutor de ninfas" (16). Again, he 

depends on Classical Mythology to express what he -a man 
who rejects his own mythology- cannot rationally express. 

The mention of "Ba.co• aptly describes the inebriating ef-
fect of the music on him, but may also be connected with 

the novel's overall hallucinatory effect. The music woos 

him to embark on his odyssey and, at this point, he makes 

preparations for a "separation• from the comfort of his 

apartment. 

Upon entering his kitchen, the narrator sees the col-

lection of dead insects lying about: the insects "sorpren-
didos por el poderoso ineecticida como los habitantes de 

Pompeya ••• por la lava del rugiente volc4n: muerte su-

bita que extiende sus voraces tent~culos pOr el Foro ••• " 

(19). The comparison is superficially accurate: both the 

insects and Pompeyans died suddenly, some literally frozen 

in flight. A more careful examination, however, shows that 

the two sets of entities are leagues apart. The narrator 

has exalted a common, if not repugnant, situation comparing 

it to the unique and almost legendary destruction of Pompey. 
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In the narrator's mind, the insecticide has hit the insects 
like hot lava, and all are conserved intact, 1esperando la 

pl:uma del Bulwer que los inmortalice• (19). The association 

of insects and literature is an example of the narrator's 
propensity to exalt his humdrum reality and planned actions, 

and is an important seed for two subsequent incidents: 
when the narrator smashes insects in the pages of Spanish 

classics at the library, and when the insects later actually 

devour the books. After leaving his apartment, on his way 
to the library precisely for the purpose of defacing the 

books, the narrator comments briefly on another important 

narrative thread, the synthesis of the "ideal• modern hero, 

James Bond: 'la perfilada silueta de un hombre eon un re-

v6lver t4cito y elocuente, JAMES BOND, OPEBACION THUENO, ul-

tima semana• (28)~9 

As he enters the library, ready for his_first clash 

with Spain's "monsters,• we follow the narrator's thoughts 
and observations: •el rico dep6sito de sedimentaci6n his-
t6rioa de vuestra vern4cula expresi6n, grave discurso, se-

re'namente fluvial, del alma del pa:!s" (3.3). The narrator, 

having shifted fro~ Classical Mythology as a basis for image-

ry to Spain's classical literature as the object of his at-

tack, sees the latter as an integral part of his country's 

socio-cultural mythology, especially in view of his notation 

that the literature is a product of the national unconscious, 

•el alma del pa:!s.• Given that he does indeed recognize the 



174 

literature as the soul of the country, his actions follow-
ing the recognition constitute his own. personal demythifi-
cation of what that literature and those myths represent. 
His actions form a vengeance which gives him momentary sat-
isfaction, but which again leaves Spain unchanged. The 
narrator toys with the reader's concepts of fiction and 
reality as he smashes the insects between the pages: 
n ••• depositando entre sus p4ginas una hormiga y seis 
moscas : en el quintaesenciado d141ogo de Casandra y el du-
que• (37). The insects fuse with the fictional reality of 
the books; for example, the narrator places a spider "entre 
los lentos paisajes del Noventa y Ocho" and smashes it on 

an "aldehuela apiiiada alrededor de su campanario" (38), 
simultaneously destroying the literature (pages) and de-

facing its thematic content. 
' Upon leaving the library, the narrator continues to 

suggest the idea of a mythical or Od.YsseY-like adventure, a 
"cotidiano periplo• (39), meeting a beggar, who resembles a 
"ctclope" (44) and passing the •cafe :con los asiduos del 

loton (4i). When he spots a group of American tourists, 

his mind again returns to the creation of essentially mythic 

imagery. He calls the group and their vehicle •el autocar 

de los marcianos ••• de las Very Important Perso~s veni-
das de otro planeta en busca de otofiales aventuras 1 (46). 
The tourists appear as "martians" to the narrator, so.dis-

tant from him emotively and. so different physically that 
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they seem to~ "de otro planeta. 1 If we remember the 

mythological connotation of Mars, !ah, the god of war, the 

comparison becomes even more significant, especially in re-

lation to the constantly resurfacing thread of anti-Ameri-

can imagery, which is also based on ancient Roman culture: 

"las hostias de la pax americana: napalm all!, leche aca" 
(42). Appropriately,_ the tourists• guide recommends that 

"a favorite excursion is to Hercules• caves where the hero-

god lived" (47). The contrast between the narrator's de-

pendence on Classical Mythology to give meaning to his 

existence and the exploitation of the same by American 

tourism underscores the bitter compromise of mythology's 

high ideals caused by modern society. 

One particular tourist, Mrs. Putifar, is the special 

object of the narrator's mental aggressions. In his mind, 

he sees her as an absurd embodiment of American socio-

cultural myth, another "god" which he must confront in his 

odyssey: "los pechos que parecen despenarse a pesar de la 

r!gida muralla de contenci6n sintetizando en su vasta pe?'-

sona las virtudes magn!ficas del gran pueblo" (48). The 

narrator sees her -and her breasts- as a unique American 

cultural essence. The reminder of "JAMES BOND: OPERACION 

TBUENO" (51) serves as a sexually complementary vision of 

the invading English and American mythology of sex and 

violence. 

Up to this point, the reader has accompanied the 
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narrator in his physical periplus, his odyssey, and his 

"outward oriented" protests, negative transformations of 

external reality, and fierce criticism of American tourism. 

Now, lost in the labyrinth of the city, the narrator turns 

inward, revealing a profound existential crisis: 

y desdoblandote al fin por seguirte mejor, como si 
fueras otro ••• consciente de que el laberinto esta 
en ti : que tu eres el laberinto : minotauro voraz, 
martir comestible : juntamente verdugo y victims {52) 

We see here, and in the entire first half of the novel, a 

fragmented person, aware of his inner complexity and chaos; 

he is the minotaur and martyr of his own labyrinth and is 

his own executioner. In this half of the novel, the nar-

rator is, generally speaking, passive; he is martyr and 

victim. In the second half, however, after a symbolic re-

birth, hie role as the active and aggressive minotaur and 

executioner is emphasized. The narrator's passive charac-
, 

ter in the first half is exemplified on several occasions 

in which he shrinks from almost all human contact. As he 

walks to the restroom of a cafe, for example, he stops be-

fore arriving, "sin aventurarte en el polifemico, no amor-

dazado antro" (59). Why he does not enter is open to some 

speculation; it appears that he sees 0entering" as a mythic 

adventure, a combat with Polyphemus, of which he considers 

himself incapable. In any case, he is reluctant to enter a 
, , 

more crucial stage of his odyssey or to descend into 0hell 1 

and be reborn as is the archetypal hero. After 
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accidentally urinating on.a man ~ho was apparently drunk or 

asleep outside the restroom door, he is even "incapaz de 
articular una excusa" (60). 

Upon leaving the cafe, the narrator's eyes again turn 

toward the Peninsula and the Strait separating the two con-

tinents. As he considers his homeland once more, he inten-
s.ifies the emotiv:e. impa_ct _of its personification: "la ve-

nenosa cicatriz que se extiende al otro lado del mar: he-

rida m4s bien, infectada y abierta ••• olas que galopan 

como sementales en furia hasta la opuesta ribera.: huestes 
victoriosas de Tariq" (61). The •scar" which separates 

Morocco from Spain is at first "venenosa," then a wound 

which is "infectada y abierta, 1 suggesting first a menacing 

serpent and then an infected wound. The waves seem to be 

galloping horsemen in Tariq 1s attacking army, a personifi-

cation of the narrator~s most intense desires. 

The narrator continues to exercise the avenging capa-

bilities of his mind when he again sees Mrs. Putifar and 
"el autocar de los marcianos• (65). As the tourists gather 

around a nearby snake-charmer, the narrator thinks "la es-

cena de todos los d!as, pero cambiar!s el final" (66). He 

1s prepared for combat with a mythical beast armed only 

with his imagination, which 1s in many cases_ all that 

Odysseus himself had. The narrator's mental transformation 

turns out to be a vicious attack on Mrs. Putifar and on what 

she represents. The serpent coils itself around her (in 
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his mind) and injects in her its deadly venom. In the nar-

rator's experience, Mrs. Putifar dies and is debased by a 

group of "gnomos orientales ••• [que] con irreverencia 
levantan la falda y se arriman a orinar a la gruta• (68). 

She is killed and stripped of honor, but only in the nar-
rator's mind. Upon seeing Mrs. Putifar alive again, he 
casually observes that she is now •repuesta de su muerte y 

profanacion" (69). Her mental "rebirth" suggests magic, in 
the OdYssey context, and that in a social sense American 
tourism and influence is both omnipresent and irradicable. 

The narrator's mind later turns to even wilder flights 
of mythic fantasy as he imagines himself in the sea, a 

situation very reminiscent of the OdYgseY. H$. envisions 

"esponjas gigantescas, medusas en forms. de sombrillas ••• 

el oceano deviene una vastisima gruta ••• la carnosa pro-

liferac16n de estactalitas del reino de la Noche, del Sudo 

y de las Sombras ••• antro femenino, reducto sombrio de 

Plut6n!" (78) This passage recalls two basic passages in 

the Odyssey, the hero's descent into the underworld and his 

encounter with Medusa. The ocean becomes, for the narra-

tor, an enormous womb, "antro femenino," of which he is a 

part. This passage is a foreshadowing of his actual des-

cent into a form of "hell,' which we see more clearly in 

the second half of the novel. 

Continuing to dramatically alternate archetype and 

Classical Mythology with attacks on Spanish and American 
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sooio-cultural_mythology, the narrator begins his assault 

on 1don Alvaro,' whom he now casts as •Seneca,' and whom he 

describes as the •quintaesenciada encarnac16n de tu tribu" 

(79). Don Alvaro represents not simply a cultural essence 
but a quintessence, an even purer, more unique, more essen-

tial incarnation of what traditional Spain holds sacred. 
Don Alvaro, as we immediately notice, is not at all human, 

but in the narrator's vindictive mind, a mock synthesis of 

a "perfecta caballero cristiano• (158). Alvaro is so pel'-

fect that the squeaking of his bones sounds like creaking 
armor: 'al caminar, sus articulaciones crujen dificultosa-

mente, con las piezas mal ajustadas de una armadura• (79). 
Don Alvaro's entire sense of life is a "sentido ascetico y 

militar ••• • (80); he expresses himself "en un castella-

no pur!simo 1 (80). In short, Alvaro represents the. perfect 

incarnation of a long,series of ideals forged by the Spanish 

national unconscious. The narrator's mockery of Alvaro be-

comes more explicit as the latter picks up, smells, and ad-

mires a piece of sheep dung: "es una capra hisp4nica ••• 

las entraiias de Gredos son como las entraiias de la Castilla 

heroica y mistica! : ombligo de nuestro mundo serrano a mas 

de mil metros de altura! : la capra encarna nuestras ms 

puras esencias• (82). The word 1 ombligo 1 reinforces the 

idea of Spain as a figurative mother. The contradiction 

between dung and Spain's "m!s puras esencias" -a subjective-

ly drawn relationship-- is the source of ironic humor and 
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fierce satire. 

Near the end of the first or the novel's four parts, 

the narrator, who is soon to be reborn after the manner of 

the hero, undergoes an important transitional stage in what 

seems to be, again, both hell and womb. In this instance, 

however, neither hell nor womb are related to Spain; both, 

on the contrary, have a positive, purifying effect on him. 

In the underground cafe, the narrator, settling in to smoke 

hashish with Tariq, ~laces himself on the threshold of men-

tal metamorphosis. Because the entire incident is so cru-

cial to the understanding of my thesis and to the fullest 

appreciation of the novel's experience, I quote the two 

pages involved in their entirety: 

••• la esbelta invitac16n de u1:a mano que te indica 
una puerta, un zagu4n, un breve, ,.desconchado- corredor : 
hasta la mesilla que sirve de caja y el exiguo vestua-
rio comun: todo por el medico precio de tree dirhames 
(service compri~) pagaderos (pagados) al servicial 
Plut6n que se expresa en· frances e insiste en guard.ar 
(a tout hasard.) tu desmerecida carters: estas en el 
umbral del Misterio, en la boca de la infernal caverna, 
en el melancolico vac!o del, pues, formidable de la 
tierra bostezo que conduce al reino de las Sombras, 
del Suefio y de la Noche, !nclito Eneas subitamente 
abandonado por la Sibila : humedo antro virgiliano im-
pregnado de un tenue e indeciso olor a algae : avan-
zando cautamente bajo la luz tamizada, en el aire en 
tension, sobre las lajas brunidas y li_sas : entre 
efluvios de vapor que esfuminan las lineas y metamor-
fosean la morisca asamblea en una viscosa fauna sub-
marina, ductile inquietante : rostros globosos, bra-
zes como pulpos, esferas oculares inertes : por las 
rezumantes moradas suoesivas invadidas de miasmas : 
no, no hacia el helado horror de la v!oti~ nuda, del 
grito crispado e inutil, del fragil adernan indefenso : 
seres apurados al l!mite estricto de los huesos, huma-
ne ganado hacinado en vagones, eliminado all!, por ra-
zones de higiene, para tranquilidad de conciencia de 
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la escogida, pedigreada raza : cuerpos y rras cuerpos 
volcables luego, a carretadas, en las fauces hambrien-
tas de la fosa conn1n: no, no, no: para purificarse, 
aca: de lujuria ode gula: de excedentes nutricios 
o quizas seminales: en una penumbra brumosa que pa-
rece adensarse conforme te adentras en ella: bafio de 
irrealidad que desbarata plan.as, desdibuja contornos, 
rescata solo imagenes inconexas, furtivas : cuerpos 
erguidos, sentados, yacentes: inmoviles o entregados 
a experta girnnasia: robusta disposici6n genitiva: 
tendones bruscos y nervaduras recias : blanca muscu-
latura compacta: buscando un hueco en donde acomodar-
te y hallandolo al fin: la espalda apoyada en el mar-
mol, las piernas horizontalmente extendidas : respi-
rando aliviado: vivo, vivo! : no en el proteico reino 
de lo blando e informe, de la flora rastrera e inmunda, 
de la obscena ebullicion de lo inorganico: abarcando 
las tersas superficiales pulidas, eludiendo la m6rbida 
carnosidad innecesaria: sin Radamanto, sin Tisifone, 
sin Cerbero: hechas las ab1uciones rituales, cumplida 
la ofrenda: en la llanura de deliciosas praderas y 
rumorosos bosques, ambito de los seres felices: som-
bras que se ejercitan en la palestra, midiendose en 
los viriles juegos, luchando sobre la dulce arena do-
rada: crateres de ardiente lava, abrasadores de gei-
seres en los que el eterno pompeyano bu.sea y halla 
subi ta y delei tosa muerte : Tal'iq, Tariq!· : agn1ci6n 
de la humana fraternidad! : solita epifania del verbo! 

: mientras el sudor escurre por el cuerpo como site 
hubieran baldeado y, poco a poco, naufragas en la lan-
guidez bienhechora: con los.versos mirificos del Po-
eta incitandote sutilmente a la traicion: cifiendo la 
palabra, quebrando la raiz, forzando la sintaxis, vio-
lentandolo todo: a un paso del tentador Estrecho: a 
punto de cruzarlo ya: inclinando tambien la cabeza y 
cerrando, si, cerrando los ojos (84-85) 

The narrator enters the cafe at the 1 esbelta invitaci6n de 

una mano.• As before, he is reluctant to enter this diffi-

cult stage of his odyssey, for in it he must confront some 

of the most •evil' of Spanish "gods." Due to the repeti-

tion of 1 Plut6n," we have the feeling that he e~ters Hell. 

The narrator describes the entrance as the "umbral del Mis-

terio, en la boca de la infernal caverna" and finds himself, 



182 

as before, a part of the "reino de las Sombras, del Sueno y 

de la Noche. 11 The images recall his fantasy in the sea, 

where both hell and the womb were suggested. The feeling 
of the sea's presence in the care is evidenced by his ob-

servation of the •morisca asamblea •.•• una viscosa fauna 

submarina. 11 But he further describes the place as "las 
fauces hambrientas de una fosa comun" continuing to imply a 

living death, but also combining with it the idea of the 
1 belly or the monster.• In the •bano de irrealidad" which 

darlmess provides, the narrator looks for a convenient spot 

in which to smoke. He observes before beginning that this 

particular "hell• is more a refuge; it is a hell •sin Rad.a-

manto' one of mythological hell's three judges, •sin Tisi-

fone• the fury who harassed and punished those who entl;lred 

the underworld, and "sin Cerbero1 the three-headed dog who 

is said to have guarded the entrance to the kingdom of the 

dead. Becoming slowly immersed in the hallucinatory world 

of hashish,- the narrator states that he is "a un paso del 

tentador Estrecho : a punto de cruzarlo ya• describing his 

readiness for the invasion, but he paradoxically adds, •in-

clinando tambi~n la cabeza y cerrando, si, cerrando los 
ojos.• 

The descent into hell, the belly of the monster, and 

the implicit rebirth archetypes here function to introduce 

to the reader several concepts: the narrator's imminent 

spiritual metamorphosis, his mental odyssey, his almost 
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complete change of identity, his transformation into the 
person of don Jul14n, legendary betrayer and invader of the 

Peninsula. The paradox of the passage's last line is, of 
course, easily explained by the fact that the invasion is 

•·· 

not physical but mental. In his description of the cafe, 
the narrator uses every archetype possible to indicate the 

rebirth of the hero, since Julih is not normally placed in 

this category. Perhaps the narrator depends on the univer-. 

sal communicative power of the archetypes to give his cul-
turally limited subject matter a wider appeal and understand-

ing; moreover, I believe, he depends on them for structure, 
order, and meaning, since he, as a result of rejecting the 

myth of modern Spain, lives in chaos. 
Part one, then, is essentially a physical odyssey which 

leads into a mental one. The second of the novel's four 

parts begins by continuing the idea of a mental odyssey "ha-

cia dentro hacia dentro: en la atm6sfera algodonosa y quie-

ta, por los recovecos del urbano laberinto: como en la ga.-
leria de una feria ••• n (89). The trip "hacia dentro• 

is not in physical space, through the city's labyrinth, but 

through "urbano" (•que probablemente se llamara Jul14n o 

quizas Urbano, Ulban o Bul14n," p. 7) and the 11 laberinto 1 

("consciente de que el laberinto est! en ti : que tu eres 

el laberinto," p. 52). The image •galeria de espejos" sup-

ports the idea of an inward journey. 

Part two functions primarily as a transitional section 
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in which we encounter a ~haotic repetition of motifs and 
images found in part one; but we also experience the very 

orderly introduction of many elements to be further develop,-
ed in subsequent parts. For example, the narrator briefly 
enters the "gru.ta" (100) of Mrs. Pu.tifar, as a foreshadow-
ing of his penetration of Isabel la Cat611ca. But part two 

mainly focuses on Alvaro, and on his transformation into 
Seneca and a Spanish socio-cultural myth. The narrator en-
gages in a fairly serious creation of a national symbol in 

preparation for the destruction of the same in parts three 
and four. The narrator traces Alvaro's life from his child-
hood to the present. The end result, however, is by far 

the most important. 

Alvaro is not a real person, but a national myth; in 

this.sense he is a mythi~ opponent fQr.the narrator, bhe 
"hero." The fact that ,Alvaro is made of granite {116) and 

that his bones squeak like armor are proof enough of this 

assertion. The narrator tells us, moreover, that in the 
adult Alvaro, 'las esencias hisp4n1cas son evidentes, el 
alma carpetovet6nica ha encontrado su simbolo : Alvarito es 

ya don Alvaro. • • y el pequeno S~neca es Seneca el Grande 

• • • 1 (116). He adds that Alvaro "deviene el. emblems 

nacional" (118), 1con su caballerosidad y cristiandad en 

fusi6n perfecta1 (117). In a ·:mock national election, one 

person explains that Alvaro has received his vote 11 porque 

el encarna nuestras m4s puras esencias 1 (124). 
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At the close of this section, the narrator reiterates 

that all forthcoming •vengeance• is mental: "hachich, 

aliado sutil de tu pas16n destructiva!" (126). And at the 

beginning of part three, he repeats his belief and inten-

tion: "la patria es la madre de todos los vicios : y lo 

mas expeditive y eficaz para curarse ~e ella consiste en 

venderla, en traicionarla ••• por el simple, y suficiente 

placer de la traicion: de liberarse de aquello que nos 

identifica, que nos define" (1:,4). The narrator still 

feels that Spain is a part of him and that he is a part of 

Spain. His intention is a total rejection of the 11 madre 11 

and the conversion of himself to a historical traitor of 

his country, a step recalling the "rite of initiation" as 

defined by Eliade. While the narrator was weak and frag-

mented in the first half of the novel, he now becomes uni-

fied and strong under the new identity of Count Julian. We 

see the difference in his character almost immediately as 

he meditates on his planned betrayal: 

traici6n grave, traici6n alegre : traicion meditada, 
traici6n subita: traicion oculta, traici6n abierta: 
traici6n macha, traici6n marica: hacer almoneda de 
todo : historia, creencias, lenguaje : infancia, pai-
sajes, familia: rehusar la identidad, comenzar a 
cero : S!sifo y, juntamente, F~nix que renace de sus 
propias cenizas (135) 

Here the narrator begins to assert himself, unified under 

the name and person of JuliM. Although the above enumera,.. 

tion still shows internal contradiction, we notice that it 



186 

is unified and well structured. The narrator is preparing 

himself for the ultimate betrayal: selling out his mother 

country. The contradiction between the myth of Sisyphus 

-eternal punishment, repetitive action, toil with no visi-

ble effect or progress- and the Phoenix -instant rebirth 

from ashes- shows us that he is still in transition,~, 

Sisyphus is what he feels that he has been, the Phoenix 

represents what he hopes to be. With the help of "una dosis 

de hierba m4s fuerte que la ordinaria, 11 (135) he will move 

from a transitional phase to a final transformation. 

Shortly after taking the larger dosage of hashish, and 

still inside the dark "womb" of the cafe, the narrator is 

"reborn" as Julian, making ready the invading army. His 

plan: the army will invade and destroy "nuestros simbolos 

vetustos" (136). Finding their way around the country will 

be no problem,··· thanks to the "frondosos epigonos, monopolis-

tas y banqueros de la recia prosa de hoy, podras identifi-

car y recorrer el paisaje de la fatal Peninsula, inmortali-

zado gloriosamente en sus paginas• (140). Nor will the 

Spaniards themselves pose any problem to the invading army 

because "el· garbanzo ha inmovilizado sus mentes" (144)·. 

Julian's first meeting in this part with Alvaro occurs, 

strangely enough, in Tariq 1s mustache: 

bueno, pues ya te enteras : de tercer grado nada menos 
: chancre lingual, con ramificaciones en los huesos y 

los intestinos : incurable, chaval : sus intimos dicen 
que se mordia los puiios y se daba de cabeza contra las 
parades : su triste final me 1nspir6 la oda por la que 
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fui elegido miembro correspondiente de la Real Acade-
mia y que me vali6 adem4s, un premio de la fundaci6n 
Al-Capone : sabes cu&1.to, nene? 
no! 
pues agarr4te : medio mill6n de pesetejas! : lo que, 
aun despu~s de la ultima devaluaci6n, no es moco de 
pavo : y el preetigio y la popularidad: television, 
Nodo y toa la pesca! : y las chavalas asi asi : que se 
me comian vivo : casadas, solteras hasta virgenes! : 
na,. que tuve que tomar reconstituyentes, note digo 
mas! : habia sobre t6, una rubita, con unos pechines 
asi, que no me deOaba a sol ni a sombra: encaprich4 
con mi menda una cosa mala: loca, loca de atar: si 
tenia que separarme un minuto de ella, deliraba: me 
besaba en la boca y me mordia: te lo juro, majo: que 
partia el alma : mira : aqui tengo su foto · · 
el hombre echa mano a una sobada cartera de piel y sa-
ca de ella el retrato en color de una muchacha en ml-
nifalda y con blusa cenida y leve que permite adivi-
nar, al trasluz, la finura y esbeltez de sus senos 
se la saque yo mismo al pie de la turefel: dieciocho 
a.nines y, en la cama, una fiera: francesa ella, y 
eso si : lbnpia y educa: si quies medirle el aceite 
te la presento : casualmente, vive cerca de aqui : 
veinticinco dirhames por un rato, cincuenta toa la 
noche : vienes, macho? 
no, note decides y, en vista de ello, el te agarra 
de la manga e insiste con voz apremiante al tiempo 
que saca nuevas fotos de·1a cartera y las despliega 
ante ti en. abanico ( 1,54-1.55) , 

In this extensive passage, Seneca is awarded the dubiously 

honorable "premio ••• Al Capone." Alvaro is first con-

nected with the American "gangster" world and then made 

mockingly materialistic, "no es moco de pave•; his language 
and speech patterns are not those of an •academico de la 

lengua,• but of a common peasant, -!2!, 12, encaprich4, 
_and gui~s-; the content of what he says progresses from 

' lechery in speaking of the 1 rubita" to procuring, and in a 

totally obnoxious manner. Alvaro is, in short, no different 

from any Spanish degenerate, a considerable demythification 
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of his former mythic aura. The narrator's mental attack 

-through the creation of bias and distortion in relating 

anecdote- on Alvaro functions also as an attempt at de-

mythifying his country in his reader's mind. After deform-

ing Alvaro's image, the narrator imagines for him a violent 

death as the "perfecto caballero" falls from Tariq 1s mus-

tache onto the floor covered with cigarette butts, where he 

is crushed under the heel of one of the cafe 1s patrons. 

But like Mrs. Putifar, Alvaro is quickly resurrected 

in the narrator's mind. Juli~n, after reviewing •1a defi-

nicion y el decdlogo del perfecta caballero cristiano• (158), 

concludes that he- must meet an example of this rare breed: 

"apurate Bull~: neeesario ser4 que conozcas a tan desco-

munal caballero" (158). Julidn quickly finds "el domicilio 
... 

del perfecto caballero cristiano,• which is "macizo• and 

"recio" like the personality of its prime inhabitant. Al-

varo-Seneca, knight and philosopher all in one, is there to 

greet him with his "gran mascar6n, cara al viento ••• su 

armadura 6sea, mezcla hibrida de ma.m!fero guerrero medieval" 

( 160). 

Before initiating Alvaro's second destruction, Juli!n 

clandestinely observes "Isabel la Cat61ica," Alvaro's 

daughter. She is Catholic, a mystic, "el mirar gracioso y 

honesto" (163), the female counterpart of Alvaro and, there-

fore, a synthesis of the traits of the •ideal• Spanish wom-

an. Isabel -a parody of all that "Catholic" Spain 
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represents- dances about her room, methodically stripping 

off her clothing to the music of the Rolling Stones (164). 

Her ritual-like act is 1n preparation for indulgence in 
•mystic• self-flagellation. Once she is completely naked, 
the narrator enters the room and then penetrates her vagina 

-how or in what·form he accomplishes this has drawn dif-
fering critical opinions.10 In a bizarre return to.the 
womb and simultaneous descent into hell, the narrator jour-
neys up the vaginal passage of Isabel, who is unquestionably 

a symbol of Catholic Spain and emotively connected with the 

"cordon umbilical" seen in the novel's opening pages. The 
vaginal entrance is also occupied by the eve!'-present 1Very 

Important Persons" (166), the group of American tourists 
with their multi-lingual guide, about to tour the national 

shrine. The guide explains that the vagina and womb are a 

prized monument, 1grao1a de nuestra adaptac16n a las exi-

gencias turisticas del momenta" (167). We see also "el es-
pacioso parque de vehiculos habilitado frente a la Caverna" 
as if the attraction were the Caves of Altamira instead of 

what it is. A curious repetition reminds us of the narra-

tor's first entrance into the underground cafe: 

est4s en el umbral del Misterio, en la boca de la in-
fernal Caverna, en el melanc6lico vacio del, pues, 
formidable de la tierra bostezo que conduce al reino 
de las Sombras, del Sueno y de la Noche, inclito Eneas 
subitamente abandonado por la Sibila atravesando audaz-
mente el himen penetrards en los sombrios dominios de 
Plut6n ••• (1~8) 
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We experience here .virtually the same descent-penetration 

as in the cafe, but the narrator later adds that he 1s an 

"Orfeo sin lira tras las huellas de Eur!dice ••• " (168). 
A poorly equipped and insecure hero, he traverses the womb 

and uterus, "la vasta y muerta extensi6n de la laguna Esti-

gia" (169), facing enroute, as Odysseus, "la imagen deli-

rante de la Discordia y su envenenada caballera" and a host 

of other mythological beasts including "un enorme perro 

guardian [que] ahuyenta con feroces ladridos las sombras 

exangiies de quienes, en vida, intentaran violar el secrete 

del Antro" (169). The dog, Cerberus, is a present menace 

here, where in the cafe, we remember, the narrator was "sin 

Cerbero." Julian, after tossing a "panal de miel a la tri-

ple boca hambrienta y voraz" (170), continues his descent-

penetration -his "violacion"- until he reaches the ovaries, 
also well guarded. 

After the narrator has penetrated all defenses, how-

ever, his action is surprising and almost unexplainable: 

vengativo Julian con las artes invulnerables de Bond 
fijaras la ofrenda en el umbral del sagrario en el 
instante preciso en que el grupo de turistas y el 
gu!a irrumpen detras de ti ••• (171) 

The narrator's "ofrenda" is not one of reverence, but of 

violation of Isabel's chastity. The vengeful, aggressive 
' 

Julimi does not, as one might expect; destroy the eggs (of 

Spain). It seems enough to have violated what was so well 

guarded and so sacred: Isabel's chastity. He has 
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corrupted the "sangre pura" with his seed. The passage 

ends with a long verbal harassment of Spain centered around 

the idea that "Cono• is the "emblema nacional del pa!s de 
la cona" (172). His failure to act with destructive physi-

cal vengeance,~, mµrder, parallels his earlier failure 
to participate directly in Alvaro's death, and is certainly 

not the last time he fails to ~ct directly and decisively 

when faced with the opportunity to stamp out his enemy. 
Shifting back to Alvaro, the narrator prepares his 

second major act of vengeance against him. In the library 

Alvaro practices recitations of Spanish classics. His 

"mascara" grows to gigantic proportions as he recites; but, 

upon noticing the smashed insects on the pages, Alvaro is 

interrupted and overcome with horror and shock. The effect 

of the vandalism on Alvaro is physical: "su coraza se agrie-
' ta y algunas escamas caen" (178). He and his mask grow 

smaller, and smalier still as the insects come to life, re-

generate, and reproduce. As he agonizes, Alvaro suffers 

"contracciones faciales dignas del mejor Frankenstein~ (179). 

The insects attack the books like planes and 01a desconfian-

za en sus propios valores le gana y se extiende como una 

gangrena" (180). The insects methodically destroy the 

books, •eating" sonnets, verse by verse. The narrator 
' 

finally announces that •el perfecta caballero ha muerto" 

(182). The sacrilege performed by the insects is the ulti-

mate cause of Alvaro's demise. Again, we note that Julian 
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has been a passive observer, perhaps a conspirator, in Al-
varo's death. 

Before again resurrecting and a~tacking Alvaro, Jul14n 
provides the reader with a thematically related interlude: 
the journey to •donde la capra [hisp4nica] se cr!a y el 

carpeto florece" (189) with the apparent ultimate intent to 
hunt down and des·troy the _pair. Th~ capra and carpeto hide, 
"confiando en la ayuda del Senor• (198). But, in the fan-
tasy, God hides behind a cloud, afraid to intervene. Once 

the pair has been located and cornered, Julian's men wait 
for the order to strike and yet we watch a familiar progres-
sion develop: 

los jinetes han desenvainado SUS corvos alfanjes y 
aguardan tus 6rdenes agazapa4os, silentes, felinos 
••• la pareja debe morir: sus cuerpos desgarrados 

lucir4n como trofeos en lo alto de las picas : el al-
ma a los luceros y el cuerpo a criar malvas : divorcio 
radical! :·y ens1llando de nuevo los corceles galopa-
r4s y galopar4s, ligero y aericola ••• y si el car-
peto obtuso y la porfiada capra se cruzan contigo te 
abalanzar4s a ellos y los acometer4s con tu alfanje : 
a los luceros, sf, el alma a los luceros y el cuerpo, 
la carrofta del buitre, a ras del suelo ••• (191-
192) 

Julian decides that the pair must die, but then gallops off 

swearing that if he ever finds them again, he will kill them 

both with his cutlass. He swears physical vengeance, but 

when the_ opportunity arises does not carry it o~t. It 

seems enough that he has cornered them, caused them to fear 

for their lives, and put their •senor' to shame. 

As the last of the novel's four parts begins, Alvaro, 
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resurrected and literally rejuvenated, has become "Alvari-
to," the protagonist of a modern folk tale, "Caperucito." 
Alvarito makes his way to his grandmother's house, as in 
the original story, but we note some major alterations: 
nAlvarito dale que dale hasta el chale prefabricado de la 
superurbanizac16n GUADARRAMA• •• INVERSION SEGUBA: GHAN-
DES FACILIDADES DE PAGO ••• • (208). The story continues 
more or less normally until w~ discover that the modern 
"wolf" is Julimi, the narrator, who has transformed himself 
into a sadistic moor. Julian commits sodomy on the young 
boy and then cuts his throat, his most direct act of vio-
lence up to this point, but then quickly rejects the method: 

no 
no es asi 
la muerte no basta 
su destrucci6n debe ir acompaiiada de las ms sutiles 
torturas (210) 

Julimi prefers to torture Alvaro slowly. He considers 
first a torture similar to that given by the gods to Pro-
metheus (211), which lasted for some time. His mind then 
imagines a serpent in pursuit of Alvaro; the snake even-
tually strangles the life from him (211). Julian imagines 
Alvaro as a small insect which is promptly devoured by a 
carnivorous plant (211). Then the narrator imagines one 
final death, inspired by a painting cited earlier in the 
novel: 

el joven Alvaro avanza por el con la cara encendida 
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no vela sima 
no ve el vacio 
s6lo veal otro lado 
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la seductora y provocante figura de una lasciva mujer 
la Muerte 
junto a ~1 
sonr!e ir6nica y fria 
lleva en la mano un reloj de arena y la arenilla esta a 
punto de escurrir del todo 
Alvaro pisa la tabla 
avanza 
avanza aun 
y ya cae 
ya se precipita 
abajo le aguarda el abismo con las fauces abiertas 
morira 
estamos seguros que morira 
entre atroces dolores 
si Bond no 1ntervendr4 
nadie intervendr4 para salvarle 
tu odio irreductible hacia el pasado y el nino espurio 
que lo representa (212-213) 

Alvaro succumbs to his &rotic desires while Death looks on 
smiling ironically. In El Jarama, we remember, it is said 
that not even Tarzan could have saved Luci from the river; 

·' , 

here, not even Bond, the modern ."cinema" heroic ideal, in-
tervenes to save Alvaro. The only force which does in the 
end save him from total destruction is the narrator's seem-
ing unwillingness or incapacity to terminate his life once 
and for all. The ~rrator does mention that •estamos segu-
ros que morir4," but never actually describes the event; he 
seems to draw his principal pleasure from torturing his 
foe. 

The culmination of Julian's (the narrator's) mythic 

adventures involves the desecration of what traditional 
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Spain without question holds the most sacred: its religion,. 

its churches, and the Virgin and Christ-child. The plan is 
simple: in the church, •polvos de hachich oportunamente 
mezclados con la harina durante un segundo de inadvertencia 

del alc6lito provocan subito :ramazo de fiebre sexual" (231-
232). The beatas present begin to hallucinate and to tear 
off their clothing while Julian's men burst in, plundering 

and raping, 11clavan los venenosos aguijones" (232). Julian 
spots the statue of the Virgin and "en sus brazos, el Nene, 
con el pelo rubio en tirabuzones conforme a la moda de 

Shirley Temple de los a.nos treinta ••• "(237). Julian 
goes to work: "trepas al pie de la estatua y, pausadamente, 

comienzas a despojarla de sus joyas y adornos" (232). Ju-

li!n first strips the Virgd.n of her earrings. At the begin-

ning, she protests because, she says, she had her ears 
pierced as a child. Juli4n pulls them off nonetheless and 

s~e endures the pain "con dignidad" (233). Julian then be-

gins to work on the emerald rings around the Christ-child's 

fingers. He finds His fingers too large and, ignoring the 

Virgin's suggestion that he try •jab6n o vaselina" (233), 
he cuts the fingers off with a pair of scissors. By bring-

ing both statues to life, the narrator gains greater pleas-
ure in inflicting severe pain on them. He lashes out at the 

two symbols of Catholic Spain, but does not destroy them 

completely, even though he has plenty of opportunity. 

Shortly after finishing his work, Julian watches the 
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ceiling of the church collapse on "los racimos humanos que, 

entre la sangre, el sudor y el semen, fornican y jadean" 

(233). Julian has desecrated and inflicted severe pain on 

the Virgin and Child, but his act of demythification is in-

complete, vengeance is fulfilled only as a result of a 

swift mental transformation. 

As the narrator returns to reality and to his apart-

ment, he -and the read.el\- lmows that all he has experi-

enced has been a fantasy, that his vengeance has been men-

tal, that he has undergone a mental odyssey; in no way has 

Spain been altered, neither spiritually nor morally nor 

physically. His closing words tell us that "mafiana sera 

otro d!a, la invasi6n recomenzar4" (240). What he has un-

dergone has been, in.his earlier words, not a powerful and 

decisive invasion, iJ..., 1traici6n subita," but an ineffec-
, 

tive and often repeated ritual meditation,.!..!.., "traicion 

meditada," a paradox explained only by the narrator's 

hashish-generated self-transformation into the legendary 
'Conde don Jul14n. 1 

Re1v1nd1cac16n del Conde don Julian represents as much 
an attempt at the destruction of the myths of modern Spain 

as the fragmented narration of an individual who tries, in 

vain, to reject the powerful effect of those myths. Step-

ping back from the novel, we can explain with the drug's 

effects other apparent paradoxes in the novel, but we can 
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also see that the work is a carefully structured, almost 

symmetrical experience. The number of pages contained in 
each section forms a close symmetrical balance: -Part I -

74 pages; Part II - 36 pages; Part III - 70 pages; Part 
IV - 36 pages. In part one we see the fragmented indivi-
dual, in part two, we see his attempts at destroying what 
he considers a false mythology, his own; in the first half 

of the novel, the narrator is generally passive, he is an 
observer; in the second half, he is much more active and 

aggressive. In the first half, we experience the narrator's 
reactions to and transformations of external· reality; in 

the second, .we experience how his mind spontaneously cre-

ates scenes which verbally devastate Spain. In the first 

half, as himself, he depends on Classical Mythology to ex-

plain the irrational elements of the world around him; 1n 

the second, as Jul14n, he ·attempts to ridicule and demythi-
fy the empty mythology- which is -much to his distaste- so 

much a part of him. In the first half, he is not fully 
under the influence of drugs, he aggrandizes and mythifies 

common objects and what otherwise has no meaning; in the 

second half, he 1s stronger; under the influence of hashish, 

he mercilessly attacks established socio-cultural myths. 

The first half is essentially an odyssey in space, the 

second an odyssey in the mind; both form·a modern and very 

Spanish odyssey as the hero confronts the gods of .Spanish 

his·tory and present-day society. The narrator passes from 
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fragmentation to a unified spirit and then back to fragmen-

tation. At the novel's end, he sees clearly that his ven-
geance and unification have been only temporary; the 11 costa 
enemiga" is still where it was, as it was, and he has re-
turned to his former self. The use of archetypal patterns, 
while part of his effort to universalize his experience, 
ends only in frustration and a seeming inability to 11 rehu-
sar la identidad, comenzar a cero• (135). 

There are two 1hells 1 and at the same time two "wombs" 
for the narrator, a considerable modification of a basic 

archetypal process. Spain is the first 'womb-hell" and the 
caf~ (with hashish) is the second. While Spain is sunbaked 

and scorched, 'reino inorg4nico quemado por el fuego del 
estiaje • • • n (12), the cafe is dark, cool, and comfol'-

table._ In Spain, the narrator 1s weak, in the oaf~ he is 
' 

strong. Spain, nevertheless, has a clear advantage over 

the narrator: it is a physical and spiritual reality while 
the hashish provided him only in.tangible fantasy, dreams 
from which he is always abruptly awakened. 

One of the novel's primary tensions is between reality 

and desire. This duality furnishes us two possible interpre-

tations of his consistent failure to act and decisively wipe 

out all aspects of his mother country (if only 'in dreams). 

The first interpretation focuses on the area of his desires: 

the narrator delights in torturing and ridiculing sacred 

aspects of his country's culture, even if only for a moment, 
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"por el simple, y suficiente placer de la traic16n• (134); 
in this sense, his daily ritual is a source of meaning and 

fulfillment. The second interpretation seems more satis-
factory: reality is always victorious over him, eventual-
ly. His attachment to his mother country is as real at the 
novel's end as it is at the beginning. As in Tiempo de 
silenoio, Spanish society has crushed the newly born hero, 
preventing him from bestowing benefits on his people and 
denying him an authenticity of being. Against such odds, 

he is destructively impotent, as seen in his frustration 

when he finds language completely lacking. As in Un hombre 
gµe se pareoia a Orestes, the narrator (like Orestes) learns 
that vengeance is futile; like Egisto, however, his ritual 

dramatization of the act of vengeance constitutes his 

reason for being. The novel's ultimate message is found 

in technique: as the narrator's mind can fragment myth, so 

can a powerful myth shape and fragment his mind, to such an 

extent that he can never totally destroy -short of destroy-

ing himself- that mythology which has become so much a 

part of his spiritual being. 

The presence of myth, legend, superstition, and magic 

in Volveras a Beg16n plays a fundamental ~ole in the creation 
of the work's total experience. In Benet's novel, myth and 

myth-related concepts -legend, folklore, and magic- re-

flect and help explain the irrational aspects of modern 
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Spanish existence. The absence of a clearly defined mythic 

pattern in Volver4s a Hegi§n, such as we saw 1n the earlier 
novels, reflects modern Spain's greatest tragedy: the lack 
of a functioning and effective mythological system and a 
sense of identity with cultural and historical roots. 

By contrast, Heivindicaoion del Conde don Julian 
showed that Spain has clung to a long series of unchanging 

and yet damaging myths which have the effect of fragmenting 

the individual and not unifying him in the spiritual soli-

darity that myth so often provides. Voleres a Regi6n, on 
the other hand, portrays Spain as a mythless society, one 

which has completely broken with its cultural past. The 

people of the society which Benet's novel describes are 

aware that their lives are being controlled by powerful 

forces but they do not begin to recognize the patterns in-
herent in those forces. 11 

Volyet4s a Regi6n consists of four parts: the first 
provides a general introduction to Regi6n and its hostile 
geography, fragments of the region's war-torn past, and the 

slim thread of anecdote contained in the novel. The second, 

third, and fourth parts consist of a long conversation be-

tween a local doctor and a woman with whom he once had an 

amorous affair. The conversation quickly becomes a complex 

exposition of the past life of each, evolving in a series 

of alternating monologues. Each person touches on his 
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childhood, on the effect of the Civil War on his life, and 

on his relationship with the other. 

As in El Jarama, the reader of Volyeras a Region ex-
periences a difference between myth contained in narration 

and myth found in dialogue. The narration in part one con-

stitutes the bulk of the novel's "myth," as the narrator 

progresses from subjective pers~nifications of nature to a 

primitive mythification of Reg16n -a microcosm of modern 

Spain- and of the irrational forces which control the lives 

of its residents. 12 The dialogue, primarily in parts two, 

three, and four, however, reveals that the characters lead 

fragmented, chaotic lives and, while they perceive the ef-

fect of the intervening forces, they endure a "mythless" 

existence. The residents of Region only partially under-

stand themselves and their own behavior, their past and 

their present, and their myths and realities. The woman 

states near the novel's end that 1hay algo en nuestra con-

ducta que todavla no obedeoe a la raz6n y que, en secreto, 

confla en el poder de la magia. 1113 Unlike the obtuse char-

acters of El Jarama, then, the principal characters of 

Volxeras; Region reoOgnize the existence of irrational or 

mystic forces which control their lives and destinies, but, 

like those of the former novel, lack a functioning mytholo-

gical system which might identify and explain those forces. 

The mythological system, we gradually feel as the novel pro-

gresses, was lost and destroyed with the brutality of the 



202 

Civil War. While part one concentrates more on the presen-
tation of Regi6n and its mythic or mystic atmosphere, the 
remaining parts of the novel focus on the fragmenting effect 

of geography, history, society, human relationships, and 

culture on the individual. My focus here will be limited 
to showing how myth, in this novel, has been fragmented, dis-

torted, and disintegrated in Regi6n. To accomplish this, I 

shall concentrate my analysis on four elements: a ritual 
sacrifice as a part of a mythic vision of Begi6n and its 

"gods"; the "anciano guardian," whose supernatural influence 

in the region shapes individual destinies; a pattern resem-

bling that of Homer's Iliad; and a magic wheel which seems 
to collaborate with fate, and which the people passively al-

low to determine their existence. All four of these ele-

ments contribute to the creation of a mythic experience in 

Volve;:4s a Regi6n, but we must remember that these and all 
mythic patterns in the novel have for the people of Begi6n 

faded across time and have lost their meaning; they are 

four examples of Region's rupture with its cultural past. 

In part one, the narrator explains that Region 1s 

walled off and divided by its rivers: to the outside they 
are a_ "muralla inexpugnable a la curiosidad riberena• (8) 

and inside they ~ivide the land, making 1nternal'commun1ca-

t1on difficult if not impossible during most of the year. 

In his descriptions of the rivers, the narrator initially 

only hints at a subjective personification; however, his 
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transformation, as in El Jarama, is a part of a larger 
scheme which builds to the first important mythic element 
seen in the novel: the •gods" and a primitive ritual sac-
rifice. One river •se divide en una aerie de pequenos brai-
zos y venas de agua que corren en todas direociones" (8). 
The reader sees the personification as vivid, but neither 
unusual or mythic. Both "brazos" and •venas" are terms 
commonly used in describing the form and shape of a river 
as seen from a considerable height. Later in the introduc-
tion, however, the narrator confers a more complex personal-
itJ ·on the rivers: the Torce, a rogue, and 0hacia pon-iente · 
el Formigoso que, en comparac16n con su gemelo, observa 
desde su nac1miento una recta, disciplinada y ejemplar con-
ducta para, sin necesidad de maestros, hacerse mayor de edad 
segiin el modelo establecido por sus padres y recipendarios" 
(40). Region is divided and controlled therefore by two 
very different rivers whose "personalities" conflict. 
While the Formigoso is "disciplinada, "· it seems inflexible 
and defiant to abrupt change; the Torce, at the other ex-
treme, is equally defiant and totally unreliable. 

In spite of the two great rivers, the region is dry 
and the vegetation is 1rala y raquitica" (8), emphasizing 
that the extremes represented by the rivers are completely 
counte:r-productive and do not benefit life of any kind. 
The winds, too, take their toll: • ••• albares de formas 
atormentadas por los fuertes ventones de marzo" (8), 
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implying an intentional torture on the part of the wind. 
Later, the wind becomes intensified as a special kind of 

Boreas, a force which like the rivers no one in Region un-
derstands or one which has lost its mythic meaning for 
them: 11 Nadie es capaz de saber por d6nde.soplara, qua es 
lo que va a mover po:rque no parece obedecer masque a los 
designios destructivos de un Boreas enemigo que sabe intro-

ducirse por las rendijas, soplar un portillo ••• • (45). 
The personification achieves the etteot of creating an om-
nipresent and menacing force from which no person in Region 

can escape, but the description, as that of the rivers, 

comes from the narrator and not from any of the book's 

characters. This narrator, like the one in El Jarama, un-
derstands a great deal more about the mythic forces than do 

the characters; unlike the narrator in El Jarama., however, , 

he does not seem to understand completely what he describes. 

The animation and personification of nature progresses 

to the creation of a natural deity, cme .wblcl\, as· in Sanchez 
Ferlosio1s novel, demands an annual ritual sacrifice: 

Es un lugar tan solitario que nadie ••• habla 
de tSl aun cuando saben que raro es el afio ctue el monte 
no cobra su tributo humano: ese excentrioo extranjero 
que llega a Reg16n con un coche atestado de bultos 
••• Lque] va a toparse con esa tumba. reci~n abierta 

por el anciano guardimi, que aun conserva el aroma de 
la tierra oleada y el fondo encharcado de agua. (9) 

Like the Jarama river and the madrilefios, the •-monte" here 
requires an annual tribute of an unsuspecting stranger. An 
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important element which distinguishes the "monten from the 

river is the presence of an "anciano guardimi" who, with 

uncanny foresight of fate, collaborates with death and the 
1 monte 1 by digging the grave of the stranger in advance of 

his arrival. The "anciano guardimi" or "Numa" as he is 
called, is one of the principal forces which has a substan-
tial impact on the lives of the people of Regi6n. 

The narrator has established in the reader's mind the 

idea of myth and ritual sacrifice in this introduction to 
Hegi6n. When he turns to a description of the alienated 

residents of Hegi6n and to further details about Numa, we 

begin to see more clearly how the people have forgotten the 

meaning of their myths and rituals: 

En Reg16n apenas se habla de Mantua ni de su ex-
trafio guardian ••• eeas pooas noches ••• en que 
unos cuantos supervivientes de la comarca (menos de 
treinta vecinoe que nose hablan n1 se saludan y que 
a duras penas se reouerdan, reunidos por un instinto 
connin de supervivenoia, exagerado por la soledad; o 
por un viejo ritual cuyo significado se ha perdido y 
en el que se representan los misterios de su predes-
tinao16n) se congregan alli para escuchar el eco de 
unos disparoe que, nose afirma pero se cree, proceden 
de Mantua. Lo cierto es que nadie se atreve a negar 
la existencia del hombre, al que nadie ha visto pero 
al que nadie tampoco ha podido llegar aver y cuya 
imagen parece presidir y proteger los d!as de deca-
dencia de esa comaroa abandonada y arruinada: un 
anciano guard.a, astuto y cruel, cubierto de.lanas cru-
d.as como un pastor t4rtaro y calzado con abarcas de 
cuero, dotado del don de la ubicu1dad dent~o de los 
limites de la propiedad que recorre d!a y rioche con 
los ojos cerrados. (11) 

Although well aware of Numa•s existence, the people of Re-

gi6n do not speak of it, not even to warn strangers of his 
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presence and the menace of the landscape. All of the in-
ha~itants are joined together on this rare occasion not by 

reason or rational thinking, but by a force which they do 

not understand: an n 1nstinto comun, " one which appeals 
more to a collective unconscious than to an individual one. 

The narrator speculates further that their llllusual congre-
gation may be due to an old and forgotten ritual, one de-
stroyed by war and time, but which misteriously holds the 

key to their collective fates. It is contra41ctory to 

state that no one has seen Numa and then to proceed to de-

scribe him, although this is perfectly within the realm of 

the mythic imagination, .!J...., any of the Greek gods. As 

we see here, Numa is allied with fate as well as with death; 

he is an omnipresent fore~ which protects the decadence and 

ruin of the valley. ~he narrator, in contrast with the 

inhabitants, seems to understand the cause and effect rela-

tionship between Numa and the region. As a result of this 

discrepancy in understanding, the reader senses that the 

inhabitants have lost contact with their mythic roots. A 

large part of our experience in the novel rests on a con-

stant contrast between what the narrator desoribes and what 

the characters perceive and understand. While the former 

attempts to give some sort of explanation, though mythic 

and not-scientific, the latter merely react instinctively. 

As the novel progresses, so increases the complexity 

of the second major mythic element: Numa. In the next 
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••• sopl6 un aire caliente como el aliento sen-11 de 
aquel viejo y lanudo Numa, armada de una carabina, que 
en lo sueesivo guardar, el bosque, velando noche y d!a 
por toda la extens16n de la finca, disparando con in-
falible punter!a cad.a vez que unoe pasos en la hoja-
rasca o los suspiros de un alma cansada, turben la 
tranquilidad del lugar. (12) 

Like the wind, J....L., 11un Boreas, 1 Numa is ubiquitous and 
yet invisible. Up to this point, Numa has been described 

as a collaborator with fate and death. What he actually 

'guards" seems, in this passage, to be more clearly defined. 

As well as participating in the exclusion and destruction 

of foreigners who invade Beg16n, he forbids change, be it of 

a sp1?'1tual or physical nature. Even weariness is his tal'-

get; nothing may move or change. Numa is portrayed above 

as a sort of in,verse Cupid who knows the hearts and pas-

sions of all of Begi6n and who fires his bullet into those 

hearts with unfailing accuracy to silence the passion and 

not to kindle it. The doctor, much later in the novel, 
tries to speculate on a rational explanation of Numa, based 

on what he has heard over the years. None of his specula-

tions prove satisfactJ017: 

Su historia -o su leyenda- es mu.ltipl~ y contradic-
toria; se asegura por un lado que se trata de un su-
perviviente oarlista •••• Se afirma tambien que no 
se trata sino de un militar que todos hemos conocido 

• • • • (2.51) 

The doctor is much less certain of Numa•s identity than is 
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the narrator. While the doctor postulates several rational 
(but unsatisfactory) explanations for Numa, the narrator 
always confirms his irrational, mythic nature. 

The last half of part one shifts the narrative focus 
to an evocation of Begi6n1s involvement in the Spanish Civil 
War, constituting the third lost and forgotten mythic ele-

ment: a faded reflection of Homer's ;t;Liad. The situation 
which most resembles the Greek work is the description of 
the fall of Beg16n in the Civil War: We first remember 

that Region is surrounded by a 1muralla 1nexpugnable 1 (8). 
General Gamallo captures Begi6n, but only after others have 

•· 

failed (53). Ge.mallo entered Begi6n with but one thought 
in mind, to search for a 1donjuan de provincias" (66) who 

had stolen his wife from him. The assault on Beg16n is for 

the reader interminable and colorless. The battles, consist-

ing of a number of small skirmishes, are, almost to the end, 
indecisive: each side lacks unity and military coordina-

tion because of internal conflict. The invading army is 
eventually victorious and enters the region. The lliad pat-
tern is implicit, but, in the.reader's experience, it is 

another case which shows that the people of Region have 
forgotten their own mythology and Classical Mythology as 

well; they instinctively act out ancient patterns without 

recognizing or understanding them. 

In part one, then, we see a total picture of Beg16n 

and a partial glimpse of some of its inhabitants. The 
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narrator mythif1es geography and geology, Numa, and Region's 

history, but, at the same time, contrasts his mythic view 

with the mythless society which inhabits the region, a 
fragme~ted, alienated society which has lost touch with its 
past. In subsequent parts, we are enabled to see the con-

crete effect of Region's mythic forces on its residents and 
their reaction to those forces. 

In part two, the woman arrives at the doctor's house 

and the pair begins to converse. In the course of one of 

the doctor's long monologues, he talks about his father and 

of his father's .only passion, "la rueda," (124) which is 

the fourth mythic element I shall study here. The doctor 

explains that his father often consulted the wheel to learn 

what was happening in another place to someone he knew, and 

occasionally to forese~ the future. The doctor adds that 

the wheel was the first to inform him of his father's death, 

and also predicted his own -the doctor's- death and des-

tiny, a verdict of fate which he placidly accepts: 

Reouerdo que una tarde en que mi padre estaba en gui-
sa de bromear consult6 a la rueda sobre mi destino y 
le respondi6: que mis dias acabarian en Region, de 
manera bastante violenta, en la decada del 60 yen 
brazos de mujer; y esa es una raz6n -ya no a lo menos 
importante- que me ha inducido a retirarme aqui a es-
perar la consumacion de mi destine al cual ni me opon-
go ni me evado. (126) ' 

The doctor, while not questioning his fate, confirms the 

validity of the wheel's prediction by not fighting it. The 

subsequent suggestion that the woman is the same as in the 
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prediction establishes an immediate narrative tension. We 

feel that, since the woman 1s present, since she arrived 
amid omens and signs (13-14), we may imminently witness the 
doctor's death. 

At the novel's end, however, the woman leaves the doc-
tor's house, a deception of the prophecy, and leaves the 
reader as uncertain about the doctor's fate as the doctor 

himself. The only •myth" on which the doctor rests his be-

lief has failed, at least for the moment. The failure of 

fulfillment may be interpreted in at least two ways: that 
the very few myths that the people do hold sacred are false 

and the people cannot seem to recognize that falseness, or 

that the myth is valid and the doctor does.not fully under-

stand the wheel's message to him. While believing in the 

wheel, the doctor 1s ~keptical about Numa1s mythic quali-

ties. The narrator, on the other hand, has consistently 
reaffirmed Numa as myth, and apparently negates the wheel's 

prediction at the end. The night of the woman's departure, 

the house is filled with •un sollozo sostenido" (315). We 
remember that Numa always fires at "los suspiros de un alma 

cansada 1 which "turben la tranquilidad del lugar1 (12). 14 

Morning finally arrives and "con las luces del d!a, entre 

los ladridos de un perro solitario, el eco de un dispa.ro 

lejano vino a reestablecer el silencio habitual del lugar• 

(315). The seene returns to silence as Numa's shot rings 

out victoriously, unexplainably reestablishing the peace 
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and 1 silenc1o hab1tua1° of the region. Numa•s victory con-

firms the. narrator's persistent judgment of Numa•s mythic 

power and rebukes the doctor's conjectures about him as 
well as casting a shadow of doubt on the validity of the 
wheel's prediction. 

In mentioning the name of one of Region's other riv-

ers, the narrator summarizes a large part of the novel's 

experience: "Acat6n, 1 the narrator explains, "nombre gre-
corromano que aun pareoe pedir esa mitologia con que un 

pueblo pobre en inventiva no ha sabido adornarle" (209). 

Benet sees the people of Region as having no awareness of 

their ancient mythic roots and even the mythic name has 

lost its meaning to the people; to them, a people lacking 

in 11 inventiva," it is ,just another name. Classical Mytho-

logy, with very few exceptions, however, is rarely used in 

the novel, an absence which supports my basic thesis. Al-

though some patterns and allusions may be identified, the 
reality and meaning are lost or forgotten by the inhabitants 

of Begi6n, who are shaped by forces that they neither under-

stand nor attempt to understand. 

As readers, we experience much of what the book's 

characters experience: doubt and unexplained superstition. 

The narrator provides us with more details about myth and 

reality than do the inhabitants, although he apparently 

does not understand everything from a rational point of 
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view. Notwithstanding the benefit of his information and 

insights, we are still subjected, like the people of Begi6n, 
to omnipresent entities and forces which we do not rational-
ly comprehend. Myth is, in our experience, always implied 
but never explained. It is as vague, elusive, and nebulous 
an element as anecdote and character. Salvador Clotas has 
made an observation about Benet's second novel which readi-

ly applies to Vol;yer!s a Regi6n. yna meditaci6n (1970), 
according to Clotas, is a novel which "reduce la historia a 

un fl,ido continuo sin contornos en el que los hechos y los 
personajes surgen, apenas se perfilan, se desdibujan para 
caer en la bruma de lo recordado.•15 

Myth, in spite of its elusiveness, performs specific 

functions in the novel. The omnipresence of Numa creates 

a circular structure w~ich begins and ends in a silence 
controlled by the distant echo of his shots, suggesting the 

inevitable victory of silence, solitude, and the forces of 
fate and death which he represents. Numa, along with the 

mysterious •rued.a,' forms a powerful narrative tension which 
leads the reader on;!but the tension is never completely 
resolved. Characterization is obviously affected by myth 

in the novel, especially considering the people of Region 

as abulicos to either myth or reality. Explicative myth 
and primitive rituals vitalize and intensify the novel's 

style, as they always seem to in novels dealing with the 

primitive barbarism of the Spanish Civil War. In its 
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totality, Volverjs a Beg16n is a unique mythic vision of a 
changeless and mythless soeiety, in short, of Post-Civil 
War Spain and of the present-day Spaniard, lost and apa,-
thetic in a world he does not begin to understand. 

In terms of novelistic technique, Volveras a Regi6n 
offers many points of comparison and contrast with Reiv1n-

dicaci6n del Conde don Jul14n. The structure of each novel 
is circular, beginning and ending with the suggestion ot 

the inevitable victory of silence, fate, and oppression. 

Both novels involve ineffective and meaningless rituals 
which respond to an intuitive need of the people for order 
and continuity; both see Spain (history, geography, myths, 

culture) as not conducive to social unity. Stylistically, 

each novel is chaotic,, and each personifies the forces which 
tyrannize its respective characters. 

The greatest difference in the two novels lies in the 
relationship of character to myth. Goyt1solo 1s protagonist 

is aware of and obsessed by the old gods of Spa.in and vi-

ciously attacks them; he is so obsessed by them, however, 

that he is rendered impotent. Benet presents a different 

vision of contemporary Spanish existence: abU.lia, derived 
' from imawareness of racial myth and at the same time from 

some sort of natural flaw, !a§..., the two rivers, their 
natures in perpetual tension. Spanish mythology and modern 

Spanish existence, according to each author, however, are 
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seen as forces which crush the individual, which fragment 
him, confuse him, and dehumanize him, denying him an authen-
tic existence and, ultimately, the potential for spiritual 
and intellectual growth. 
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CONCLUSION 

our analysis of these six Post-Civil War Spanish Nov-

els reveals a trajectory heretofore unrecognized by current 

criticism. The trajectory consists of two processes: one 

which parallels the development of Greek Classical Mytholo-

gy, from explicative myth to epic myth to classical liter-

ary myth, and then turns to socio-cultural mythology; and 

another which reveals a gradual decay, fragmentation, and 

distintegration of mythic patterns and processes. In i!, 

Jarama we see an orderly sequence in an organized rite. 

The breakdown begins with Primera memoria and arrives at 

its culmination in Benet's VolverAs a Region and Goytisolo 1 s 

Reivindicaci6n del Conde don Julian. The fragmentation 

itself is a double-edged sword: on the one hand, it is a 

reflection of a soc~ety whose mythology is in the process 

of disintegration; on the other, the distortion of arche-

typal patterns is a fierce attack on the system which that 

society embodies. 

An overview of myth and archetype in the New Spanish 

Novel, taking into account changing novelistic techniques, 

consists of the following scheme: El Jarama and Primera 

memoria reflect a •primitive" stage, in terms of mythic 

development. "Gods" and primitive rituals permeate style 

and structure, universalizing what might otherwise be ser-

iously limited experiences. The internal changes in this 
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period are seen in the modification of the archetypal rite 

of initiation and in the shift from 'camera" effects of 
-

neo-realism (of course combined with subjective transforms,.. 

tions) to a totally subjective narration from the first-

person point of view. The emphasis in this period is on 

the stylistic creation of collaborating deities, on the use 

of primitive rites as structural bases, and on the view of 

modern man as still participating actively in those ancient 

rituals, on an unconscious or conscious level. 

The idea of rite of initiation continues with Tienmo 

de silencio (1962), but the focus is on the initiation of 

the modern hero. This novel (like Cunqueiro 1s) remakes and 

revitalizes an ancient myth, giving it a new and vibrant 

meaning for the modern Spaniard and modern man. In the 

process of remaking the old myths, both Tiempo de silenciq 
/ 

and Un hombre que se parec!a a Orestes modify their models: 

Tiempo de silenc1o takes its patterns in part from the 

Odyssey and in part from several archetypes relating to the 

passage of the hero, but by distorting the patterns• tradi-

tionally positive ending, the novel shows us how Spanish 

society literally crushes all possible heroes. There is 

little doubt about the model for Un hombt, que se parecia a 

Orestes; Cunqueiro follows the ancient myth only schemat-,;. 

ioally, however, as he too reshapes the myth for a modern 

application: vengeance is futile, unjustified, and often 

is carried out without a full understanding of circumstance, 
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an implicit message for the Post-Civil War Spaniard. From 
the first-person point of view of Matute 1 s Primera memoria, 

Martin Santos shifts to the third-person omniscient in 

Tiempo de silencior although a predominantly subjective 
vision of reality (essential to mythical thought) continues 

to gain importance in the latter novel. The omniscient 

narrator of Tiempo de silencio basically limits himself to 
ironic social criticism and the innermost thoughts of the 
protagonists are generally presented directly, just as in 

a first-person narration. Likewise in Cttnqueiro•s novel, 

third-person interiorization, which approaches first-person 

subjective narration, is the key to our understanding of 

each character's internal conflict. Humor is important to 

both of these novels: Martin Santos• satire quickly turns 

to bitter sarcasm and pessimism while CUnqueiro•s humor 

often progresses from absurdity to tragicomedy to pathos. 

Myth in this stage is much more explicit: Iiempo de silen-

cio reflects the Odyssey, the epic myth stage which fol-
lowed the explicative in ancient Greece; and Un hombre gue 

ee parecia a Orestes deals with the Oresteian myth. Each 

of these novels shows a greater interest in the effect of 

the forces of fate on human existence. 

The idea of how myth affects our existence is seen to 
' 

a greater degree in the next group of novels. In the last 

two works studied, Volver4a a Beg16n and Re1v1ndicac16n del 

Conde don Julian, we see a continuation of the inward 
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process begun in Tiempo de s1lenc1o. Goytisolo's novel 
reflects a complete interiorization into the mind of its 

protagonist. We see the passage of the hero, allusions to 
Classical Mythology, an odyssey, and attacks on Spanish 

socio-cultural myths, but all take place not in any type of 

physical space (as in Tiempo de sil;ncio),. but rather in 
the mind of the narrator. Because all of his power is hal-
lucinatory, he and Spain remain unchanged by his efforts; 

vengeance is futile as in Un hombre gue se pa.rec!a a Orestes, 

and the narrator is yet another "hero" whom Spanish society 

has crushed. In Volverae a Regi6n~ we see another dimension 
of this process: Spain is a "mythless" society completely 

unaware of its mythic roots, although the people do respond 

blindly to mythic forces in Hegi6n. Novelistic technique 

undergoes another major change in these two novels: from a 

stable although pessimistic view of man, myth, and society 

in the previous novels, to a fragmented view expressed in 

chaotic, labyrinthine sentence and narrative structures. 

Thus, as our experience in the novel begins to fragment, 

as the traditional novel form begins to disintegrate, so 
does the mythic pattern contained in each work. While myth 

and archetype are a part of the narrator's fragmented 

dreams and desires in Reivind1caci6n del Conde don Jul1An~ 

they are blurred, forgotten, and lost in Volver4s a Heg16n. 

In summary, there are three definitely observable 

stages of myth and of novelistic techniques: the first 
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stage is a serious vision of man and myth in which the nar-

rator only expresses his attitude indirectly by means of 

structure and description. In the second, we see the emer-
gence of an ironic narrator, humor, and the use of Classi-

cal Mythology. In the third stage, we observe the novel of 
free-association which is dictated by a semi-conscious or 

unconscious level of human psyche and fragmented socio-
cultural myth. 

While this trajectory is exemplified in the novels 

studies, myth and archetype are not found exclusively in 

those works. I chose to start with El Jara.ma because it 

represents both the culmination of the neo-reallstic trend 

of the •sos and the beginning of the subjective techniques 

of the 160s and '?Os. At the beginning of this century, 

Gald6s became interested in mythic patterns with hie novel 

El caballero encantado (1909). Perez de Ayala, in his nov-

el Prometeo (1916 -much like Tiempo de silencio in theme) 

recounts one man's failure in his attempt at becoming a 

modern mythical hero. As for other novels which fit into 

the 1956-1970 trajectory: Cunqueiro's novel, f&s mocedad.es 

de Ulises (1960), reflects the interest in epic myth and in 

the OdYsseV found in the 160s. Sen.as de identidad (1966), 
in the same period, may be seen as an odyssey irto the past 

with an interest in an epic structure of wandering and con-

frontation. Una meditaci6n (1970), by Juan Benet, fits 

into the scheme of interiorization into the human mind of 



224 

the 1 70s, but more than concentrating on the mythic aspects 
of existence· in Beg16n, it reflects one man's quest into 

the past for an explanation of his present anguish. The 
novels of-Miguel Delibes in the period present a special 

problem: his two major novels between 19;6 and 1970 are 

Cinco horas oon Mario (1966) and Par4bola del naufrag9 
(1969). The first is an attempt at portraying the modern 
Spanish social myth, in the sense that he presents a com-
posite vision of the spirit of modern Spain from the liber-
al atheist to the catholic conservative, although myth is 

related to thematic content and not to novelistic technique. 
The second, a much less successful attempt at communicating 

the modern Spanish experience, is a symbolic parable with 

a focus of the dictator and the animalized and enslaved 

modern Spaniard. Among the novels published after 1970 
which reflect some interest in myth and archetype I would 

include Cunqueiro•s latest il a.no del cometa (1972), Torren-

te Ballester•s La saga/fuga de J.D, (1972), and Jose Anto-

nio Garcia Bl4zquei1 El rito (Nadal 1973, pub. 1974). 
The presence of a mythic trend as I have explained it 

adds a new dimension to well-established views of the 

Spanish Post-Civil War Novel. Considering Sobejano 1s 

scheme of the "novela existencial" and the •novela social," 

we can add that all of the ·novels studied use myth to rein-

force their social protest and to portray modern man's 

existential crisis. But even this seems inadequate: it is 
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not enough to say that "myth• is simply another •tendency," 
if by doing so we refer to thematic content. This study 
has attempted to show, by means of a careful examination of 
the relationship between thematic content and novelistic 
technique, that these novels rely on myth and archetype to 
combine social and existential themes into a universal 
statement on modern man. 

The disintegration of the mythic process reflects a 
loss of values and spiritual peace brought on by the chaos 

of the Civil War; but the continued use of myth as novelis-
tic technique, even in a fragmented form, shows us that the 
new novelist is actively engaged in a search, a quest for 

authentic values, some of which will be found by looking 
into the past, others of which will be created by ignoring 

the past and looking only to the future. It is a quest 

which, I suspect, did not end in 1970 and will continue 
until the situation in Spain (and in the world in general) 

has changed dramatically. 

As we have seen here, the type of myth varies accord-
ing to the type of novel which uses it, and, more important-

ly, each novelist, having selected the type of-myth he 
wishes to use, will twist, distort, transform, and modify 

that myth according to his own view of existence. A flexi-

ble approach to myth in the New Spanish Novel has ultimate-

ly shown, I believe, that this new novel 1s concerned not 

only with universalizing a particular experience (the 
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Spanish), but also with an original treatment of the tradi-

tional mythic art forms; the new narrative takes a fresh 

approach to style and structure as it portrays the modern 

Spanish experience in the general context of human existence 

in the Twentieth Century. 
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