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Editor’s (Almost) Goodbye 
 
Dear Readers: 
 This is not the letter I intended to write for 
Issue 14 of Comedia Performance. When, in 2002, I 
proposed the creation of this journal to the AHCT 
Board, I had no idea that it would grow into an 
international publication, with a 30% acceptance 
rate. Over the years, Comedia Performance has 
published some of the most respected early modern 
scholars in Hispanism, as well as young scholars 
producing their first article. We have provided 
readers with up-to-date news about recent books in 
the field, reviews of productions of early modern 
plays, and interviews with directors and actors. We 
even published the first edition of an early modern 
entremés by Lanini y Sagredo, edited by Peter 
Thompson. It has truly been an honor and a delight 
to serve as founding editor of this journal and to 
watch it grow from a simple, two-color publication 
to a much more sophisticated review. However, 
now that I am about to retire from Georgetown, I 
had intended to step down from the editorship as 
well. Producing a journal on a low budget and with 
a skeletal staff is a daunting task, and without the 
support of the university and the help of teaching 
assistants, I thought the burden would just be too 
great. Therefore, I had planned for this to be my 
farewell letter. 
 But then, something unexpected happened. 
Thanks to the resourcefulness of our friend and 
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colleague Susan Fischer, Comedia Performance has 
found a new publisher. Susan Fischer learned of the 
Pennsylvania State University journal publication 
program at the 2017 MLA and passed the 
information on to me. I discussed it with AHCT 
president Susan Paun de García, who put the 
possibility of working with PSU to the board. Once 
the board approved the move, Susan Paun de García 
negotiated the contract.  
 According to the new plan, Penn State will 
pay for the costs of producing, marketing, and 
distributing the journal. They will take charge of 
designing, editing, and printing Comedia 
Performance, as well as producing a digital online 
edition. They will also maintain subscriber lists and 
ensure the journal is indexed in appropriate venues. 
Members of the AHCT will continue to receive 
print copies at the annual meeting or by mail.  
 Under the new plan, I will continue to serve 
as editor for the immediate future. My duties will 
consist of receiving all submissions, sending them 
out for evaluation, receiving additional material 
from area editors, and preparing the final 
manuscript for the editors at Penn State. I will be 
relieved of the two most onerous tasks: formatting 
and distribution. For the next issue, at least, article 
submissions should be sent to me at 
comediaperformance submissions@gmail.com. The 
arrangement with Penn State will mean that we will 
have much earlier submission deadline. For the 
2018 issue, it will be September 1, 2017. I am 
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extremely grateful to the members of our Editorial 
Board, who have faithfully read submissions year 
after year and selected the best. I appreciate 
especially the work of Darci Strother, our Theater 
Review Editor; Sharon Voros, our Book Review 
Editor; and Michael McGrath, our Interviews 
Editor. This year, our new Managing Editor, Tania 
de Miguel Magro, has been a wonderful addition to 
our team. Most of all, I am thankful to you, the 
readers, and to the AHCT Board. I also want to 
thank Phil Nanzetta, of Signature Books, for his 
outstanding work over the years. Signature has been 
printing our journal since its inception and also 
providing digital copies for the AHCT website. 
 And so, this is not a the farewell letter I 
planned on writing. Comedia Performance is 
entering into an exciting new phase, and I am 
thrilled to be part of it. I will continue at the helm 
for now and ask for your continued support, 
cooperation, and wonderful submissions. 
      
 Barbara Mujica 
      
 Editor-in-Chief, Comedia Performance 
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Performance Studies      
 
 
 
DON QUIXOTE SALLIES TO THE BOARDS 
OF THE BARD: REFLECTIONS ON THE 
NON DIT, THE PROPREMENT DIT, AND  
THE TROP DIT IN PERFORMANCE 
 

SUSAN L. FISCHER 
Bucknell University 

 
 

For Mary Malcolm Gaylord,  
Sosland Family Professor of Romance Languages 

and Literatures at Harvard University—  
diehard, close reader of Cervantes’s oeuvre  

and of the books in Don Quijote’s library. 
  
 
 If Pierre Menard, author of The Quijote in 
Jorge Luis Borges’s critical encounter with 
Cervantes’s novel, has succeeded in immersing 
himself so thoroughly in the “translation” of the 
work as to be able actually to “re-create” it, line by 
line, in the original 16th century Spanish, he was 
arguably inspired by the author’s antecedent 
challenge to the notion of a singular, fixed textual 
identity that would constitute Jacques Derrida’s 
(post)modernist notion of deconstructionist theory, 
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Roland Barthes’s “death of the author,” and Michel 
Foucault’s “author function” in the twentieth 
century. By playing with the identity of the author 
in denominating himself as merely the “padrastro” 
of a work written by the Arab historian Cide 
Hamete Benengeli and translated by a “morisco” 
from a manuscript found in a marketplace, and by 
continuing to experiment with the techniques of 
telling a story as well as its effect upon its readers, 
Cervantes weaves into the palimpsest that is Don 
Quijote’s textual fabric a suggestion of the multiple 
refashionings and reader responses that would occur 
throughout the centuries. The novel’s perspectivism 
regarding the reception of “la historia del ingenioso 
hidalgo” is forward-looking when Cervantes has 
Don Quijote query of Sansón Carrasco, “¿qué 
“hazanas mías son las que más se ponderan en esa 
historia?” and the bachelor respond: 
 

En eso . . . hay diferentes opiniones, como hay 
diferentes gustos: unos se atienen a la aventura de los 
molinos de viento, que a vuestra merced le parecieron 
Briareos y gigiantes; otros, a la de los batanes; éste a 
la descripción de los dos ejércitos, que después 
parecieron ser dos manadas de carneros; aquél 
encarece la del muerto que llevaban a enterrar a 
Segovia; uno dice que a todas se aventaja la de la 
libertad de los galeotes; otro, que ninguna iguala a la 
de los gigantes benitos, con la pendencia del valeroso 
vizcaíno. (DQ, II, Ch. 3, 559). 
 

This passage, and the ensuing dialogue amongst 
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Don Quijote, Sancho, and the bachelor underlining 
Cervantes’s slippery distinction between writing as 
a poet and as an historian— 
 

[E]l poeta puede contar o cantar las cosas, no como 
fueron, sino como debían ser; y el historiador las ha 
de escribir, no como debían ser, sino como fueron, 
sin añadir ni quitar a la verdad cosa alguna (DQ, II, 
Ch. 3, 560)— 
 

certainly speak to the awesome process of adapting 
the novel for performance. 
 Don Quixote ran in repertory in the Royal 
Shakespeare Company’s Swan Theatre in Stratford-
upon-Avon from 25 February to 21 May 2016. 
Directed by Angus Jackson in a “heroic” prose and 
lyric adaptation by James Fenton (Billington)—
circumspectly described as “a play with songs 
adapted from the novel”—the production coincided 
with the four-hundredth anniversary of Cervantes’s 
death. What follows here is a quixotic venture on 
the part of this scholarly spectator, or performance-
oriented academician: as she undertakes a reading 
of Jackson’s mise en scène, she cannot but build 
castles in the air (or in Spain!) about reenacting the 
ephemeral phenomenon that is theatre, in this case 
made from a singularly slippery narrative text 
remade into an equally resistant performance text. 
 If, with respect to Cervantes’s novel, it is by 
now a commonplace to speak of “the ill-defined 
frontier between history and story, between truth 
and lie, between reality and fiction” (Wardropper 
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5), Jackson’s production endeavored to take the 
book’s self-consciousness to its logical end by 
confounding the lines between stage illusion and 
off-stage “reality” and hence audience expectations, 
thereby making the reader-spectator participate in 
the hero’s madness and eventual return, Lear-like, 
to sanity. The result was an action-packed first half, 
divided into nineteen scenes corresponding to the 
First Part of the novel, which ingeniously exploited 
myriad stage devices and visual stimuli to create a 
triumph of popular theatre: comic puppetry (by co-
director Toby Olié, renowned from the London 
production of War Horse), pop-up scenery, 
improvised comedy, and music composed by Grant 
Olding. And a less successful Second Part, divided 
into thirteen scenes, which regrettably did not 
exploit as much as it might have the moments 
“where the novel is at its greatest”: where it is more 
self-conscious in moving back and forth between 
fantasy and realism in that Don Quixote’s literary 
fame precedes him, “endear[ing] Cervantes to 
novelists such as Proust, Kafka and Joyce” and 
“anticipat[ing] the plays of Pirandello” (Billington). 
 Adventures of course had to be condensed 
and schematized, but that did not mean that some 
connoisseurs of the novel did not feel the absence of 
narrative detail, and that some sophisticated 
theatregoers did not find some of the stage 
histrionics offputting. The verdict of one 
Shakespeare scholar and theatre critic—“fast-paced, 
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light-hearted adaptation [that] strives for ebullience 
with occasional crowd-pleasing moments” 
(Edmondson)—speaks to this issue, though it 
perhaps says more about latter-day commercial 
practices of the theatre, often motivated by box 
office priorities, than diehards in the academy wish 
to know or acknowledge.  
 At the same time we must be mindful, 
before we show our critical fangs as (quasi) 
Cervantistas, that the tour de force novel in fact 
resists compression into an adaptation, 
encompassing as it does “every conceivable literary 
mood, style, and genre”:  
 

It is in turn heroic, romantic and academic, epic, lyric 
dramatic. It contains satire, parody, burlesque, irony, 
and farce. It encloses fable, proverb, and thinly 
concealed autobiography. It dallies with the pastoral, 
the picaresque, and romance. It has a strongly defined 
narrative trajectory, yet pauses in entertaining 
byways and lingers over its own multidimensional 
structural complexity.  (McKendrick 229-30)  

 
Yet, as will be seen below, this critical if not 
intruding spectator cannot refrain from noting the 
non dit and the trop dit, along with the proprement 
dit, in the adaptation of the novel for the stage. 
 
  
 The first part of Jackson’s production 
opened on a set that consisted mainly of the Swan 
Theatre’s exposed brick wall, bare boards of 
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different hues, and four sets of ropes and hooks 
attached to side columns (in one performance, at 
least, those ropes created technical difficulties at the 
start of the show, contributing unexpectedly to the 
play between fiction and reality that is the novel’s 
hallmark and that the production intended to 
render). David Threlfall (alias Smike in the RSC’s 
1980 production of Nicholas Nickelby) entered, not 
surprisingly, reading a book; he was gaunt, white-
haired with goatee and full side whiskers, “spindle-
shacked” with wrinkled stockings, and “croakily 
vocalised” (Coveney). As peasants sauntered in 
from all angles, Sancho intoned “The Ballad of the 
Raven,” which prepared the audience for what it 
meant to be a knight errant (cf. Don Quijote’s 
discourse on how King Arthur “no murió, sino que, 
por arte de encantamento, se convirtió en cuervo, y 
que, andando los tiempos, ha de volver a reinar y a 
cobrar su reino y cetro” [DQ, I, Ch. 13, 117, 
emphasis added]). The characters of the priest 
(Nicholas Lumley) and the barber (Timothy Speyer) 
were born on stage in a meta-sequence, as two 
actors donned appropriate garb for Scene 1, “At the 
Barber’s.” As Don Quixote received his toilette, a 
rather rotund fellow who turned out to be Sancho 
Panza (the stand-up comic actor Rufus Hound in a 
fat suit) swept up. Our hero, holding a mirror up to 
nature, sang “The Song of Quest,” whose line 
“Bring back the age of chivalry to Spain” (Fenton 
5) was clearly telling. 
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 The pre-show, as it were, ended with a set 
improvised piece (Scene 2) in which Hound-
Sancho, perhaps suffering from an early bout of 
quixotification, literally “Set the Scene,” leading the 
audience in a daily ritual. If they were to sit in quiet 
judgment until they started enjoying the play, they 
were also to try something in the moment: those 
seated in the stalls were to imagine shining stars 
when they looked up to the gallery; and those 
upstairs were to see their reflections in a pool of 
water when they looked down. They were then 
asked to lower their fingers into the lap of their 
neighbor and let the enjoyment of the play take 
over; to “go mental” for no reason at all if reference 
were made to Antwerp or Stockholm (more on this 
later); and to imagine hills, a sunset, and a lance 
gathering dust. Manipulated so, the public shook 
with laughter. Was this foreplay, one might ask, a 
way of dramatizing, for connoisseurs at least, the 
proverbial friend’s exhortation in Cervantes’s 
Prologue: “Procurad también que, leyendo vuestra 
historia, el meláncolico se mueva a risa, el risueño 
la acreciente, el simple no se enfade, el discreto se 
admire de la invención, el grave no la desprecie, ni 
el prudente deje de alabarla” (DQ, I, 25)? 
 Scene 3, “Don Quixote Arms Himself,” in 
many ways set the stage for what was to come: the 
perennial walk on “boy” who, at that moment, 
confused shield and helmet as the gentleman 
attempted to don his chivalric habiliments; the 
puppetry, launched with a babe in the arms of a 
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fearsome Teresa Panza (Gemma Goggin), who 
chased a browbeaten Sancho up and down; and the 
proverbial two mounts, created by wooden frames 
pulled or pushed along by rotating cast members 
(fig. 1). The actor pulling Rocinante (e.g., Will 
Bliss) wore a hat displaying horses’ ears and mimed 
a variety of facial expressions and attitudes (snorts, 
neighs, showing teeth); and the actor pushing 
Sancho’s gray from the rear (e.g., Natey Jones) 
sported a tail. The mounts even waxed human at 
times—evoking (for this spectator) the moment 
when poor Rocinante, left alone without being 
hobbled, went astray in “la desgraciada aventura . . . 
con unos desalmados yangüeses” (DQ, I, Ch.15): 
“Sucedió, pues, que a Rocinante le vino en deseo de 
refocilarse con las señoras facas, . . . y se fue a 
comunicar su necesidad con ellas. Mas ellas . . . 
recibiéronle con las herraduras y con los dientes, . . . 
y quedó sin silla, en pelota” (136). 
 The series of adventures began, as was 
wont, with a stop “At the Inn” (Scene 4), introduced 
by a sowgelder’s (Natey Jones) song: “I was Born 
with a Stain on my Chin.” Cackling peasant ladies 
drank out of wine jugs, farted, and threw bread and 
cheese around, even into the audience. Don 
Quixote’s perception of a castle “enchanted with the 
softest of melodies” (Fenton 11) was counteracted 
by a cacophony of tubas; and discordant singing 
accompanied a rather rough dubbing ceremony, to 
which the humanized horse responded with a shrug.  
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 Next, Don Quixote found himself “On the 
Road” (Scene 5): egged on by merchants (with 
servants and umbrellas) who would not swear 
allegiance to “Dulcinea” without at least seeing a 
portrait of her, the madman charged and was pulled 
off his horse and clubbed. His humanized nag 
appeared dejected, holding its side in sympathetic 
pain. Sancho’s song, “The Soldier Limping Down 
the Track,” had us be “Back in the Village” (Scene 
6). We glimpsed “The Return of Don Quixote” 
(Scene 7), as the battered would-be knight pulled 
his nag home and was put to bed, half dead. 
 Scenes 8 and 9, “The Burning of the Books” 
and “The Disappearing Library,” captured the 
ironies inherent in the “escrutinio de la librería” 
(DQ, I, Ch. 6), due in part to the priest’s knowledge 
and defense of secular—and titillating—titles such 
as the “desparatadísimo” Los diez libros de Fortuna 
de amor (74, Note 28). The production’s barber 
found a book that sounded “filthy” (Fenton 17) and 
tossed a black Bible away; and the priest threw 
some holy water into the audience, perhaps 
following the housekeeper’s textual appearance 
“con una escudilla de agua bendita y un hisopo,” 
and her all too credulous petition to “el señor 
licenciado”: “rocíe este aposento, no esté aquí algún 
encantador de los muchos que tienen estos libros” 
(Ch. 6, 66). The library disappeared as the bookcase 
was rotated, and one felt for the ingenious 
gentleman who entered looking for his books and 
rammed into a blank wall.  
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 Scene 10, “Don Quixote Proposes to 
Sancho,” exhibited the stage business associated 
with the comic actor: he caught fardel supplies as 
they were tossed from the gallery alcove, the last 
one even flung backwards. His leave-taking of the 
cantankerous Teresa showcased clever puppetry: 
ragdoll babes sat in their mother’s arms while she 
stirred a bowl of food; one waddled over to Sancho, 
and he gave her a halfhearted pat. Actors screeched 
for the babes as the family went off, and the 
audience went wild with laughter. To top off the 
hilarity, Don Quixote hit the doorframe with his 
lance as he exited. The spontaneous cackling could 
not have been less contagious had the audience not 
been primed to “go mental” and told that, in making 
themselves laugh, they would only have themselves 
to blame. 
 Scene 11, “The Adventure of the 
Windmills,” especially revealed the talent of 
designer Robert Innes Hopkins (fig. 2). Stagehands 
constructed the mill’s giant sails in full view of the 
audience by fitting metal strips into place. Hooked 
on in his clunky suit of armor, Don Quixote rotated 
around, literally “tilting at windmills” with his 
lance. The absurdity of the situation was heightened 
when, after being lowered to the ground, the 
wounded knight got stuck on Sancho’s neck and 
head as he was being hefted onto his horse; the sad 
expression of the humanized beast was not to be 
missed. In one performance, the proverbial break 
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between illusion and reality, captured in 
Cervantes’s text in Sancho’s reaction to the battered 
and deluded knight’s spilling to the ground—
”¡Válgame Dios! . . . ¿No le dije yo a vuestra 
merced que mirase bien lo que hacía, que no eran 
sino molinos de viento, y no lo podía ignorar sino 
quien llevarse otros tales en la cabeza” (DQ, I, Ch. 
7, 82)—was foregrounded as the windmill’s sails 
were being dismantled. In a surprising “meta-
moment,” they became patently a stage prop: a rope 
got stuck and the stagehand could not push the 
structure down into the trap; when he finally 
succeeded, he jumped and bowed for joy! (fig. 3). 
 Church bells and “Benedictine Monk 
Music” chanted in Latin effected the transition to 
Scene 12, “The Fight with the Biscayan.” Two 
“monks,” each wearing a black sanbenito, knelt in 
prayer and blocked the passage of a Basque lady’s 
carriage (drawn, as was wont, by a humanized 
horse). After Don Quixote hit the monks with his 
lance, the action turned to the battle with the 
accompanying Biscayan (Gabriel Fleary), which the 
lady tried to stop by throwing herself into the fray; 
true to the novel the Bascayan (absurdly) grabbed 
one of the pillows from the carriage to use as a 
shield (DQ, I, Ch. 8, 88). Don Quixote’s ear was 
sliced in half, as “la verdad de la historia” goes 
(DQ, II, Ch. 3, 560), but the knight rebounded and 
attacked his adversary with such force that even his 
horse gestured for the man to be spared. The battle 
finally teetered on slapstick, with the horse cheering 



__________________________________________ 
24        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

the fighters on. If the audience split their sides 
laughing, to what extent did they realize, with all 
the brouhaha, that this was the knight’s only 
“victory,” the loss of half an ear notwithstanding?—
to say nothing of the suspense created in the novel 
by the abrupt interruption of the battle, and its 
continuation once the  rest of the manuscript had 
been found? All of that, clearly, was not deemed 
material for today’s fast-paced, populist theatre. 
 Scene 13, “A Question of Food,” which 
corresponded roughly to “De lo que le sucedió a 
don Quijote con unos cabreros” (DQ, I, Ch. 11) but 
in the absence of goatherds, provided a welcomed 
reprieve from all of the previous action. Sancho did 
sit with Don Quixote “a [su] lado,” as equals (“que 
todas las cosas iguala” [103]), beneath a lone oak 
tree held up by human hands, which looked as if it 
had stepped out of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. 
The master actually ate from the squire’s plate in 
exaggerated comical fashion, taking the largest 
piece of cheese, a fig, and a slice of onion, leaving 
virtually nothing for the other to eat—and largely 
inverting Don Quijote’s stated intention, “que soy tu 
amo y natural senor; que comas en mi plato y bebas 
por donde yo bebiere” [103, emphasis added]). The 
animate tree bent down and dropped acorns in their 
midst, giving rise to Don Quixote and Sancho’s 
jazzy duet, “The Age of Gold,” which essentially 
transformed into song the knight’s discourse on “la 
dichosa edad y siglos dichosos aquellos a quien los 
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antiguos pusieron nombre de dorados” (104), after 
which the pair danced off in harmony.  
 The episode merged into Scene 14, 
“Marcela and Chrysostom,” during which a group 
of shepherds dressed in mourning lowered an 
embalmed body into a tomb. Upon hearing that the 
man had died for love, Don Quixote sang “Beauty is 
Cruel,” evoking too his relationship to Dulcinea. 
The shepherdess Marcela (Eleanor Wyld) forcefully 
vindicated herself to the audience, authentically 
asserting: “A beautiful woman is not to be blamed 
for her beauty, just as the viper is not to be blamed 
for her sting” (Fenton 33; cf. DQ, I, Ch. 14, 131). 
Don Quixote naturally came to aid of that damsel in 
distress with a little ditty, “Love is a torment” 
(Fenton 34). 
 Scene 15, “Don Quixote and the Sheep” was 
a tour de force of staging and set design: amidst a 
cloud of dust and a clarion call to arms with armies 
converging from two directions, a puppetry of 
bleating sheep entered and interacted with the 
audience. Herders voiced “baas” as they imagined 
the ruminant animal’s legs, tilting the body from 
side to side to make them walk, and rocking 
forwards and backwards to have them run (fig. 4).  
Don Quixote slew four sheep; red cloths cleverly 
pulled out of them signaled their death. One critic’s 
reaction hit the mark: “Has puppetry ever been so 
affecting?” (Express Star). Sancho’s dead-pan 
remark, “That was a flock of sheep” (Fenton 36), 
underscored the dichotomy between reality and 
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delusion. But the compassionate squire’s 
melodramatic wailing, upon presuming his master 
dead after being beaten by the herders, was a 
disappointing substitute for a chain of comically 
grotesque regurgitations that occurred in the novel 
(when Don Quijote vomited up the bálsamo of 
Fierbrás as Sancho peered into his mouth, causing 
the latter to retch in kind  [cf. DQ, I, Ch. 18, 131]).  
 Scene 16, “The Helmet of Mambrino,” 
followed quickly thereupon: after Don Quixote 
knocked the basin off the barber’s head, Sancho put 
it on and pretended to shave. He rocked with 
laughter in response to his master’s remark that “the 
pagan for whom this helmet was made must have 
had a prodigious large head” (Fenton 39), thereby 
capturing the novel’s tone: “Cuando Sancho oyó 
llamar a la bacía celada, no pudo tener la risa”  
(DQ, I, Ch. 21, 193). 
 Scene 17, “Don Quixote and the Chain 
Gang,” began with the song “Oh Run to the Door,” 
which the galley slaves intoned. This action-packed 
episode revealed that Sancho’s donkey was in fact 
stolen by Ginés de Pasamonte (Theo Fraser Steele) 
after he was freed, thereby effecting a rather simple 
hyper-correction of the thief’s identity before 
Cervantes deals with the error of omission on two 
occasions in the Segunda parte. (Cf. DQ, II, Ch. 3, 
564, where Sansón Carrasco avows in a 
metafictional conversation that “algunos han puesto 
falta y dolo en la memoria del autor, pues se le 
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olvida de contar quién fue el ladrón que hurtó el 
rucío a Sancho, que allí no se declara y sólo se 
infiere de lo escrito que se le hurtaron”; and DQ, II, 
Ch. 27, 738, where the oversight was attributed, not 
so much to an authorial memory lapse, as to a 
printing error: “que por no haberse puesto el cómo 
ni en cuándo en la primera parte, por culpa de los 
impresores, ha dado en qué entender a muchos, que 
atribuían a poca memoria del autor la falta de 
emprenta.”)  
 
 
 We now beg the reader’s indulgence as we 
digress and posit that the significance of the chain 
gang episode lay in what became an absent presence 
in the mind of more than one—academic—spectator 
but clearly had not been in the vision of adapter and 
director: Don Quijote’s radically metatheatrical 
encounter with the puppeteer Maese Pedro, alias 
Ginés de Pasamonte (DQ, II, Ch. 25-27). This 
arguably quixotic sally into “absent” territory may 
be best understood in terms of three questions posed 
by Alan C. Dessen that aim, not to quarrel with a 
director’s interpretation of a play, but to record 
specific choices “for the record”: “(1) What was 
done in a given production? (2) What was not done 
or could have been done (the road not taken)? (3) 
What should have been done?” (607). At the risk of 
becoming an intruding spectator into the modus 
operandi of Jackson’s production—not unlike “the 
intermediaries who are simultaneously dramatized 



__________________________________________ 
28        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

readers and intruding narrators” in the whole of the 
novel, as George Haley put it some fifty years ago 
in an as yet seminal close reading of Maese Pedro’s 
retablo (163)—we stray here to focus, not so much 
on what was proprement dit or trop dit in the mise 
en scène, which has largely been the through-line of 
this commentary thus far, as on a striking non dit: 
what could or even should have been done.  
 It is no novel notion that the retablo 
experience unveils, in condensed fashion, the 
narrative themes and secondary techniques at work 
throughout the Quijote: “not merely because the 
burlesque legend that Maese Pedro recreates with 
puppets is a reductio ad absurdum of the same 
chivalric material that Cervantes burlesques through 
his characters, but also because it reproduces on a 
miniature scale the same basic relationships among 
storyteller, story and audience that are discernible in 
the novel's overall scheme” (Haley 163). Or, put 
another way, the dynamics of the puppet show 
expose the labyrinthine net of origins expressed 
though “endless versions, translations, 
interpretations” and passed through “plural authors, 
translators, historians, characters, readers inside and 
outside the text” (Gaylord 124).   
 As Maese Pedro takes his place inside the 
puppet theatre, and as the intérprete or declarador 
or trujamán or muchacho or niño is about to begin 
describing the marvels that will be presented on 
stage, the “author’s” intrusive remarks make the 
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novel’s readers patently aware that they are about to 
watch a show of another audience watching a show: 
“[E]l trujamán comenzó a decir lo que oirá y verá el 
que le oyere o viere en el capítulo siguiente. 
Callaron todos, tirios y troyanos, quiero decir, 
pendientes estaban todos los que el retablo miraban, 
de la boca del declarador de sus maravillas” (DQ, 
II, Ch. 26-27, 728-29). The story behind the puppet 
show—how Don Gaiferos freed Melisendra, held 
captive by the Moors in Spain—is thus made to 
seem, from the start, less a “verdadera historia . . . 
sacada al pie de la letra de las crónicas francesas y 
de los romances españoles” (DQ, II, Ch. 26, 729) 
than Maese Pedro would have it. The “mediating, 
clarifying, and translating” role given to the helper 
as he stands to the side of the stage effectively 
makes the puppet play both “a narrative act and a 
dramatic spectacle” (Haley, 151, 152): 

 
The assistant's constant exhortations—“Vean vuesas 
mercedes allí,” “Miren vuesas mercedes,” “Vuelvan 
vuesas mercedes los ojos”—do call attention to the 
visible activity on the stage, but they also remind the 
audience that it is being directed in its theatrical 
experience by a figure who does not ordinarily 
appear in a dramatic performance unless it be this 
most special kind: a narrator external to the events 
being enacted. So that even for the audience at the 
inn, who can “see” what Cervantes' reader must infer, 
the spectacle is at least as much a narrative 
experience as it is a dramatic one. (153, emphasis 
added) 
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 The narrator is hardly the only one who is 
unwilling to let the marvelous pageant begin and 
continue without interruption. When the puppeteer’s 
helper digresses to express his annoyance at the 
Moor’s haste in indicting the accused, Don Quijote 
breaks in—“Niño, niño . . . seguid vuestra historia 
linea recta”—to remind him that to get a clear idea 
of the truth, much proof is necessary; and Maese 
Pedro intrudes because the telling has gotten out of 
hand: “Muchacho, no te metas en dibujos” (DQ, II, 
Ch. 26, 731). When the boy speaks of bells tolling 
from the mosques in Zaragoza, Maese Pedro 
chastises Don Quijote for intervening to correct the 
details—“No mire vuesa merced en niñerías”—and 
offers a key observation about the nature of fiction 
in general and of theatre in particular, 
notwithstanding the insistence on veracity of the 
“historia” being represented (729): “¿No se 
representan por ahí, casi de ordinario, mil comedias 
llenas de mil impropiedades y disparates, y, con 
todo eso, corren felicísimamente su carrera, y se 
escuchan no sólo con aplauso, sino con admiración 
y todo?” (733). Don Quijote’s final interruption of 
the action and secondary illusion is physical since 
the puppets have become for him “not only 
historical beings, but living people” (Haley, 155). 
All this laying bare the inner mechanisms of fiction 
posing as history calls attention “to the business of 
telling at the expense of the told” (Gaylord 124). 
 Why this interpolated foray into the strings 
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pulling Maese Pedro’s puppet show? This episode 
is arguably a symbolic representation of the novel 
as a whole, which Jackson’s mise en scène tried to 
capture through the—Brechtian—interruptions of 
the action by Hound, however “out of character” 
they may at times have seemed vis-à-vis the 
personage of Sancho; and through other stage 
interactions with the audience. Might it have been 
shown further that the spectacle the audience was 
watching was a narrative and dramatic experience, 
that the “play with songs” before them had been, if 
truth be told, “adapted from the novel”? How sad 
not to have created a marvelous pageant on stage: 
Don Quijote’s breaking into the world of fiction 
would not only have generated viable theatrics but 
also reminded RSC spectators of the power of 
illusion to encroach on reality, of wo(man)’s 
tendency to be too credulous, too ready to believe 
that something is real or true! What a missed 
moment for a coup de théâtre when the theatre 
audience, complacent at not having been taken in by 
the narrator of the retablo illusion in the same 
fashion as Don Quijote, could have been duped by 
“another illusion mounted by Cide Hamete and 
sustained by the intermediaries” (Haley 159): the 
revelation of Maese Pedro’s identity as an 
impostor—as the very Ginés de Pasamonte who had 
stolen Sancho’s donkey (which Jackson’s 
production had so gratuitously foregrounded). 
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 We return now to the stage representation of 
the Cervantes narrative with a look at Scene 18, 
“The Madness of Don Quixote” (cf. DQ, I, Ch. 25-
26). A stagehand planted a solitary tree so as to 
evoke schematically the Sierra Morena and then 
bowed in anticipation of audience recognition, once 
again drawing attention to the inner workings of 
theatre. Don Quixote was not an indecent madman 
in his imitation of Amadís, as he stripped to his 
underwear (instead of being left “en carnes y en 
pañales”) and carried out his antics by hitting the 
back wall (rather than turning “dos tumbas en la 
cabeza abajo y los pies en alto, descubriendo cosas” 
[Ch. 25, 250]). If the novel’s Don Quijote forgets to 
give Sancho the notebook with the letter penned for 
Dulcinea, this stage Don Quixote in fact gave such a 
paper to his squire, once more making reality seem 
less fluid by effecting a hyper-correction of 
narrative “facts.”  
 The barber then dressed as a damsel in 
distress as part of the plan to bring the mad knight 
home (cf. DQ, I, Ch. 27, 259). The latter was simply 
trapped into a net and pulled off—in the absence of 
Cardenio and Dorotea (who had had their RSC 
stage debut in 2011 in Gregory Doran’s production 
of Cardenio, Shakespeare’s “Lost Play” Re-
imagined [see Fischer]). Fast-forward to Scene 19, 
“The Homecoming,” omitting completely the 
interpolated stories and novel: Don Quixote was 
carried along inside a cage as undressed as he had 
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been in the Sierra Morena. As a finale to the First 
Part, the entire company intoned “The Devil a 
Farthing to Pay,” based no doubt on Sancho’s 
insistence on everyone’s right to acquire experience 
without critical judgment from others, everyone’s 
right to follow a quest—“sin pagar ofrecido sea al 
diablo el maravedí” (DQ, I, Ch. 52)—and all except 
the caged man danced. If a far cry from the picture 
of Cervantes’s knight as “flaco y amarillo, y tendido 
sobre un montón de heno,” and then lying in bed 
“con ojos atravesados” (DQ, I, Ch. 52, 516, 517), 
the stage finale was an affirmation that there are 
always multiple ways of making meaning out of a 
given moment, all of which are real to each 
individual.  
 
 
 The Second Part of Jackson’s production 
opened with “Don Quixote Asleep” (Scene 1): 
bathed in green lighting, the madman was 
authentically clothed in a waistcoat of green baize 
and a red Toledan cap (cf. DQ, II, Ch. 1, 541). The 
niece (Rosa Robson) sang “Wake Now,” with a 
drowsy master joining in at the end. Scene 2, “The 
Return of Sancho,” merged seamlessly as the squire 
forced his way in (cf. DQ II, Ch. 2); and Scene 3, 
“Enter a Wag” (i.e., jokster), followed with the 
arrival of Samson Carrasco (Joshua McCord), 
appropriately attired in a scholar’s gown. 
 However seriously ideal readers might wish 
to regard the ensuing discussion amongst madman, 
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squire, and scholar about the reception of the first 
part of Cervantes’s novel, bringing to bear a self-
conscious awareness of the ill-defined line between 
history and story, truth and lie, reality and fiction—
what makes Don Quijote distinct from chivalric 
romance—the interlocutors on stage spoofed the 
existence of Don Quixote’s history, composed as it 
was by a wise Moor. There resulted a veritable mise 
en abîme when Hound-Sancho, guided as it were by 
the novel’s chapter heading, “Del ridículo 
razonamiento que pasó ” (DQ, II, Ch. 3), built on 
his illusion-breaking instructions to the audience at 
the beginning of the show regarding Antwerp. He 
caused the entire house to “go mental” after 
Carrasco stated, not just that over 12,000 copies of 
the history were in print, but that it was probably 
being printed in Antwerp (Fenton 55; cf. “Amberes” 
which, it is assumed, Cervantes confused with 
“Bruselas” [559]). A translation to the stage of the 
comicality of the moment, in which even the author 
became the butt of a joke, and who knows how 
many wo(men) of the theatre and audience 
members if they were carried away slavishly by 
contagious laughter without understanding fully the 
humor of the reference—overzealous attention to 
professional deformation notwithstanding. 
 The decision to stage “The Parliament of 
Death” in Scene 4 could not but have been tied to 
its potential for theatricality, secondary roleplay, 
and slapstick. It was a tour de force of Italianate 
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masks, movement, and red lighting effects as a cart 
with strolling players rolled in: Death, the Emperor, 
the Queen, the Soldier, the Devil (fig. 5). Costumed 
to perform a mystery play, these “phantoms” 
intoned “Death the Acrobat” as an Acrobat dressed 
as a skeleton jumped out of trunk. Sancho’s meta-
line, “Never meddle with actors” (cf. DQ, II, Ch. 
11, 614), delivered after one of the company had 
aggressed with bladders on a stick and caused 
“animals” to run hither and thither, not surprisingly 
brought the house down.  
 Scene 5, “Visiting Toboso,” followed upon 
the Parliament of Death episode instead of 
preceding it. It could well have enabled the theatre 
public to see that, whereas Sancho found himself 
caught within his master’s madness in trying to pass 
a sooty-faced country girl off as the resplendent 
Dulcinea, Don Quixote saw clearly the true physical 
nature of the three peasants who approached (cf. 
“Yo no veo . . . sino a tres labradoras sobre tres 
borricos” [DQ, II, Ch. 10, 606]). His confusion 
between illusion and reality, then, was perhaps 
viewed as being at times no less relative than the 
squire’s—a moment of reckoning for the audience, 
given the company’s tendency toward histrionics in 
enacting the adventures for performance. 
 In Scene 6, “The Knight of the Mirrors,” 
Samson Carrasco in disguise appropriated the big 
nose given to his squire in the narrative (cf. DQ, II, 
Ch. 14, 637) and sported an eye mask, armor, a red 
sash, and a red plumed helmet. Surely, an important 



__________________________________________ 
36        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

aspect of this narrative encounter is that Don 
Quijote and Sancho allow the correct perception of 
the reality before their eyes—the knight’s identity 
as Carrasco—to be overshadowed by doubt, 
attributable in the understanding of both master and 
squire to the work of outside forces or enchanters 
(“Creo [dice Don Quijote] que vos, aunque parecéis 
el bachiller Sansón Carrasco, no lo sois, sino otro 
que le parece”; and “[L]a aprehensión . . . no le 
dejaba [a Sancho] dar crédito a la verdad que con 
los ojos estaba mirando” [640]). To what extent, 
then, was the inability to give credence to the truth 
one was seeing with one’s own eyes evinced in 
performance, insofar as Don Quixote merely 
charged and knocked the mirroring knight off his 
horse in one fell swoop? 
 Scene 7, “The Knight and the Lions,” 
presented another masterful performance of 
choreographed, human puppetry: if the beast 
loomed large inside a metal cage, it consisted only 
of a head, a reddish mane, and front paws moved by 
two actors (fig. 6). Following Cervantes’s narrative 
this lion, with its paws posed on the cage door, 
seemed more “generoso” and “comedido” than 
“arrogante” (DQ, II, Ch. 14, 657); it stepped out, 
approached Don Quixote, yawned, turned away, 
backed itself calmly into the cage, licked its paws, 
and went to sleep. Sancho and the lion-keeper (John 
Cummins) were naturally up the Swan Theatre 
pillars turned trees. The lesson learned from that 
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adventure, which our madman did take in and 
maybe the audience did too, was that in matters of 
courage it was best to be satisfied with what had 
been done and not provoke fate a second time (cf. 
“no quiera tentar segunda fortuna” [658]). In ending 
with the song “The Night Comes Down like a 
Cloak,” the episode sped forward to Sancho’s 
quarrel with his master over remuneration (cf. DQ, 
II, Ch. 28, 747-49) and reflected, without much 
contextual grounding, the night that Sancho “pasó 
penosamente” (749) after being told that he could 
take all the money and “go” (Fenton 68). 
 In Scene 8, “Enter a Duchess” (cf. DQ, II, 
Ch. 30), a parrot-puppet maneuvered by a 
screeching actor-puppeteer (fig. 7) accompanied the 
royal lady (Ruth Everett), who seemed a “wide-
eyed, over-wound mechanical doll” (Billington). 
The narrative interplay with story and history, 
fiction and reality, was maintained in performance: 
the duchess not only recognized Don Quixote from 
the published history of his deeds, but also treated 
him with all the customary ceremonies due a knight 
errant. He was clothed in a red mantle, to a choral 
arrangement of “Bring back the age of chivalry to 
Spain.” Then an enormous, brown, cut-out statue of 
the knight standing in front of his books emerged 
from the trap and extended all the way up to the 
second gallery (subsequently, one could not but 
think, con perdón, of other oversized images 
narcissistically on display in sundry Trump venues). 
 Select adventures at the behest of the cruel 
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ducal couple filled most of the remaining stage 
action. Hardly unexpected was the appearance, in 
short order, of the flying horse Clavileno. A 
proverbially fearful Sancho mounted the silver, 
wooden structure and sat behind Don Quixote. 
Stagehands fanned its “wings” to make them flap; 
the royal retinue encircled it, bathed in blue lighting 
and smoke; a large fan running in the alcove of the 
first gallery simulated bellows blowing like the 
wind (cf. “unos grandes fuelles le estaban haciendo 
aire”) so as to create “la segunda región del aire”; 
and rags were lit and waved about and firecrackers 
set off to evoke “la región del fuego” (cf. DQ, II, 
Ch. 41, 833). Master and squire returned to earth, as 
it were, and Sancho reacted viscerally, pretending to 
throw up into the audience—a far cry from the 
original narrative, in which the squire becomes fired 
up in rather quixotic fashion about what he has seen 
in an ethereal realm. Not to mention the bargain that 
Don Quijote strikes with Sancho about believing in 
each other’s flights of fancy, providing a window 
into his ability to distinguish between reality and 
imagination: “pues, vos queréis que se os crea lo 
que habéis visto en cielo, yo quiero que vos me 
creáis a mí lo que vi en la cueva de Montesinos” 
(837). Except that Don Quijote’s imaginary descent 
into the cave was not amongst those adventures 
selected to be performed; another pivotal moment 
missed? 
 Scene 9, “Sancho’s Government” (cf. DQ, 
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II, Ch. 45, 47, 49, 51, 53) offered more slapstick 
humor as the “governor,” sporting a velvet jacket, 
appeared in front of a sign that read “Who ate the 
paella?” hanging on the reverse side of the huge 
cut-out statue of Don Quixote. The truncated action 
sped toward the sequence of the vanishing feast, in 
which Sancho struggled over disappearing plates of 
food and a goblet of wine spilt in his face; the 
comic actor even ended up atop the table and 
somersaulted down. Fast-forward then to the 
seventh night of the governorship: soldiers tied 
huge breastplates to Sancho’s front and back and 
beat him as though the island were at war, invaded 
by a huge number of enemies. Once “victory” was 
proclaimed, Sancho called for his bestial companion 
and friend, refused the food that attendants tempted 
him with (a refusal that the talking animal echoed in 
saying, “He doesn’t want any”), and went off on the 
humanized mount who hugged him in kind. Absent 
from that comical rendition of the governorship, it 
could be argued, was evidence of Don Quijote’s 
nuanced character as seen, for example, in his 
proffering wise and well-intentioned advice before 
Sancho departed to his village/island such that the 
madman, according to the narrator, “mostró tener 
gran donaire, y puso su discreción y su locura en un 
levantado punto” (Ch. 43, 843); and such that the 
ducal pair “se admiraron de nuevo de la locura y del 
ingenio de don Quijote” (Ch. 44, 849). Likewise, 
Sancho’s simplicity and shrewdness in judging and 
giving opinions and issuing statues and decrees 
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could have received attention (e.g., the case of the 
ten escudos hidden inside the cane, Ch. 45, 862). 
 Scene 10, “Don Quixote Alone and 
Altisidora” (cf. DQ, II, Ch. 44, 46), featured some 
of the duke and duchess’s cruel jokes that went too 
far. Calling for Sancho and recalling his absence, 
the knight hit his “wooden” head with his shoes as 
if to knock some sense into it. Then all hell broke 
loose with the appearance of a horde of screeching 
feline puppets, pulled by actors, which jumped up 
and clawed the poor man. The song, “The Watcher 
in the Square,” perhaps a substitute for the romance 
on the power of love in the original (cf. Ch. 46, 867-
68), in fact attributed the attack by cats to the “dark 
malevolent plan” of an ever-present wizard (Fenton 
79; cf. “malignos encantadores,” Ch. 46, 868). Both 
the business of Don Quixote’s torn stocking that 
looked like “a spider’s web, or a lattice window” 
(Fenton 79-80; cf. Ch. 44, 852), and of Altisidora 
(Bathsheba Piepe) and Emerencia’s (Amy Rockson) 
wooing of him from the garden, followed upon 
instead of preceding the feline episode. The knight’s 
fearing for his chastity as he listened to the 
wenches’ false languishing brought the house down. 
A stagehand maneuvered the gigantic cut-out of the 
knight into the trap and took a customary bow. 
 Scene 11, “Don Quixote Reunited with 
Sancho Panza,” recreated Sancho’s fall into “a deep 
and dark pit”; his donkey stayed put on terra firma 
and brayed, looking terribly shocked. (If the gray 
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was so embodied on stage, he is also personified in 
the narrative by braying to confirm his master’s 
identity to Don Quixote: “que no parece sino que el 
jumento entendió lo que Sancho dijo, porque al 
momento comenzó a rebuznar tan recio, que toda la 
cueva retumbaba” [DQ, II, Ch. 55, 940].) Sancho 
was pulled out, not by dint of ropes supplied by the 
palace retinue, but by Don Quixote tugging on his 
thighs (a sense of shame, he said, would not allow 
him to touch his squire’s buttocks!). The action 
moved tout de suite, and out of narrative sequence, 
to the mock funeral procession that a wailing 
duchess concocted for the “lovesick” Altisidora. 
Suddenly, the supine maiden sat up and unleashed a 
diatribe of cruel pathos to humiliate the deluded 
Knight “of the Cats” and of the “Green-Laddered 
Stockings” (Fenton 83; cf. DQ, II, Ch. 70, 1044).  
Don Quixote reprised the passage “Love is a 
torment” from “Beauty is Cruel,” sung earlier with 
respect to the Marcela and Chrysostom story 
(Fenton 34, 36), and perhaps corresponding to 
Sancho’s tirade against “Amor” as “un rapaz, 
ceguezuelo” vis-à-vis Altisidora (DQ II, Ch. 58, 
956). Given the compressed action there, one 
wonders the extent to which the implications of 
Cide Hamete’s observation, that the ducal deceivers 
were as mad as those they wished to deceive—“que 
tiene para sí ser tan locos los burladores como los 
burlados” (Ch. 70, 1041)—rang clear for the public. 
 Scene 12, “The Defeat of Don Quixote” (cf. 
DQ, II, Ch. 64, 65), was transposed to follow the 



__________________________________________ 
42        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

business with Altisidora. The Knight of the White 
Moon, sporting a blue sash with crescents on it, was 
pulled in astride another humanized wooden horse 
(the boy leading the beast took a proverbial bow 
and later was told to “stop over[re]acting,” as he 
certainly had rhythm!). The mocking facial 
expression of the challenging mount showed that he 
was bored with the verbiage about whose lady was 
incomparably more beautiful (echoing by then the 
viewpoint of some spectators?). Rocinante pranced 
with more spirit than was wont for the nag that he 
was, but Don Quixote was fast toppled (fig. 8). The 
challenging knight intoned the song “Go Home, Old 
Man,” as the action sped forward and merged 
seamlessly into the production’s finale, “The 
Deathbed” (cf. DQ, II, Ch. 74).  
 Sancho reprised lyrics from “The Ballad of 
the Raven”—“I am not dead, / The raven said, / I 
shall be king again” (Fenton 87)—as Don Quixote, 
bathed in green lighting, lay in a bed set on a 
platform. He cut a Lear-like figure as he 
repossessed his identity as “plain Alonso Quixano,” 
looked upon the histories of knight errantry with 
abomination, recognized his foolishness in having 
tried to reenact them, and concluded with familiar 
narrative content: “Don’t go looking for this year’s 
birds in last year’s nests. . . . Let my unfeigned 
repentance, and my sincerity, restore me to the 
esteem, to the love, you once had for me” (Fenton 
89; cf. Ch. 74, 1066). All froze as the loyal if 
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distraught squire intoned the Epilogue, exhorting 
his master not to repent but to “take a proud leave,” 
to wake, stand firm, and take a bow (Fenton 90). 
Raised up, Don Quixote donned his helmet, looked 
proudly around, moved his left arm upwards (the 
blue lighting would suggest toward the sky), and 
disappeared—lowered into his tomb, as it were, as 
the entire bed and its occupant descended into the 
bowels of the theatre (fig. 9). 
  
 The massive round of applause suggested 
that the audience loved sharing in the mad knight’s 
adventures as staged by a tour de force team of 
adapter, director, designers, actors, and puppets. 
But, as one critic put it, the production could not 
have been what it was without the performance of 
David Threlfall: his “memerizing take on the daft 
Don (or is he so daft after all?)” was “both funny 
and incredibly moving. . . . there’s never a moment 
when you don’t totally believe he is Quixote” 
(Sutherland). In that spirit, we will let Don Quijote 
have last word, pronounced as he disparages the 
apocryphal “Segunda parte del Ingenioso Hidalgo 
don Quijote de la Mancha, compuesta por un tal, 
vecino de Tordesillas”; and appropriated here to 
highlight what is at stake in translating such a 
labyrinthine and self-conscious work, by nature 
unstable because of the possibility of myriad 
(re)(mis)readings, from the page to the stage: 
 

que las historias fingidas tanto tienen de buenas y de 
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deleitables cuanto se llegan a la verdad o la 
semejanza della, y las verdaderas, tanto son mejores 
cuanto son más verdaderas. (DQ, II, Ch. 43, 1000) 

 
 

PLATES 
 
All production photographs of James Fenton’s Don 
Quixote, directed by Angus Jackson with the Royal 
Shakespeare Company (2016), are credited to Helen 
Maybanks. Puppetry is designed by Toby Olié. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Natey Jones as the gray, Rufus Hound as 
Sancho Panza, David Threlfall as Don Quixote, Will 
Bliss as Rocinante. Photo: Helen Maybanks. 
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Figure 2. Will Bliss as Rocinante, David Threlfall as 
Don Quixote. Photo: Helen Maybanks. 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Tom McCall (stagehand, center). Photo: Helen 
Maybanks. 
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Figure 4. Sheep Puppetry. Photo: Helen Maybanks. 
 

Figure 5. Tom McCall as Acrobat. Photo: Helen 
Maybanks. 
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Figure 6. Lion Puppetry. Photo: Helen Maybanks. 
 

 
Figure 7. Ruth Everett as Duchess. Photo: Helen 
Maybanks. 
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Figure 8. Joshua McCord as Knight of the Moon, Rufus 
Hound as Sancho Panza, David Threlfall as Don Quixote 
Photo: Helen Maybanks. 
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Figure 9. David Threlfall as Don Quixote. Photo: Helen 
Maybanks. 
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ENTRE LA COMEDIA DEL SIGLO DE ORO 
ESPAÑOL Y BRECHT: ASPECTOS DE LA 
REPRESENTACIÓN 
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 La idea de enfrentar a dos dramaturgos, 
"uno de ellos fraile...y [el otro ...marxista alemán" 
(Jones 39), separados por más de trescientos años 
no es nueva. En 1967 lo hizo el estudioso británico 
del teatro c1ásico español C.A. Jones en un artículo 
titulado "Brecht y el drama del Siglo de Oro en Es-
paña", publicado en la revista Segismundo. Y más 
recientemente también ha vuelto al tema en passant 
Antonio Regalado en sus monumentales tomos so-
bre Calderón y los orígenes de la modernidad en la 
España del Siglo de Oro. En el presente estudio par-
to de una posición hermenéutica frente a la comedia 
del siglo XVII, ofreciendo un enfoque que busca 
puntos de contacto entre los dos dramaturgos. 
          La lectura de la comedia áurea, a través tres 
nociones centrales que figuran en la teoría de Brecht 
sobre el teatro -- el placer que el teatro debe infun-
dir en el espectador, sus fines didácticos y el efecto 
del distanciamiento -- pueden informar aproxima-
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ciones sobre el teatro del siglo XVII, el cual no es 
teatro basado en un aristotelismo ortodoxo y por 
esta razón fue objeto de críticas negativas por parte 
de los preceptistas de la época. 
          Bien conocido es el desafío de Lope en el Ar-
te nuevo de 1609 hacia esos mismos preceptistas 
que insistían en una aplicación rígida de los precep-
tos aristotélicos. No es que Lope los ignorara, como 
tampoco los ignoraba Calderón, sino que su labor 
de dramaturgo les ofrecía posibilidades teatrales de 
las que los teóricos ni siquiera habían soñado. Co-
mo muy acertadamente indica Jones “la comedia se 
apartó de los preceptos para ser un espejo de la vi-
da, la cual era una labor de retazos demasiado com-
plicada para quedar reducida a la fórmula de una 
tragedia [tal como la concebían los propios precep-
tistas]” (51). 
          Dígase desde un principio que cualquier acer-
camiento entre Calderón y Brecht sólo puede hacer-
se a nivel conceptual.  La presente lectura de viejas 
obras a la luz de algunas teorías brechtianas, basa-
das en la experiencia de Calderón como autor de 
comedias, son las que pueden ayudar a resolver 
problemas de una lectura teatral de la comedia áurea 
en general y de la obra de Calderón en particular 
(Benabu 2003).  
          Por el año 1967, año en que Jones publicó su 
artículo, se analizaban las obras de Calderón ma-
yormente con estrategias aplicadas a textos litera-
rios, y las envergaduras de la teatralidad a las que 
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acabo de aludir se ocasionan a menudo por aproxi-
maciones a la obra de teatro como material literario 
más que representable. También hallamos el deseo 
de aplicar convenciones observables en otros teatros 
europeos del siglo XVII que no concuerdan con la 
concepción teatral que da forma al teatro español. 
(Benabu 2003) Por todo el desarrollo que se ha vis-
to en cuanto a la teatralidad del teatro áureo, vale la 
pena recordar el artículo de Jones y ponerlo al día. 
          Seguidamente cito una de las conclusiones de 
Jones:  
 

La interpretación del drama del Siglo de Oro español 
ha padecido con exceso de la comparación con otros 
teatros europeos modernos, en los que lo más impor-
tante es el estudio del carácter del personaje indivi-
dual, y en los que, la tragedia parece que se reconoce 
como el género dramático par excellence. El teatro de 
Brecht y su teoría dramática, inconsecuentes y confu-
sos como parecen a veces, pudieran servir para recor-
darnos que el mismo Aristóteles tiene dificultad en 
decidir si la epopeya era superior o inferior a la tra-
gedia, y que la tradición épica sobrevivió en el drama 
español del Siglo de Oro, que rechazó [en gran par-
te!] las reglas y convenciones que [gracias a] los es-
fuerzos de los teóricos italianos y franceses, vinieron 
a reconocerse como aristotélicos... Si Brecht entendía 
lo mismo por "épico" que Aristóteles y que los escri-
tores de poemas épicos, romances y comedias del Si-
glo de Oro -- si en verdad se les ocurrió emplear se-
mejante palabra -- sigue siendo discutible; pero sus 
argumentos en favor de un tipo de teatro abiertamen-
te didáctico, que evita la catarsis deliberadamente, y 
que explota la improbabilidad, pueden hacernos re-
flexionar de nuevo sobre el teatro del Siglo de Oro 
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antes de tratar de sacarlo de su condición de pariente 
pobre del drama europeo [mi enfasis], tratando de 
demostrar que era capaz de producir grandes persona-
jes y tragedias como los demás. (53)           

 
  No podemos pretender que una teoría brech-
tiana elaborada por primera vez alrededor de 1936 
(en un ensayo titulado “Verfremdungseffekte in der 
chinesischen Schauspiele") y desarrollada en mu-
chos escritos posteriores, pueda aplicarse en su tota-
lidad a un teatro compuesto más de tres siglos antes; 
sin embargo estas ideas sí pueden servir como pre-
misas de una exploración hermenéutica. Vale recor-
dar también que, en un caso, escribiendo sobre sus 
ideas, y en el otro, desarrollándolas en una conver-
sación, Brecht aludió al teatro clásico español (así 
lo llamaba él). Me refiero a su artículo "Vergnugst-
heater oder Lehrtheater" (teatro de entretenimiento 
y teatro de instrucción) escrito alrededor de 1936 y 
publicado en 1957 1 y a una conferencia que dio en 
Estocolmo en mayo del 19392: 
 

… el teatro de épocas anteriores, hablando desde el 
punto de vista técnico, también alcanzó resultados 
con los efectos de distanciamiento:  por ejemplo, el 
teatro chino, el teatro clásico español, el teatro popu-
lar de la época de Breughel y el teatro de la época de 
Shakespeare. (traducción de Jones, 41)           

 
Tales menciones nos dan una idea sobre los cono-
cimientos de Brecht; pero a la vez estamos cons-
cientes que no vamos en busca de influencias o con-
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fluencias sino de puntos de contacto.  
          No olvidemos tampoco la fascinación que el 
teatro clásico español y Calderón muy en particular 
mantuvo para la generación de Brecht. Me refiero a 
los escritos de Walter Benjamin, y a la centralidad 
de la figura de Calderón tanto en su Ursprung der 
Deutschen Trauerspiels como en la segunda versión 
de su ensayo “¿Que constituye el teatro épico?”, 
publicado en traducción inglesa bajo el título Un-
derstanding Brecht (17). No es que sorprenda la 
aceptación de la comedia áurea en Alemania dada 
su popularidad desde el siglo XVIII, en particular 
entre los románticos; popularidad que atraviesa la 
época del nazismo hasta llegar a los años cincuenta 
y sesenta del siglo pasado cuando, según Sullivan 
(414), se representó más a Calderón en Alemania 
que en España y América Latina. 
          El aspecto, llamémoslo “proletario”, de las 
comedias que se escribieron para los corrales del 
Siglo de Oro, juzgándolas mayormente por el públi-
co a quien se dirigían, el “vulgo”, como 1o apelli-
daba Lope de Vega con fingido desprecio, no puede 
evadir nuestra atención. Recordemos brevemente 
que tras el establecimiento del teatro público en Es-
paña en los últimos veinte años del siglo XVI, sur-
gen muchas pruebas de la gran aceptación de la co-
media por parte de los habitantes de las grandes 
ciudades de la península. Testimonios de dicha aco-
gida pueden medirse por los centenares de comedias 
que nos han llegado en forma impresa como por la 
amplia documentación sobre las representaciones 
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recogida maestralmente en la serie de Fuentes para 
la historia del teatro en España dirigida por John E. 
Varey y Norman D. Shergold. Desde 1579 hasta 
fines del siglo XVII los teatros se convierten en los 
centros principales para la diversión pública, 
reuniendo a espectadores de distintas clases sociales 
bajo un mismo cielo (por decirlo así!). Allí impera-
ban los mosqueteros y la disposición de plazas iba 
organizada conforme la diferenciación tanto social 
como sexual de los espectadores. La recepción tan 
exitosa por parte de los espectadores del siglo XVII 
viene a tener implicaciones importantes para el arte 
de hacer comedias. El contacto cotidiano con ese 
“vulgo”, así como con las compañías que represen-
taban las obras, afinaban la comprensión de un 
dramaturgo mediante la manera en que reaccionaba  
el “vulgo”. Así es que el teatro del XVII, sujeto a 
los límites de tiempo y espacio como cualquier otro, 
y dependiendo para su éxito de una aprobación 
coordinada por parte de los espectadores, demostró 
a los dramaturgos la importancia de sondear el gus-
to del público para obtener una recepción exitosa 
sobre las tablas. 
          Otro punto de contacto entre Brecht y los 
dramaturgos del XVII, visto ahora desde la perspec-
tiva de la Teoría de la Recepción, constata que el 
didacticismo en ambos nunca es, en palabras de Jo-
nes, "una forma cruda de moralizar" (42). Pense-
mos, en primer instante, en la recepción de las obras 
de ambos. En el caso de Brecht sabemos demasiado 
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bien que Madre Coraje, obra en la que Brecht de-
nuncia la explotación en tiempos de guerra, fue re-
cibida como "elogio de la indómita mujer de canti-
na, al parecer por un público sometido al peso de las 
convenciones en boga en la época, y por lo que 
Brecht se vio obligado a re-escribir varias escenas" 
(Jones, l). 
          De la recepción de Calderón en los corrales, 
tenemos pocos testimonios fiables; pero si se consi-
dera la recepción de la obra impresa por parte de la 
crítica, vemos que un peso parecido, ejercido pro-
bablemente por 1o que Jones ha denominado el 
complejo de ser "pariente pobre del teatro europeo" 
(53), ha conducido a lecturas desviadas hasta llegar 
a ignorar lo que el propio Calderón escribe textual-
mente. Un estudio mío reciente sobre La devoción 
de la Cruz de Calderón medía la distancia entre las 
lecturas críticas de la obra que no se atenían a la 
información teatral inscrita textualmente. (Benabu 
2017, 55-67), y donde mi orientación al texto de la 
obra se hacía siguiendo una directiva que el mismo 
Calderón da en los versos que cierran la comedia, 
pero cuya pertinencia hasta entonces había pasado 
por desapercibida.  
          Puede que las lecturas a las que aludo más 
arriba surjan de una especie de "reverencialidad" 
inspirada por el título de la obra; o por paralelos te-
máticos con otras obras calderonianas (paralelos, 
nótese, que para interpretarlos con precisión habría 
que situarlos en su propio contexto dramático); o 
por no considerar que el espectador del siglo XVII 
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como el de hoy iba al teatro principalmente para 
divertirse (así 1o señala Brecht con insistencia en 
sus primeros párrafos del A Short Organum for the 
Theater). O, tal vez en el caso de La devoción, por 
considerar que sólo la tragedia es género suficien-
temente elevado para tratar temas religiosos.  
          Pero donde Jones y yo diferimos es en la ma-
nera de ver cómo funciona el didacticismo del teatro 
del Siglo de Oro: 
 

Repetidas veces me ha parecido que en sus dramas 
serios Lope, Tirso y Calderón están influyendo en la 
gente, enseñándoles las relaciones entre un hombre y 
otro, subrayando modos de conducta que son útiles 
para el género humano, y enseñándoles en parábolas. 
(43) 

 
A mi ver, esto es querer acercar a Brecht a sus pre-
cursores del XVII de manera demasiado directa. El 
proceso de “instruir” al público empleado por los 
grandes dramaturgos del XVII suele ser bastante 
más intrincado que lo sugerido por Jones en 1967, 
como han demostrado desde entonces la teoría de la 
recepción y tantas aproximaciones a la comedia. 
Los dramaturgos de la época tampoco son amones-
tadores, como pudieran haberlo sido sus antepasa-
dos medievales y como lo es Brecht al final de La 
buena persona de Sezuán, pues no recurren a epílo-
gos, al estilo de Brecht en la obra citada, sino que 
sus finales son más integrantes.  
          La manera en que el dramaturgo áureo "ins-
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truía" a su público se manifiesta con más claridad 
en ciertos aspectos relacionados a la teoría del dis-
tanciamiento elaborada por Brecht, pues el final de 
una comedia a menudo hace consciente al especta-
dor de su condición de espectador, y por un proceso 
de distanciamiento le permite ver los fines didácti-
co-morales que puedan informar una comedia. 
Veamos, por ejemplo, EI Burlador de Sevilla de 
Tirso de Molina, obra con un contenido teológico 
bien marcado; bien marcado, es decir, por su teatra-
lidad al final, dado que fácil resulta pasar por alto 
este aspecto de la obra en su primera mitad.  
En las dos primeras jornadas vemos el efecto que un 
protagonista enérgico, listo y lleno de humor, ro-
deado como lo está de personajes grisáceos, ejerce 
sobre el espectador (Benabu 2003, 73-80). Su pre-
sunción crece de manera notable con el éxito que 
tienen sus burlas frente a Isabel, al rey de Nápoles, a 
su tío, el embajador de España, a Tisbea la pescado-
ra, y a su propio padre. Y el "montaje" que prepara 
en la segunda jornada, junto con la burla que lleva a 
cabo con el proyectado encuentro entre Mota y Do-
ña Ana, nos demuestran su talento de logrado direc-
tor de teatro (notemos como dirije esta última esce-
na ateniéndose a aspectos esenciales de un montaje 
tales como el ritmo de la acción, los movimientos 
de los personajes (blocking) y la vestidura. Por una 
parte don Juan parece convencido de su capacidad 
de tirar de todas las cuerdas a la vez; por otra el es-
pectador, a la vez seducido tanto por su ingenio y su 
humor como por su físico, aplaude este éxito.  
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Sin embargo al final, resulta claro que a don 
Juan se le revela como el "burlador burlado". Lo 
que queda menos claro, al menos textualmente, es el 
cambio que sufre el personaje después que da muer-
te al comendador. Hasta que la inesperada llegada 
del comendador, inesperada por no haberse previsto 
su salida en el "guión" de don Juan, le coge de sor-
presa. Y Tirso marca los efectos del encuentro ha-
ciendo desvanecer en un instante dos atributos que 
tan eficazmente caracterizan a don Juan en sus es-
cenas anteriores: su simpatía y su dominio de la pa-
labra. Su confianza deshecha por la muerte que da a 
don Gonzalo, le dirije a Catalinón tan sólo un "hu-
yamos", muestra del temor inspirado en d. Juan por 
una acción que no había previsto.  
          Tal vez para el lector el cambio pase desaper-
cibido, pero el espectador no puede menos que ma-
ravillarse de la repentina falta de locuacidad en don 
Juan.Y cuando vuelve a salir en el desposorio de 
Aminta y Batricio, el don Juan que presencia el es-
pectador es altanero, agresivo, incluso sadístico, y 
ciertamente carece de la gracia que había evocado 
anteriormente. Por medio de su antipática desfacha-
tez en el cuadro de la boda campesina, Tirso distan-
cia al espectador del personaje, y el proceso del 
desequilibro de su confianza se define textualmente 
más tarde con la acotación que acompaña al monó-
logo de don Juan tras su encuentro con la estatua: 
con pavor. Don Juan desciende al infierno, tras ne-
gársele su súplica del último momento que le con-
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cedan confesión, demostrando así el terrible final 
del pecador. 
          ¿Moraleja cruda? Lejos de esto. La técnica de 
Tirso en producir este cierre de comedia es mucho 
más sofisticada. El espectador complaciente bien 
pudiera contemplar no más que el castigo del peca-
dor;  el más agudo, tanto como los personajes bur-
lados por él, se daría cuenta que la primera víctima 
de don Juan es el mismo espectador quien, seducido 
por la atrayente y simpática cara del mal, suspende 
sus valores morales en el trascurso de la comedia. 
Dicho de otra manera, el poder seductor de don 
Juan, tan activo en la primera mitad de la obra me-
diante su humor, acaba por paralizar la capacidad 
del espectador de juzgar moralmente. Es precisa-
mente este distanciamiento entre espectador y per-
sonaje el que produce una reflexividad al cerrar la 
obra entre la voz muda del autor y el espectador, 
por la cual puede entenderse la religiosidad subya-
cente de la obra. En la época del desengaño, se invi-
ta al espectador a que viva el concepto mediante la 
experiencia teatral, contemplándose en el espejo de 
su propia especulación. 
          La autoreferencialidad del teatro del siglo 
XVII, del isabelino tanto como del español, lo sub-
raya también Walter Benjamin cuando trata del tea-
tro de Brecht: "epic theatre incessantly derives a 
lively and productive consciousness from the fact 
that it is theatre" (Benjamin 41). Ahí tenemos a 
Manrique, el gracioso de A secreto agravio, secreta 
venganza, que se guasea del público parodiando la 
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fórmula de clausura de una comedia, asaltando así 
sus expectativas convencionales: 
 

Y pues con tanta Gloria 
dama y galán se han casado, 
perdonad, noble senado, 
que aquí se acaba la historia. 

 
Lo que produce el efecto de disyunción aquí es que 
las palabras vienen al final de la primera jomada, y 
el público sabe que ha pagado por tres! 
          Los conceptos brechtianos aludidos hasta 
aquí y sin extenderlos más allá del anacronismo, 
tocan de forma muy particular el enfoque que aquí 
se hace sobre el héroe trágico del teatro clásico es-
pañol, y ofrece uno de los más importantes puntos 
de contacto entre los dos dramaturgos. La tragedia 
española del siglo XVII se ha distinguido entre las 
demás europeas por el hecho de que, en no pocas 
ocasiones, se le ha negado su existencia, basado en 
una premisa que la tragedia no puede florecer en 
una sociedad católica cuyos sus fines son incompa-
tibles con los valores de esa sociedad. Por ejemplo, 
Llorens hace unos cuarenta años podía afirmar:  
 

En realidad, la tragedia, como se ha dicho más de una 
vez, no es ni puede ser cristiana, y menos católica. 
Donde hay salvación y optimismo providencial no 
hay tragedia. (28) 

 
Afirmaciones de este tipo, o bien originadas en una 
comprensión estrecha del catolicismo del siglo 
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XVII por estudiosos al momento de comparar la 
tragedia inglesa o francesa con la española de la 
época, o bien recogidas sin comentarlas por sucesi-
vas generaciones, lograron dar una idea errónea, no 
sólo de la tragedia española, sino de los matices del 
siglo, también en lo que se refiere a su ambientación 
religiosa. Antonio Domínguez Ortiz pedía un reva-
loramiento de la España de Calderón en el tercer 
centenario del nacimiento del poeta celebrado en 
1981, y últimamente Alison Weber ha notado: 
 

...there was more room for ideological diversity in 
Counter-Reformation Spain than is generally 
acknowledged. Indeed, a growing number of literary 
scholars and historians have begun to challenge the 
widely accepted opinion of imperial Spain as a 
monolithic and unremittingly repressive society. 
(231) 3 

 

          Recurrir a las bases teóricas de Brecht, como 
lo sugirió Jones, puede servir para encaminar uno 
de los más asiduos debates que se ha producido en-
tre los estudiosos de la comedia del Siglo de Oro: la 
discusión en cuanto a la concepción del héroe trági-
co, o tal vez del protagonista que la crítica ha cons-
truido partiendo del texto impreso, y que puede di-
ferenciarse en mucho del que se construye al mo-
mento de montar la obra. Y es que, por ejemplo, el 
héroe trágico en el teatro del XVII, a menos leído 
tras una tradición interrumpida de la representación 
de la obra resulta tan problemático por las muchas 
contradicciones que parece encerrar en sí. Si así 
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fuere, jamás se hubieran podido representar de ma-
nera coherente sobre las tablas.  
          Consideremos el hecho de que los dramatur-
gos españoles no esbozan rasgos que exalten al per-
sonaje al abrir la obra, o al menos que hagan sobre-
salir las cualidades morales del héroe trágico al 
inicio. Comparando su técnica con la empleada por 
Shakespeare en Macbeth  y Otelo, y de manera más 
indirecta en Hamlet y El rey Lear, hay versos en las 
obras mencionadas que aluden a la calidad distin-
guida del héroe, incluso antes de que el mismo per-
sonaje salga a escena.  Pudiera decirse que al em-
plear esta forma de presentar a su protagonista, 
Shakespeare está siguiendo de manera muy ortodo-
xa la prescripción de Aristóteles en su Poética: que 
la tragedia debe medir la caída del héroe, por lo cual 
se le presenta al inicio como figura elevada. En el 
caso de Macbeth y Otelo dándole en la apertura una 
distinción militar, en el caso de Hamlet pintando 
una figura con exaltada nobleza, y en el caso de 
Lear aludiendo a sus pasadas glorias como rey. 
          Sin embargo en el caso de los héroes trágicos 
de la comedia áurea notamos que no se dan descrip-
ciones elogiadoras del que ha de convertirse en hé-
roe trágico: los maridos en A secreta agravio, El 
médico y El pintor de su deshonra por ejemplo, o 
Segismundo, que aunque no sea héroe trágico, tiene 
matices para serlo. Y cuando hay descripciones del 
personaje, como en el caso de Pedro Crespo en la 
primera jornada de El alcalde de Zalamea de Calde-
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rón o incluso del duque de Ferrara en el primer cua-
dro de El castigo sin venganza de Lope, más bien 
vienen a despistar al lector, a quien se le revela las 
cualidades trágicas del personaje solamente en el 
desarrollo paulatino de la acción. (Benabu 2015). 
Dicho de otra manera, la manera en que vienen des-
critos en la ordenación del texto, estos personajes 
carecen de una presentación que realce desde el 
inicio de la obra las cualidades del héroe trágico que 
se encuentran tradicionalmente en las escenas que 
abren una tragedia al estilo aristotélico. Sin embar-
go, dado lo problemático de la lectura del texto tea-
tral, concebido para ser representado y no única-
mente leído, no deja de llamar la atención la sofisti-
cación de los dramaturgos españoles del siglo XVII 
en trazar el proceso por el cual el protagonista se 
convierte en héroe trágico en el trascurso de la ac-
ción y frente al espectador.  
          Todo lo escrito hasta aquí me hace pensar que 
las conclusiones a las que llegó Jones en 1967 al 
enfrentar a Calderón y a Brecht no parecen ofrecer 
un enfoque ajustado sobre el teatro del siglo XVII. 
Verdad es que "el propósito de Brecht, como Mar-
xista, era naturalmente muy distinto del de los dra-
maturgos católicos de la España del siglo XVII" 
(Jones 52); sin embargo no estoy de acuerdo con 
que "la concepción de Brecht se limitaba a la vida 
de este mundo, mientras los españoles veían a la 
sociedad humana sólo como una realidad pasajera" 
(Jones 53). Muy fácil resulta aplicar una visión de-
masiado general de un catolicismo decimonónico al 
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catolicismo de la época de Calderón, como hemos 
visto más arriba. (Benabu 2003, 9-19)  De "sociedad 
humana solo como realidad pasajera" poco! Los de-
bates producidos por los problemáticos cierres de 
obras como EI médico de su honra y El alcalde de 
Zalamea desvalorizan esta conclusión, pues la vi-
sión trágica que encierran demuestra que las premi-
sas que dan forma al mundo de la obra se desinte-
gran al final (Benabu 2003, 52 y 62-63). Y esto in-
forma tanto al espectador de la comedia áurea como 
al de Brecht. 
          El héroe trágico del teatro del XVII español, 
si es que nos acercamos a él según lo que Brecht 
denominó Einfuhlung (lo cual produce la catarsis 
del teatro aristotélico), sólo ha sucitado juicios tan 
contradictorios sobre la página como los que se han 
hecho de Gutierre en El médico y de Pedro Crespo 
en El alcalde. (Benabu 2003, 36-63)  
          De todos modos, la impresión de un Calderón 
ortodoxo, tan severo como lo representan los pocos 
retratos que de él nos han llegado y que Jones pare-
ce respaldar, debería deshacerse frente a lo humorís-
tico de sus comedias cómicas así como sus persona-
jes cómicos, y su fino sentido de la teatralidad en su 
testamento donde prescribe las acotaciones de su 
propio entierro. 
           Si los fines de la épica aristotélica (en con-
frontación con los de la catarsis) hacen del especta-
dor un miembro activo y útil de la sociedad por me-
diación del ejemplo, entonces los personajes del tea-
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tro del XVII tal como Pedro Crespo pueden servir, 
no sólo como figuras que evocan la compasión por 
su condición de personaje trágico, sino como reto a 
una toma de conciencia por parte del espectador de 
la época, del individuo como víctima  del declive en 
que su sociedad del XVII había caído. Declive que 
se deja vislumbrar tras una irónica inversión del 
sentido de reconciliación que suele marcar el cierre 
del género cómico:  por ejemplo el triste matrimo-
nio de Gutierre a Leonor forjado por el Rey al final 
de El médico y la alcaldía concedida a Pedro Crespo 
en el momento en que pierde la familia que tanto 
intentaba proteger desde el principio de la obra. Vi-
sión socio-histórica también que produce un efecto 
de distanciamiento, pero muy diverso al propuesto 
por Brecht en el siglo XX para responder a un con-
texto socio-político muy distinto. 
 
 
NOTES 
 

1. Ver Brecht Schriften, 105. 
2. Ver Hultberg, 208-209 
3. Además deberíamos señalar que la falta de una 

tradición establecida de representar obras del Siglo de Oro ha 
resultado en actitudes muy marcadas basadas en la manera de 
leer los textos dramáticos de la época más bien que en su re-
presentación. Hasta hace unos veinte años, antes de la creación 
de la Compañía de Teatro Clásico se admiraban estas obras 
como parte del patrimonio cultural de los españoles, pero una 
actitud de respeto tan sólo a menudo no hace más que diluir el 
impacto de una obra, ya que no conduce necesariamente a una 
mayor comprensión de la misma. Al contrario, suele producir 
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cierta frustración y hasta desdén porque el significado de la 
obra parece evadirse, hasta tal punto que los que se encargan 
de montarlas, sintiendo tal vez algo como un desconcierto por 
lo anticuado de la cosa, se ven obligados a enmendarlas. Y lo 
primero que se suele hacer al momento de montarlas es produ-
cir una "versión" del texto, que frecuentemente no resulta ser 
otra que una adaptación que ajuste el texto a la visión que él 
haya tenido algún director. Tomemos por ejemplo el montaje 
que hizo Marsillach con la Compañía de Teatro Clásico de EI 
médico de su honra de Calderón, al parecer, inspirado en parte 
en un cuadro de Magritte titulado "L'Assassin Menacé" de 
1927 [vease Sylvester, 208]). 
 

Obras citadas 
 

Benabu, Isaac. Reading for the Stage: Calderón and his 
Contemporaries. London: Tamesis Books, 2003. 

---. "La construcción del personaje teatral: el Duque de 
Ferrara en El castigo sin venganza." En El pa-
trimonio del teatro clásico español: actualidad y  
perspectivas. Homenaje a Francisco Ruiz Ra-
món. Ed. de Germán Vega, Héctor  Urzáiz y Pe-
dro Conde, Valladolid Olmedo: Universidad de 
Valladolid-Ayuntamiento de Olmedo-TC/12, 
2015 – Colección “Olmedo Clásico” 12, 233-
242.  

---. “Observaciones sobre el género dramático: El cierre 
y la aperture de La devoción de la cruz.” 
Anuario Calderoniano, 10 (2017), 55-67. 

Benjamin, Walter. Ursprung der Deutschen 
Trauerspiels.Berlin: Rowohlt, 1928.  

---. Understanding Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock. Lon-
don: NLB, 1973. 

Brecht, Bertolt.  A Short Organum for the Theater. En 



__________________________________________ 
  Benabu                      69         

 

Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aes-
thetic. Ed. and trans. John Willett. London: 
Methuen, 1964. 

---. Schriften zum Theater. Ed. Frankfort, 1963.  
Domínguez Ortiz, Antonio. "La España de Calderón." 

En Calderón: Actas del congreso internacional 
sobre Calderón y el teatro español del Siglo de 
Oro. Ed. Luciano Garcia Lorenzo, 3 vols. Ma-
drid: CSIC, 1983. I,19-35. 

Dunn, Peter N. "Patrimonio del alma", Bulletin of 
Hispanic Studies, xli (1964), 78-85. 

Fox, Diane.  Refiguring the Hero: from Peasant to Noble 
in Lope de Vega and Calderón. University Park, 
Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991. 

Hultberg, Helge. Die aestetischen Anschauungen Bertolt 
Brechts. Copenhague, 1962. 

Jones, Cyril 0. "Brecht y el drama del Siglo de Oro en 
España." Segismundo, 5-6  (1967), 39-54. 

Llorens, Vicente. Aspectos de la literatura española. 
Madrid: Castalia, 1974.  

London, John. "Algunos montajes de Calderón en el ter-
cer Reich." En Texto e imagen en Calderón: 
Undecimo Coloquio Anglogermano sobre Cal-
derón. Ed. Manfred Tietz. Stuttgart: Franz Stei-
ner, 1998, 143-57. 

Parker, Alexander A. The Approach to the Spanish 
Drama of the Golden Age. London: The Hispan-
ic and Luso-Brazilian Councils, 1957. 

Parr, James A. "An Essay on Critical Method, Applied to 
the Comedia." Hispania, 57 (1974), 434-44. 

Pring-Mill, Robert D. F. "Los calderónistas de habla in-
glesa y La vida es sueño: Métodos del análisis 
temático-estructural."  En Litterae Hispanae et 
Lusitanae. Ed. Hans Flasche. Munich: Max 



__________________________________________ 
70        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

Hueber, 1968: 369-413. 
Regalado, Antonio. Calderón: Los orígenes de la mo-

dernidad en la España del Siglo de Oro. 2 vols. 
Madrid: Destino, 1995. 

Sullivan, Henry. Calderón in the German Lands and the 
Low Countries: His Reception and Influence, 
1654-1980. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983. 

Sylvester, David. ed. René Magritte: catalogue raisonné.  
Houston, Texas: Menil  Foundation, 1992. 

Varey, John E. and Shergold, Norman D.   Fuentes para 
la historia del teatro en España, London: Tame-
sis, 1982. 

Weber, Alison. "Between Ecstasy and Exorcism: Reli-
gious Negotiation in Sixteenth-Century Spain." 
Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 
23 (1993), 221. 



 71 

 
 
 
SPACE, PERFORMANCE, AND 
SUBVERSION IN SÓROR VIOLANTE DO 
CÉU’S VILLANCICOS 
 
                                           ANNA-LISA HALLING 

Brigham Young University 
 
 

 
 Critics rarely classify villancicos as a theat-
rical genre, focusing solely on their lyric character-
istics. For example, Ricardo Soto notes their 
“dance-like rhythms [and] expressive melodies” and 
defines them as a “musical and metrical form” (37). 
Likewise, Samuel Armistead describes them as 
“traditional lyric songs” (3) and Natalie Underberg 
calls villancicos “a type of Spanish lyric” (297). 
However, nuns such as Sóror Violante do Céu1 and 
Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz wrote their villancicos to 
be staged as plays. If we view these works merely 
as religious verse or “European folksongs” (Under-
berg 297), we minimize their purpose and artistry. 
Recognizing the performative and theatrical charac-
teristics of this genre can expand our understanding 
of early modern women’s writings. While Sóror Vi-
olante’s Rimas Várias, a collection of poetry origi-
nally printed in 1646, has been the subject of both 
classroom and scholarly discussion, there is no crit-
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icism on her villancicos, contained in Parnaso Lusi-
tano (1733). This article focuses on the performance 
aspects of Sóror Violante’s villancicos, such as 
characterization and dialogue.  

As texts written for performance in a con-
ventual space, they resisted the ways space can be 
organized in order to “reproduce gender differences 
in power and privilege” (Spain 233). Although con-
vents were built to contain and control, they also 
afforded nuns a safe space in which to express 
themselves in ways not allowed extramuros (outside 
of the convent walls). Indeed, the space of the con-
vent allows nuns to “give voice and assert radical 
subjectivity” (Soja 104). Only in the paradoxical 
space of the convent, in which one is subject to 
hegemonic discourse but also able to rebel against 
it, could these devout women take on new and for-
bidden identities, albeit temporarily. Studying these 
villancicos as performance pieces reveals that the 
convent space allowed nuns to play unexpected 
roles, defy traditional gender norms, and engage in 
theater in unique ways only possible intramuros 
(within convent walls).  
 
Villancicos as Theater 

The villancico’s strong ties with religious 
plays attest to its theatricality. Gilbert Chase con-
siders this genre to be the predecessor of  Spanish 
drama while St. Amour believes it links medieval 
drama with autos sacramentales. The neoclassic 
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playwright and theorist Leandro Fernández de Mor-
atín insists that religious dramatic presentations 
were reduced to “unos breves diálogos mezclados 
con canciones y danzas honestas, que desempe-
ñaban los sacristanes, mozos de coro, cantores y 
acolitos” (qtd. in St. Amour 105). He does not see 
them as songs, but rather brief dialogues mixed with 
song and dance. They “became familiar to the peo-
ple as an element of official worship,” similar to the 
auto sacramental, and members of the clergy used 
them “in connection with liturgical services” (St. 
Amour 118-19). Sóror Violante’s Parnaso Lusitano 
(1646) is a two-volume work that contains two hun-
dred fifty-two villancicos in total.2 Their dialogic 
form, characterization, references to music, dance, 
and costuming, and their self-conscious nature all 
indicate that they were meant for performance.  

Many of these works celebrate people, 
events, and sacred objects that feature prominently 
in Catholic theology, such as saints, the Ascension, 
and the crown of thorns. Others center on the pro-
fession of new nuns.3 Sóror Violante dedicated sev-
enty-two villancicos to the birth of Christ, forty-
eight to the ascension of Christ, thirty-four to the 
Eucharist, and fifty-nine to John the Baptist.4 Others 
stand alone or as part of a much smaller set. These 
have titles such as A nuestra Señora del Rosario, A 
S. Juan Evangelista, A S. Jacintho de Polonia, Al 
Jordan, and A S. Luis Beltran. The variety of sub-
jects treated in the villancicos indicates that they 
were not Christmas carols, as the modern interpreta-



__________________________________________ 
74        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

tion of the word suggests. Rather, they were dra-
matic texts meant to be staged, as were loas, come-
dias, entremeses, and autos sacramentales. Because 
religious services featured the performance of vil-
lancicos, and because she lead a rich secular life 
before entering the convent,5 Sóror Violante was 
familiar with the genre6 and its staging, and this 
knowledge helped in the writing and staging of her 
own villancicos. Moreover, the introductory note 
that precedes the collection reads, “Contem varios 
vilhancicos, e letras para as solemnidades, e festas 
dos mysterios de Christo S. N. e de nossa Senhora, 
e de varios Santos, para se cantarem em os seus 
festivos dias” (37). In this way, Sóror Violante 
clearly indicates that she penned her works as per-
formance pieces. 

Analyzing Sóror Violante’s villancicos ac-
cording to the tenets of performance criticism7 
clearly reveals their theatricality. Although critics 
such as Johannes Fabian broadly define the term 
theatricality to include “performativeness in com-
munication, skills of representation, invention of 
forms of presentation, [and] actual performances” 
(212), I am more interested in the term as it relates 
to the dramatic text rather than the performance 
text.8 Thomas Postlewait and Tracy Davis identify 
theatricality as an important “interpretative model 
for describing psychological identity, social cere-
monies, communal festivities, and public specta-
cles” (1). While it may hold true, as Postlewait and 
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Davis insist, that “the idea of theatricality has 
achieved an extraordinary range of meanings” (1), 
in the context of this study I am limiting this con-
cept for use as an interpretive and analytical tool. 
When the term “theatricality” appears here, it is in 
reference to what Matthew Stroud calls “perfor-
mance signs imbedded in the texts themselves” 
(27), and what Edward Friedman refers to when he 
advocates identifying “the micro-signs or network 
of signifying systems that comprise the performance 
text” (57). In other words, anything that evidences 
the dramatic nature of the text, while distinguishing 
it from prose and poetry, contributes to its theatri-
cality. In these villancicos, elements necessary for 
performance, such as dialogue, costuming, and 
characterization, prove their dramatic nature and 
show how they fit within the framework of theater 
as a genre. 

 
Nuns Playing Surprising Roles 

Arguably the most essential element of a 
performance text is acting. Indeed, Edwin Wilson 
and Alvin Goldfarb argue that “acting is at the heart 
of all theater,” (9) and Sóror Violante’s villancicos 
are no exception to the rule. As with the great ma-
jority of contemporaneous theater, both secular and 
religious, these dramatic texts contain no explicit 
stage directions. Rather, the setting and the names 
of the characters are found within the verses them-
selves. Despite the absence of stage directions, 
small hints within the works allow us insight into 
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how the performers might have played their roles.9 
Acting is implied, since the characters are well-
known religious, mythological, or stock figures, 
such as John the Baptist, nymphs, and shepherds. 
These roles would have been familiar to both the 
audience members and the performers, so that ex-
plicit instructions on how to play these roles were 
unnecessary. The performers would have acted ac-
cording to a general understanding of characters 
such as these, thus contributing greatly to the theat-
ricality of the production.  

Danièle Becker supports this argument by 
referring to the performers of villancicos as “‘ac-
tors’ in the dramatic presentations” (qtd. in Laird 
19). Since Sóror Violante wrote these villancicos in 
the convent, and since many of them specifically 
reference their own performance in the Convento da 
Rosa,10 the nuns certainly participated in staging 
many of them. As in other convent plays, many of 
these texts directly reflect the space intramuros by 
providing allusions to and commentary on convent 
life, suggestive of the fact that space is not meant 
“to be read and grasped,” but rather “to be lived by 
people with bodies and lives” (Lefebvre 143). In 
other words, the practices and the people that occu-
pied the convent space made their way into the 
theater produced there. For example, in El alma, y 
Dios en la Ascencion, Villancico XXXVII, the soul 
speaks of God as her husband, saying, “Mi Dios, mi 
Señor, mi esposo, / Porque me dexais tan presto?” 
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(205). Since nuns symbolically wed Christ upon 
taking their vows, the relationship between the soul 
and God lies at the very heart of female monasti-
cism.  

Nuns not only played parts such as Alma 
and Dios, they also embodied roles such as gypsies, 
shepherdesses, nymphs, and even the Turkish Ali 
Baxá and Don Juan de Austria. Although some of 
these works may have been performed extramuros 
by secular actors, many of Sóror Violante’s vil-
lancicos, like other convent plays, afforded female 
religious the opportunity to play roles and charac-
ters that otherwise would have been prohibited. In 
fact, not even secular Iberian actresses could play 
men’s roles, despite the popular mujer varonil tradi-
tion, and they could certainly not portray divine 
male figures. This points to what Margaret Greer 
calls “the unsettling power of theatre” (402). Greer 
explains that during the early modern period, one of 
the most common complaints in relation to the thea-
ter was “the affront to decency posed by having 
immoral actresses represent the Virgin Mary, or 
seeing lowly actors play kings and saints” (402). 
This polemic, perhaps defined as a lack of verisi-
militude, disturbed theatergoers. Within the walls of 
the cloister, however, there is no evidence that nuns 
masquerading as warriors or even divinity was dis-
turbing to the spectators. Thus, Sóror Violante and 
her sisters were able to utilize their cloistered state 
to their advantage, working against what Daphne 
Spain identifies as “spatial segregation,” which is 
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“one of the mechanisms by which a group with 
greater power can maintain its advantage over a 
group with less power” (15). These works allowed 
nuns, a group with less power, to challenge the tra-
ditional patriarchal hierarchy in a unique way. 

Some of Sóror Violante’s villancicos also 
highlight a self-consciousness in which the dramatic 
spectacle recognizes itself as such. For example, 
one of her villancicos, Al Jordan, Villancico 
XXXXIX, begins with an invitation to listen to the 
“comedia,” and the beginning verses function much 
as would a loa. The actor invites the audience 
members to participate by stating, “Vengan a la 
comedia / Que en el Jordan se hace” (370). The 
playwright also utilizes the characters to discuss the 
author of the “comedia,” which, in this case, is God. 
The second voice asks, “Quien es el autor della?,” 
to which the first voice responds, “El que todo sabe, 
/ Por ser Autor de todo, / Y en todo incomparable” 
(370). In this way, the playwright both references 
the act of writing and alludes to theatrical produc-
tion, since an autor could denote both author and 
director, in the context of the theater. In other 
words, God both penned the script and oversaw its 
execution. Yet another work, Al Nascimiento, Vil-
lancico XXI , which the playwright dedicated to the 
birth of Christ, begins, “A la comedia, Señores, / 
Señores, a la comedia, / Que es rara la compañia, / 
Y la historia verdadera” (64). By comparing her 
works to comedias, the playwright invokes the 
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common experience of her spectators and prepares 
them to receive the action of the villancico in the 
same way as they would a secular theatrical produc-
tion. Consequently, they should be ready to listen, 
watch, interpret, and internalize. Indeed, the specta-
tors themselves help to define the work and the per-
formance space as theatrical, since “Theatre con-
sists of human beings in a defined space watched by 
other human beings, and it is this reality that consti-
tutes the basic apparatus of theatre” (McAuley 245). 
This invitation to participate also allows Sóror Vio-
lante to utilize the comedia as a metaphor, compar-
ing the autor to God, the dama to the Virgin Mary, 
and her son, the “Infante divino” (65), to Christ.11 
She also references “la segunda jornada” and 
“apariencias” (65) in her text, both clear allusions to 
comedia performance, and declares “Victor a la 
comedia” (66) in the last stanza. 

Despite the enclosed space in which Sóror 
Violante produced her plays, her works highlight an 
awareness of public theatrical space and tradition 
outside of the convent. This allows her to call upon 
the common knowledge of this theatrical tradition 
as she creates a space, literally and figuratively 
speaking, for her unique oeuvre. For example, her 
villancicos reference the conflict of appearance ver-
sus reality, a common trope in the Spanish Come-
dia, which usually manifested itself in the form of 
cross-dressing, as well as engaños and desengaños. 
Unlike the commercial stage however, the convent 
space is the one place where “las apariencias son 
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todas realidades” (Violante do Ceo 862). Only be-
hind convent walls can the spectators truly trust 
what they see and hear. The word apariencias could 
also refer to the theatrical convention of uncovering 
or revealing a surprise on the stage, such as an actor 
or an object central to the play’s meaning.12 Beyond 
this self-referentiality, Al Nascimiento, Villancico 
XXI also reveals its metatheatricality through its 
subject matter, as it deals with the baptism ritual. 
This ordinance itself is a type of theatrical represen-
tation, since it replicates the actions of Christ and 
symbolizes both the cleansing of sin and the begin-
ning of a new life. Indeed, all religious rituals and 
sacraments are theatrical in nature, from the Eucha-
rist to marriage, and their participants are actors of a 
sort.  

 
Profession as Performance 

In the case of convent life, no practice was 
more theatrical than a novice nun taking her vows. 
A novice nun utilizes specific performative lan-
guage as she promises to live a life of poverty, celi-
bacy, and obedience, reminiscent of an actor recit-
ing his lines. Her habit is a kind of costume, imbued 
with meaning and symbolizing her commitment. 
Even her actions are scripted as she makes certain 
signs and pays obeisance to the unseen bridegroom. 
Many nun playwrights, such as Sor Cecilia del 
Nacimiento, celebrated this symbolic marriage to 
Christ through their dramatic works, and Sóror Vio-



__________________________________________ 
Halling                      81         

 

lante was no exception. The last twenty-one vil-
lancicos in her collection are all dedicated to specif-
ic nuns taking their vows. The titles of many of 
these works indicate both the name of the novice 
and the day she entered the convent.  

For example, the first of these is titled A la 
profession de una Religiosa, llamada Sor Ana de la 
Luz, en dia de la Concepcion immaculada de N. S., 
indicating that Sor Ana professed on the day Catho-
lics celebrate the Immaculate Conception.13 Yet an-
other reveals that a nun named Doña Margarita de 
Silva professed in the Convento de Santa Ana in 
Lisbon on the day of Padre San Francisco.14 Others 
divulge important information, such as family rela-
tions. This is the case with A la profession de D. 
Juana de Soza hija del Conde de Prado and A la 
profession de Beatriz de los Serafines por apellido 
Rosa. A few are simply dedicated to “una Religi-
osa” (499) or “dós hermanas” (500). The perfor-
mance of one of these dramatic works creates a pal-
impsest in which the theatricality of the rite itself 
forms the basis for the presentation of the villanci-
co. In fact, in the villancico dedicated to Sor Ana de 
la Luz, the playwright indicates that multiple fes-
tivities occur not only in the earthly sphere, but in 
the celestial realm, as well. She insists that “Dupli-
cadas fiestas haze / Oy la celestial region” (491) and 
that the celebration of the profession of the novice 
is a complement to the reverencing of the Virgin 
Mary.15 Thus, Sóror Violante creates a parallel be-
tween the mother of Christ and Sor Ana, as well as 
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between the convent space and Heaven itself. In this 
way, the playwright utilizes theatricality in order to 
sanction performance within the cloister. If God’s 
realm is also a theater of sorts, then space of the 
convent can be put to no better use. 
 
Conventual Performance Spaces 

Danièle Becker notes that villancico perfor-
mance was metatheatrical and self-conscious, as she 
points out that these “dramatic presentations” were 
addressed “to the public of the faithful” (qtd. in 
Laird 19). What is more, no fourth wall existed in 
the convent space, as was the case in theatrical 
spaces such as corrales, town plazas, and churches, 
all of which lacked a proscenium arch. In these and 
other settings, the audience became part of the pro-
duction because of their proximity to the perform-
ing space, which is due to the nature of early mod-
ern Iberian theater itself. The spectators sat or stood 
all around the actors and interacted with them, ei-
ther of their own accord or in response to cues given 
by the performers. In villancico performance there 
was an awareness of this theatricality and often-
times the players directly addressed the audience.  

Unlike in commercial theaters, however, 
theatricality in the convent is not produced by the 
space but rather must occur despite the space in 
which the actors perform. There is nothing about 
convent space that modern theatergoers would rec-
ognize as theatrical. There was no stage, no clearly 
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delineated seating space, no wings, and no back-
stage. Rather, the convent recreation room would 
have been a very inclusive space, used for multiple 
purposes, including theater, with no real separation 
between what McAuley calls ‘audience space’ and 
‘practitioner space.’ Nevertheless, the presence of 
actors and audience members, combined with theat-
rical production, can transform any space into a the-
atrical space.16 Speaking of this space as it relates to 
spectators, McAuley argues that the spectator main-
tains a “dual consciousness” because he or she is 
“present in the theatre, physically located in a given 
place, subliminally aware at all times of their sur-
roundings, the responses of their neighbors, and the 
materiality of stage, set, and performance, that the 
dramatic fiction is always undercut” (279). The oth-
er side of this coin, of course, is that the reality of 
the situation, in which the spectator recognizes the 
actors as such, is also undercut. This “dual con-
sciousness” vacillates between reality and fiction 
while giving credence to both. 

The various performance spaces possible in 
a convent setting brought the spectator and actor 
physically closer together than in a typical public 
playhouse. Unfortunately, as is the case with Sóror 
Maria do Céu’s cloister, also located in Lisbon, 
Sóror Violante do Céu’s convent no longer exists, 
having been destroyed by the great earthquake of 
1755 and the subsequent fires which ravaged Portu-
gal’s capital city.17 There are no extant architectural 
plans of the Convento da Rosa. Nevertheless, stud-
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ies of other convent spaces indicate that this cloister 
most likely housed a sala de recreio, similar to the 
one located in Sor Cecilia and Sor Maria’s convent 
in Valladolid. Maps of Lisbon before 1755 show 
that the convent is laid out much like its Iberian 
counterparts, with a central open patio surrounded 
by enclosed rooms, and attached to a larger build-
ing, presumably a chapel. It seems safe to say that 
convent construction did not vary greatly, and that 
the same essential spaces existed in all cloisters. 
Therefore, whether the nuns acted in the recreation 
room or the convent garden, the minimal distance 
between performers and audience members served 
to accentuate the liminal nature of theater, since it 
exists between fiction and reality. As McAuley ex-
plains, drama is involved in the play between “reali-
ty and unreality, absence and presence, here and 
not-here, now and not-now, and the spectator in the 
theatre enters into a game that stops this side of 
madness but that functions to throw into question 
our ‘normal’ modes of apprehension of the real” 
(255). This unique space and the constant shifting 
between reality and illusion allowed for a subtle yet 
powerful subversion.  
 
Subtle Subversions 

Only intramuros could these female reli-
gious embody lower-class women, mythical figures, 
non-Christian entities, male political leaders, and 
even divinity without fear of retribution. Henri 
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Lefebvre supports this idea by recognizing spatial 
practice as text, insisting that “spaces contain mes-
sages” (131). At the same time, Michel de Certeau 
focuses on spatial practice as tactics carried out in a 
space belonging to the Other, who necessarily func-
tions within the boundaries set by an extraneous 
force (37). The nuns took full advantage of their 
cloistered state by utilizing their enclosure to em-
power themselves through theater and thereby 
claimed a voice of authority.  Even in cases when 
the nuns were not playing authoritative roles, the 
mere fact that their voices served to call to worship 
or repentance placed them in positions of power. 
This reflected the fact, as Asunción Lavrin explains, 
that “nuns had complete autonomy and exercised 
full control over themselves. The routine of daily 
life and the internal management of the convent 
were aptly carried out by a well-established hierar-
chy and respected order among the members of the 
community” (121). She also points out that “Con-
vents were the only known institutions that women 
ran by themselves; religious women assumed posi-
tions of responsibility which they would perform 
following their own sensibilities as women” (123). 
The villancicos evidenced the relative autonomy of 
the nuns by affording their players a voice with an 
import comparable to that of male clerics. For the 
most part, women governed themselves within the 
walls of the convent, notwithstanding the fact that 
this gendered space was subjected to male over-
sight. This governance even extended to religious 



__________________________________________ 
86        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

matters, such as those discussed in Sóror Violante’s 
works. 

This is evidenced by the fact that female re-
ligious claimed to communicate directly with the 
divine, eschewing clerical intercession. Lavrin ex-
plains that in the convent setting, “male figures ex-
ercised control over the nuns’ spiritual lives in ways 
that transcended their role as a source of religious 
guidance. They were the repository of the nuns’ in-
nermost thoughts, and they were trusted and valua-
ble advisors in all that mattered in religion” (9). 
Nevertheless, in villancicos such as Al Nascimiento, 
Villancico XXVI, these women could call directly 
upon their God and beseech him to listen to their 
praise. In this villancico, the speaker demands, 
“Oyga, Señor potentado / Del encarnado reboço, / 
Oyga el menor de sus triunfos, / Y el mayor de sus 
abonos” (72). They could also express tender feel-
ings of love for their maker by utilizing tropes and 
idioms that stem from the mystic tradition and are 
reminiscent of the language of courtly love.18 
Hence, the playwright references the vows she and 
her sisters took as brides of Christ, and utilizes their 
role as wives to foment a personal and intimate rela-
tionship with the divine. 

Sóror Violante’s villancicos defied early 
modern gender norms in other ways, as well. For 
instance, many of her works utilize language games 
in their praise, serving as a showcase for the play-
wright’s skill with rhetoric. On such example is Al 
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Nascimiento, Villancico XXXII. In this work, the 
characters each take a letter comprising Jesus’s 
name, and expound upon his virtues by way of allit-
eration.19 Deftly playing with language in this way 
directly counters the philosophies of early modern 
thinkers such as the Valencian Juan Luis Vives, 
who insists in his De institutione foeminae Christi-
anae that “While a woman may possess the ability 
to understand language, she is discouraged from 
developing the rhetorical tools that would permit 
her to employ language in any effective manner” 
(Carrión 12-13). Sóror Violante clearly defies this 
counsel through her writing, as did her sisters 
through their performance of the villancicos. Ga-
briela Carrión explains that not only were early 
modern women expected to be silent, but they were 
also to avoid communicating through gestures or 
facial expressions. Therefore, the sisters performing 
the villancicos also ignored Vives’s advice, since 
“Such a recommendation would be radically re-
versed by the exigencies of the dramatic genre that 
communicates precisely by means of such gestures” 
(Carrión 13). Thus, these dramatic works doubly 
defied gender norms of the day through both their 
language and their performance. 

The most striking example of playacting as 
subversion in Sóror Violante’s villancicos is El al-
ma, y Dios en la Acension, Villancico XXXVII. As 
in other convent plays, particularly those by Sor 
Marcela de San Félix, playing the role of Alma al-
lows the actor to stand in both for female religious 
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and humankind. Lavrin points out that in convent 
writing, “Nuns were intentionally portrayed as 
women strong in their determination and faith, a 
characterization that ran contrary to the weakness of 
character attributed to most lay women” (321). Ra-
ther than give in to traditional portrayals of women 
as weak-willed and feeble-minded, Sóror Violante’s 
Alma, although clearly subject to Dios as his will-
ing bride, both communicates her knowledge of 
Christ’s redemptive mission and expresses her deep 
and constant feelings of love for Him. Although 
Alma’s initial interactions with Dios are inquiries, 
they stem not from ignorance. Rather, she intends 
for them to function as rhetorical questions. She 
asks her beloved why he must leave her so soon and 
why he must return to the heavens from whence he 
came. When he answers that he will never truly 
leave her and that his earthly undertaking has been 
fulfilled, she replies, “Bien sé, Señor, que venistes / 
Solo a padecer tormentos” (205). She entreats him 
to stay, but when he insists that he can help her 
from afar, she responds, “Bien sé, dueño soberano / 
Que es vuestro poder inmenso” (205). Later, Dios 
praises both Alma and the religious women she rep-
resents when he declares, “Dichosa el alma, que sa-
be / Dar a su amor tal empleo” (206). Their con-
stancy in the love they feel for Christ starkly sub-
verts contemporaneous stereotypes and negative 
characteristics, such as fickleness, supposedly in-
herent to women. 
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The character of Alma is not unique to Sóror 
Violante’s drama,20 but the character of Dios most 
certainly is. Other convent plays do indeed feature 
divine figures, but usually indirectly.21 Nun play-
wrights will portray Christ as a shepherd or a bride-
groom, but only this villancico features God as him-
self. Lavrin argues, “The cloisters were unique fe-
male worlds with an idiosyncratic blend of beliefs 
and religious observance, social consciousness and 
social practices” (18). This particular villancico re-
flects Lavrin’s insistence that the unique convent 
space allowed an idiosyncratic blend to flourish. No 
other early modern setting would permit a woman, 
religious or secular, to directly portray a divine fig-
ure.  

Although it may be true that “‘Gendered 
spaces’ separate women from knowledge used by 
men to produce and reproduce power and privilege” 
(Spain 3), the convent also enabled a different kind 
of knowledge to thrive. Rather than focusing on the 
official and formal aspects of the Catholic faith, 
these villancicos emphasize the more personal fac-
ets of the religion. Within the cloister, women did 
indeed participate in ceremonies, rituals, and sacra-
ments deemed essential for salvation. Nevertheless, 
many female religious also engaged in personal 
communication with the divine, as they operated, 
for the most part, beyond the reach of church and its 
ecclesiastical leaders by creating and living in the 
liminal space between orthodoxy and heresy. As 
Lavrin observes, the convent was “a territory de-
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signed for women, populated by women, and 
shaped by them in their own fashion, despite the 
intrusion of male oversight” (355). Sóror Violante 
skillfully employs the language of the mystical tra-
dition in order to successfully navigate the poten-
tially subversive convent space while still holding 
true to official church doctrine.  

This tactic falls in line with Certeau’s insist-
ence that such devices are “an art of the weak” (37) 
used to resist hegemonic systems of power. Certeau 
explains that a method such as this “must vigilantly 
make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions 
open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers. 
It poaches in them. It creates surprises in them. It 
can be where it is least expected. It is a guileful 
ruse” (37). In other words, despite the orthodox ap-
pearance of Sóror Violante’s dramatic works, we 
find in them a feminist undercurrent sustained and 
supported by the convent space itself. Nowhere is 
this more evident than in the surprising Villancico 
XIII, dedicated “A nuestra Señora del Rosario,”22 
which calls for the actors interpreting the piece to 
play the roles of the Catholic Don Juan of Austria 
and a Turkish Muslim named Ali Baxá.23 

Since we know that in other convents, such 
as Sor Cecilia and Sor María’s convent in Valladol-
id, the nuns employed costumes and props in their 
performances, we can infer that the nuns in the 
Convento da Rosa must have also utilized costum-
ing elements in order to identify themselves as the 
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two military leaders. Something as simple as a 
sword, a sash, or a headdress could have sufficed to 
transform a nun into a powerful male figure. The 
audience, of course, would have recognized the 
players simultaneously as actors and as the charac-
ters they portray, indicative of one of the ‘dangers’ 
of theater. McAuley expounds on this concept, ex-
plaining that, “Theatrical performance occurs live, 
in real space and time, and the fiction (to the extent 
that there is one) is always grounded in the lived 
reality of both performers and spectators” (252). 
The reality of the actors and the place where they 
perform, yet another manifestation of Certeau’s as-
sertion that space is a “practiced place” (130), com-
bined with the willing suspension of disbelief of the 
audience, designates convent space once again as a 
paradoxical geography and allows the playwright to 
‘poach’ in the cracks of proprietary powers. 

 
Military Motifs and Pastoral Playacting 

The nun actors played both female religious 
leaders and male military commanders, embodying 
an oxymoronic juxtaposition of humility and pride, 
impotence and power, weakness and strength. They 
could simultaneously fulfill their role as brides of 
Christ and live vicariously through their characters, 
all while reinforcing their own faith. In point of 
fact, female religious often employed the warrior 
metaphor to understand and discuss their experi-
ence, comparing spiritual struggles to the hardships 
of war. 24 Asunción Lavrin explains that by the time 
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a young novice takes her vows, “love has already 
waged a battle to defeat worldly temptations[.] The 
metaphor of triumph and conquest over self and evil 
conferred on nuns as women of valor and strength 
of soldiers sustained by the love of Christ” (91). 
Thus, the portrayal of military men fighting for 
what they believed to be right helped furthered the 
nuns’ understanding of their own trials and tribula-
tions. This is because these women had, in fact, al-
ready conquered in their own right, and continued 
to wage war against the evils of the world and, 
sometimes, even against themselves. Notwithstand-
ing the appropriate nature of the metaphor, a wom-
an could never have played such a role outside the 
confines of the convent.  

This particular use of a military motif was 
not the only surprising way in which the playwright 
undermined the notion that “Both sexes subscribe to 
the spatial arrangements that reinforce differential 
access to knowledge, resources, and power: men 
because it serves their interests, and women because 
they may perceive no alternative” (Spain 18). Yet 
another of Sóror Violante’s works calls upon the 
very Portuguese tradition of naval exploration. One 
of the few that the playwright penned in her mother 
tongue, A nossa Senhora do Rosario, Villancico XI 
begins by inviting the audience members25 to set 
sail “No mar da mais bella Aurora, / Que sendo o 
mar de Maria, / Será o porto o da Gloria” (296). The 
poetic voice calls upon the spectators to navigate 
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fearlessly towards the divine North Star, the Virgin 
Mary, in order to arrive at the port of Glory by sail-
ing in the ship of the Rosary upon seas of roses.  

Still another villancico, A nuestra Señora 
del Socorro, Villancico II, evokes the motif of war 
once again as it rouses its listeners with cries of 
“Animo a la pelea / De los peligros varios, / Que 
tenemos socorro soberano” and “Terminen la bata-
ria / Los contrarios más forçosos, / Que la Reyna de 
los Cielos / Nos assegura despojos” (306). A third 
play, Al Arcangel S. Miguel, Villancico I, dedicated 
to the archangel Michael and part of a set meant to 
be performed during the celebration of the “Santos 
da Gloria,” calls yet again upon the traditional war 
metaphor. The speaker identifies Michael as “Capi-
tan divino” and “bello guerrero” and urges him to 
“Salid, salid a campaña” (311) in order to defeat the 
malevolent Luzbelo, or Satan. Although in these 
cases the performers do not play the part of the mar-
iner, the warrior, and the divine captain, these vil-
lancicos nevertheless allow the nuns to utilize the 
language of war. Al Arcangel S. Miguel even echoes 
the exchange between Ali Baxá and Don Juan when 
the poetic voice declares, “Al arma, al arma, / Guer-
ra, guerra” (312). These examples indicate that 
through the performance of these dramatic works, 
nuns could simultaneously be sailors, soldiers, and 
sisters. 

Not only could Sóror Violante and the other 
nuns in her convent break gender roles through their 
acting, but they could escape the constraints of their 
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socio-economic status, as well. They could call on 
the popular pastoral tradition as they played shep-
herds and shepherdesses, as in many of the large 
number of villancicos dedicated to John the Baptist. 
In A S. Juan Baptista, Villancico VII, the speaker 
announces to her fellow “Zagalejas,” “Muero de 
amores por Juan” (318), reminiscent of secular pas-
toral plays centered on the love between a shepherd 
and a shepherdess. The second voice in A S. Juan 
Baptista, Villancico VIII calls upon the other “Zaga-
las” in the play to dance “Un bayle de dós en dós” 
(320) in honor of the Baptist. A S. Juan Baptista, 
Villancico X conflates the difference between the 
fictional shepherdesses and the actual nuns partici-
pating in the performance as it entreats “Virgenes” 
(323)26 to applaud and celebrate the saint, both in 
their playacting and their real life. Perhaps most 
tellingly, several of the villancicos in this particular 
section call upon the performers to sing and dance. 
These actions would presumably not have been 
based on the courtly dances and songs of the time 
period, acceptable for the middle and upper-class 
women inhabiting the Convento da Rosa, but rather 
upon a more rustic performance tradition. In fact, A 
S. Juan Baptista, Villancico XI even indicates what 
instruments should be used. It reads, “Hagan fiesta 
los zagales / Con sonajas, y rabel” (323).27 It also 
designates that the saint should be praised “Con fi-
estas, bayles, y danças” (323) and that the partici-
pants should applaud him and sing his praises as 
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“Victor.” This singing, dancing, applauding, and 
playing instruments stand in stark contrast to our 
notion of convent life. Yet it was precisely the clois-
tered space that allowed for such revelry to occur. 
The nuns’ enclosure, meant to control them, often 
served to free them. 

 
Conclusion 

Lefebvre astutely notes “Among non-verbal 
signifying sets must be included music, painting, 
sculpture, architecture, and certainly theatre, which 
in addition to a text or pretext embraces gesture, 
masks, costume, a stage, a mise-en-scène — in 
short, a space” (62). Each of the theatrical elements 
in Sóror Violante’s works, then, serves as signifiers. 
This supports Spain’s statement: “Everything that 
occurs onstage is perceived as potentially meaning-
ful by spectators” (42). Meaning is not limited to 
the plot and the action, but also includes props, cos-
tumes, and any other element used to enhance the 
performance. Along the same lines, Certeau asserts 
that “popular procedures (also ‘miniscule’ and quo-
tidian) manipulate the mechanisms of discipline and 
conform to them only in order to evade them” (xiv). 
In the case of the villancicos, it is not necessarily 
the quotidian that manipulates the mechanisms of 
discipline, but the theatrical. The clear orthodoxy of 
praising John the Baptist allows for the surprising 
unorthodoxy of singing, dancing, and acting nuns, 
and the unorthodoxy of these actions challenges, in 
a subtle way, the Catholic Church’s insistence on 
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controlling and enclosing female religious. This en-
closure resulted in a “self-ruled society of women” 
(Lavrin 352) that did not fully submit to patriarchal 
institutional authority, but rather utilized its margin-
al position to explore identities and modes of ex-
pression not afforded to secular women. 

Sóror Violante’s villancicos were clearly 
theatrical, as evidenced by the singing, dancing, 
costuming, and acting they required. They also re-
veal what Lavrin calls, “a common language: that of 
cloistered women whose confined lives shaped their 
thematic choices and modes of expression” (348). 
The physical environment of the convent and the 
practices carried out there affected every aspect of 
the villancicos. Some are more obviously theatrical 
than others, but Sóror Violante wrote her villancicos 
with performance in mind, thus designating the 
convent as a theatrical space and involving all the 
nuns in their production. McAuley points out; 
“Theatre is a place where fiction and reality come 
together to problematize each other. What is pre-
sented in performance is always both real and not 
real, and there is constant interplay between the two 
potentialities, neither of which is completely real-
ized” (127). On the one hand, it was acceptable for 
the nuns to take on forbidden roles because the 
spectacle was not real. On the other hand, it was 
dangerous precisely because of the element of reali-
ty that exists in theatrical productions. The space is 
not the only element that feeds into this oxymoronic 
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dichotomy; the performance itself also contributes. 
If we subscribe to the idea that “spectators in the 
theatre both believe and disbelieve” (McAuley 39), 
allowing the audience to recognize the players sim-
ultaneously as actors and as the characters they por-
tray, then convent theater is indeed subversive. Lit-
erary critics have largely ignored these villancicos 
for almost three hundred years, but their dramatic 
and theatrical nature allowed for a radical subjectiv-
ity to thrive. They deserve to be reexamined and 
reevaluated. 
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NOTES 
 

1. Although we know very few details of her life, 
Sóror Violante do Céu (1601?-1693) entered the convent of 
Nossa Senhora da Rosa da Ordem do Grande Patriarca Santo 
Domingos in 1630, and lived and worked there until her death 
in 1693. 

2. Unfortunately, one hundred sonnets, the thirteen 
canciones, nine silvas, four elegies, four epistles, three octa-
vas, thirty-five deprecaçams, eight romances, twenty-two re-
dondillas, and one decima also contained in this collection 
have yet to be published in a modern edition. She also wrote 
Romance a Christo Crucificado (1659), Soliloquio ao S.S. 
Sacramento (1662), Soliloquios para antes, e depois da 
Comunhão (1668), and Meditaçoens da Missa (1689) (Da 
Costa e Silva 69). To my knowledge, none of these works is 
extant. 

3. This is in keeping with the writings of other con-
temporaneous convent dramatists, such as Sor Cecilia del 
Nacimiento, Sor Marcela de San Félix, and Sor Francisca de 
Santa Teresa. 

4. Because so many of the villancicos share the same 
title, they are listed both by their name and by the order they 
are found in the set. For example, the third villancico in the set 
dedicated to John the Baptist is “A S. Juan Baptista, 
Villancico III.” 

5. Eleven years before taking her vows, she wrote her 
first play, which was performed for Felipe II (Felipe II of 
Spain) when he visited Lisbon in 1619 (Da Costa e Silva 58). 
She also had planned to marry Paulo Gonçalves de Andrade, 
but her grandfather, Gonçalo Nunes de Ávila, opposed the 
union (Vieira Mendes 11). 

6. Sóror Violante wrote other types of theater, as 
well. She penned the full-length comedias, La transformación 



__________________________________________ 
Halling                      99         

 

por Dios (a comedia written for Santa Eugénia), El hijo, espo-
so, y hermano, and La vitoria por la cruz. None of these plays 
is extant, since the catastrophic fires following the Lisbon 
earthquake of 1755 destroyed her convent and, presumably, all 
its contents. 

7. Performance criticism “treats the written text of a 
play as a script to be realized in performance” (Encyclopedia 
133) and takes into consideration the theatrical milieu in 
which they were written and the possibilities for their staging. 

8. Keir Elam clearly distinguishes between the two, 
stating that “performance text” references the theatrical (or 
performed) and “dramatic text” references the written text 
itself (3). 

9. For example, the first line of A S. Juan Baptista en 
el dia de su Degolacion, Villancico LIX reads “Olá 
Querubines divinos” (382), clearly indicating that the voices 
of the respuesta belong to heavenly cherubim. 

10. The villancicos that we know were performed in 
Sóror Violante’s convent are VILLANCICO XI: Al Santissimo 
Sacramento sobre el caso del robo del Señor en la Iglesia de 
S. Engracia de Lisboa en las fiestas de su desagravio, que en 
ella se hazen, y en el Convento de la Rosa por la Nobleza de 
la Corte (232), VILLANCICO VIII: Que canto una niña en el 
coro del Convento de la Rosa de Lisboa (293), and 
VILLANCICO: A la entrada de dós hermanas en el Convento 
de la Rosa en Lisboa (500). 

11. This, of course, reflects the Catholic assertion that 
Jesus and God are manifestations of the same divine being. 

12. Oftentimes in religious theater, the actors would 
reveal a religiously significant object onstage at a crucial 
moment, such as the Eucharist. 

13. Currently, this celebration is held annually on 
December 8. 

14. Since this particular profession occurred in 
another convent, it seems clear that Sóror Violante and her 
sisters, who lived in the Convento da Rosa, had contact with 
other female religious. It also speaks to the high regard in 
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which Sóror Violante was held, as this may have been a 
commissioned work. Other villancicos celebrate nuns who 
took their vows in the Convento del S. Baptista, the Convento 
de nuestro Padre S. Francisco, the Convento de Chelas, and 
the Convento de Santa Mónica. 

15. Sóror Violante compares the two with this stanza: 
Porque del Sol de Maria 
Soleniza el mismo Dios 
La Concepcion,  
Y de la luz de Ana bella 
La ventura superior, 
Pues subiendo a lo más alto 
Con dichosa profession, 
En splendor, y pureza 
Professa tambien de Sol. (491-92) 

16. McAuley distinguishes between ‘theatre space,’ 
defined as the physical place where the performance occurs, 
and ‘theatrical space,’ which is also referred to as ‘perfor-
mance space.’ This alludes to the idea that each production 
creates its own theatrical space, which includes both actors 
and spectators. 

17. The Museu da Cidade in Lisbon contains depic-
tions of the city as it stood before the fire. These clearly show 
the Convento da Rosa located on a hill, situated directly be-
neath the Castelo de São Jorge, which still stands overlooking 
the city. Built on the ruins of the convent in the second half of 
the 18th Century, the Prédio/Palacete Convento da Rosa still 
stands on Largo da Rosa and incorporates many of the 
architectural features of the original convent building 
(“Edifício”). 

18. In Al Nascimiento, Villancico XXVII, the per-
former refers to Christ as “Mi galan desenojado,” and calls 
him “tierno,” and “dueño de mis ojos” (73). 

19. The performer with the letter J calls him “jues” 
and “justo,” while the one who picked the letter S claims he is 
“Sol de justicia, suave / Seguro, y de luz suprema, / Sacramen-
to soberano, / Y sabedoria eternal” (83). 
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20. Alma also plays an essential role in Sor Marcela 
de San Felix and Sor Francisca de Santa Teresa’s coloquios 
espirituales. 

21. This occurs often in Sóror Maria do Céu’s alle-
gorical plays, in which Christ is represented indirectly. Sor 
Marcela, as well, utilizes allegory in order to indirectly treat 
sacred subjects. 

22. In this villancico, Ali Baxá begins the play by 
calling upon his troops to sound a bellicose trumpet so loudly 
that their enemies will know of the power of the Ottoman ar-
my. Don Juan answers by intimating that his rival’s action 
reveals his fear. Baxá, of course, refutes this notion by mock-
ing the weakness of the Christian army, noting that the Turks 
greatly outnumber them. Calling upon Catholic doctrine, Don 
Juan explains that true victory is not found “En baxeles, fle-
chas, y arcos, / Sinó en favors divinos / Sobre valores hu-
manos” (299). This is the victory that the Virgin Mary will 
grant them. This piques Baxá’s interest, and the two have a 
long repartee in which the Ottoman admiral asks pointed ques-
tions about the mother of Christ as Don Juan provides succinct 
answers. This dialogue does not only reveal Don Juan’s im-
movable faith, but it also alludes to Baxá’s insecurities about 
both his military and spiritual positions. When the Turk asks 
about the rosary, Don Juan explains that it contains “Altos 
mysterios,” to which Baxá apprehensively responds, “Puede 
mucho?” (299). The conversation ends as the two decide to 
put their respective faiths to the test in battle. Here two other 
voices take over the narration, one taking the side of the Turk-
ish troops and the other encouraging the Catholic soldiers. 
These two roles create dramatic tension as they engage in a 
verbal and rhetorical battle reflective of the actual confronta-
tion at Lepanto. They employ vivid color imagery, calling the 
sea “el ceruleo campo” and demanding, “Vistase de carmin el 
Oceano” (300). They also juxtapose the crescent moon of the 
Ottoman Empire with the shining sun of the rosary and ex-
claim the battle cry until it becomes clear that the Christians 
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have overcome their enemies. They ascribe this victory solely 
to the Virgin Mary. 

23. Also known as Ali Pasha, or Müezzinzade Ali 
Paşa in Turkish, he was the admiral of the imperial fleet from 
1569 until he led the Turks into the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. 
There his galley, Sultana, fought Don Juan’s ship, La Real, 
until he was shot in the head with a musket and subsequently 
decapitated by Spanish soldiers, who stuck his head on a pike 
in an effort to undermine the morale of the Ottoman troops. 

24. The military motif is present in other convent 
writings. For example, Bárbara Mujica points out that for Te-
resa de Ávila, “the reform was a war in which God was the 
supreme commander or captain general, she was a general, her 
collaborators were lieutenants, and the nuns and friars were 
soldiers. The vocabulary of war permeates her writing” (69). 

25. This villancico is addressed to “senhores” (296), 
which appears to indicate that it was intended for an audience 
comprised of both men and women. It is probable that Sóror 
Violante meant for the piece to be sung as part of liturgical 
service, and a nun most likely would have performed it from 
behind the grill separating the private convent space from the 
public chapel space. The nautical theme certainly would have 
resonated with the inhabitants of early modern Lisbon. 

26. Although it is true that widows sometimes opted 
for conventual life as a way to maintain the public notion of 
their virtue, many nuns entered the convent at a young age, 
supposedly having adhered strictly to the precepts of the 
Catholic Church, which banned sexual relations outside of 
marriage. Therefore, the nuns were assumed to be virgins, 
despite the fact that still others joined the convent precisely 
because they had lost their honor, whether due to their own 
actions or as a result of some kind of abuse. 

27. The sonaja is a type of rattle, and could be made 
with a wide variety of materials, from metal disks fastened to 
a curved piece of wood to a gourd filled with pebbles. The 
Real Academia Española identifies it as a rustic instrument. A 
rabel is a string instrument that originated in the Islamic world 
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and made its way to the Iberian Peninsula during the Middle 
Ages. It is a likely precursor to the modern-day violin and is 
still played in Chile. 
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“VOLVED LOS OJOS, Y VELLO”: STAGING 
COMEDIA CORPSES 

 
JANE W. ALBRECHT 
Wake Forest University 

 
 At or near the end of a number of Golden 
Age tragedies dead bodies are staged in a discovery 
scene.  I will consider the shape and function of this 
dramatic tableau mort in Lope de Vega’s El castigo 
sin venganza, Mira de Amescua’s Adversa fortuna 
de don Álvaro de Luna, Vélez de Guevara’s Reinar 
después de morir and Calderón de la Barca’s El 
médico de su honra, El alcalde de Zalamea, Las 
tres justicias en una, El pintor de su deshonra, El 
príncipe constante and Los cabellos de Absalón, 
point to a parallel scene in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 
Othello and King Lear, and also observe a discrep-
ancy in the works of Tirso de Molina. 1 The corpse-
discovery scene in the plays just named imitates 
Catholic burial practices in order to craft a secular 
ritual whose attraction is not religious, but symbol-
ic.  The scene gestures toward Catholic funeral and 
worship rituals, but remains in the realm of a secu-
lar ritual of the public theater, a purchased, sought-
after activity (Márquez Villanueva 33).2 It involves 
social actions that afford public reflexivity; its sym-
bolic language pushes toward the spectator real or 
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imagined social anxieties and tensions (Bell 75).3 
 The corpse-viewing scene harks back to Re-
naissance theater tradition, which derived from 
Senecan tragic convention and evolved into a set-
piece by the early seventeenth century.4 The revela-
tion of a dead body is a theatrical event contained 
within a larger cultural ritual: the corpse has great 
significance as the center of the Christian notion of 
transcendence. In sixteenth- century England, Cath-
olics’ foregrounding of the body in ritual faced in-
tense opposition from Protestants (Imbracsio 8-11).  
In the first half of the seventeenth century, coffins 
were used more and more in England to draw atten-
tion away from the corpse by hiding it from view 
and, in Protestant liturgy and prayers, emphasize 
instead the future transformation of the resurrected 
body (Imbracsio 11-13; Gittings 114).5 
          In contrast, the corpse-viewing ceremony of a 
traditional Catholic funeral is a time to honor the 
body, kneel and pray before it, and also reflect on 
the soul and on death.  The corpse is not an empty 
shell; it will be resurrected and reunited with the 
soul.  One’s personality and individuality will not 
be lost forever.  In order to attract worshippers, the 
post-Trent Catholic Church exploited the perfor-
mance of sacred rituals that involved viewing the 
dead.  The theatrical corpse-viewing scene imitates 
this and other rituals associated with Catholic prac-
tices, namely the contemplation and reverence of 
objects, such as skulls, all of which evoked a “de-
pendence on the sensory perception of external 
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forms so inimical to Protestants” (Zimmerman 101). 
 The Council of Trent had given permission 
to use images of the body in order to emphasize the 
doctrine of the transubstantiation: the spirit becomes 
flesh.  Jesuits and other religious “put in place a 
rigorous pedagogical program of the visual in which 
the theme of death played an important role” (Civil 
35).  Performing reflective contemplation before a 
painting of a saint’s martyrdom or a sculpture of the 
Crucifixion was the sort of activity expected to ef-
fect a change in people’s perceptions and interpreta-
tions.6 It was a ritualistic experience promoted by 
the Church in its attempt to engage spectators’ sens-
es and sensibilities and deepen their spiritual rela-
tionship with Christ and the martyrs.  The theatri-
cality of these Catholic burial practices and ritualis-
tic performances was not lost on Spanish play-
wrights, especially Calderón, nor on Shakespeare.  
Unsurprisingly, as the dramatist most closely identi-
fied with Baroque visual culture, Calderón is the 
device’s greatest exponent.7 
 Theatrical corpse viewing is inscribed with-
in a frame, a form of metacommunication that in-
volves a ceremonial style of speech; explicit state-
ments at the beginning and end of the action; and 
the distinctive use of metaphor (Bell 74). 8 The tab-
leaux are composed expressly to frame the scene 
within a scene, mirroring and ironizing the audi-
ence’s role as spectator / listener.  They contain a 
truth about performance: the actors are not talking 
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to each other, but to the audience.  The scenes under 
analysis share the following features: the display of 
a cadaver; a deictic like “esta” or “vuelve la vista” 
to initiate the ceremony; a command such as “ved-
lo” or “mirad” to focus the onlookers’ gaze; the 
overarching metaphor of seeing as understanding; 
and, typically, to close the ceremony a pronounce-
ment calling it a sad or tragic “spectacle,” a meta-
dramatic decree that highlights the “seeing as un-
derstanding” metaphor.  The audience is invited to 
view images in order to create images and to estab-
lish the relationship between the scene within the 
scene and the play.   
 It has long been recognized that framing is 
decisive in engaging viewers and molding their 
cognitive and emotional responses; all of the parts 
bracketed within the corpse-discovery scene point 
toward the spectator’s complicity in the act of inter-
pretation. 9  In the tableaux morts of the Golden 
Age Spanish, and Shakespearean, plays the frame 
encloses the propositions “This is death / this is not 
death.”  The viewer is induced to ask, what does 
this death symbolize? To paraphrase Gregory 
Bateson, the symbols do not denote death but do 
denote ideas for which death is an appropriate sym-
bol (184).The dead body on stage appears as a blank 
canvas on which to represent meaning, demonstrat-
ing, for example, the power of a state over its citi-
zens’ bodies; of fortune in human life; and of 
memory, both as a stimulus for revenge and, in 
Protestant cultures, as a consolation in the absence 
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of purgatory.  The corpse can also serve to lay bare 
the control that men hold over women’s bodies; 
through the lens of psychoanalytic theory, it can be 
seen to stand in for the female body (see Zimmer-
man). As McKendrick astutely noted several years 
ago, through a process of mimetic transference the 
corpse of a female victim of an honor killing may 
enact the Spanish obsession over limpieza de san-
gre.  The discovery scene prompts consideration of 
the meaning(s) of the body and the spectacle of the-
atrical death.      
 The first Spanish example I would like to 
consider, Lope de Vega’s El castigo sin venganza, 
employs framing when the Duke arranges to watch 
his wife be put to death, stating “quiero mirar el 
valor / con que a mi enemigo matas” (958a), and 
then view the two corpses after his son is also slain: 
“En tanta / desdicha aun quieren los ojos / verle 
muerto con Casandra” (959a).  Thus, they are re-
vealed upon the Marqués’s signal, “Vuelve a mirar 
un castigo / sin venganza” (959a).  The display of 
the corpses is a visual exemplum that focuses delib-
erate attention on the Duke and his destruction of 
his own child, a shocking theme that represents nat-
ural life in reversal, like the topos of incest itself 
(Henry 83-84).  It submits the honor code to inter-
rogation by stressing the Duke’s concern to protect 
his family name and legacy from the contagion of a 
blood curse, that mysterious, unmanageable portion 
of himself that he had passed to his son.  Since the 
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murderer himself stages the scene, the effect is akin 
to that of a painter standing before a painting to lay 
claim to and be awed by it, relayed in the Duke’s 
willful phrases “quiero mirar,” and “quieren los ojos 
verle,” and simultaneously exhibit it as an example 
to others.   
 Calderón’s El pintor de su deshonra also 
relies on the painting analogy, now making it ex-
plicit by deploying the discovery scene as a piece of 
visual art: 
 
 Porcia   ¿Quién vio tragedia tan grande? 
    [……………………] 
 Príncipe […………..]  Pero 
    ¿qué espectaculo notable 
    es aqueste? 
 Don Juan              Un cuadro es, 
    que ha dibujado con sangre 
    el pintor de su deshonra.  (903a-b) 
 
As in El castigo sin venganza, the tableau mort in 
El pintor de su deshonra concentrates attention on 
the agent of the tragic deaths who gazes at his 
ghastly work, and on the chorus of onlookers who 
pronounce him blameless.  Whereas the Duke 
seems self-certain about his action and unselfcon-
sciously occupies the limelight at the play’s conclu-
sion, Juan Roca wonders aloud, “how can their 
opinion of me be right?  I murdered my wife, this 
man’s daughter….” As the play closes, he with-
draws into the shadowy interstices the frame scene 
has opened up, where his own guilt over the deaths 
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is bound up with the others’ verdict of his inno-
cence. 
          The corpse-discovery scenes of the next four 
plays reveal divergent facets of a king’s sovereign-
ty.  In Calderón’s El alcalde de Zalamea, Crespo 
presents the Captain’s garroted body to the King 
with the formulaic phrase: “volved los ojos, y vello, 
/ aqueste es el capitán” (vv. 2696-97).   The King is 
shocked by the sight and, predictably, his first reac-
tion is to question how Crespo would dare execute a 
nobleman.  Crespo’s response, 
 

Toda la justicia vuestra 
es sólo un cuerpo no más; 
si éste tiene muchas manos, 
decid, ¿qué más se me da 
matar con aquesta un hombre, 
que esta otra había de matar?  
Y ¿qué importa errar lo menos  
quien acertó lo demás?  (vv. 2704-11)  

 
reconfirms the tenet of the natural worth of the in-
dividual that has been asserted throughout the text: 
natural law trumps imperfect human laws. 10 Crespo 
reasons that the King’s “body of justice” cannot ex-
ist without the occasional intervention of his hands, 
people of good will who presumably act in his name 
to punish the guilty.  The discovery scene ironizes 
this point by pairing display of the Captain’s body 
with Crespo’s speech on the monarch’s “body” of 
laws. 11 As long as the Captain’s corpse remains on 
stage it serves as a reminder of the liberty this lab-
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rador rico has taken in assuming the roles of judge 
and executioner, and of the King’s very hasty ac-
quiescence to the execution.12 
 The revelation of the garroted body of 
young Don Lope at the end of Calderón’s Las tres 
justicias en una stuns the onlookers, all of whom 
are his family members, who cry out in succession: 
“Mas ¡Qué miro!”, “¡Suerte injusta!”, “¡Qué des-
dicha!”, “Qué tragedia!”, “Qué pena!”, “¡Qué 
desventura!”, “vedle vos; que a mi me turba / este 
horror…” (709a-b).  Here, the King himself has act-
ed to punish the three guilty parties—the young 
Lope, his biological father and adoptive mother-- 
because his authority has been doubted: “que un 
tirano proceder / de un hijo tan atrevido / a su padre 
haya ofendido / sin que tema mi poder” (700b).  
The spectacle of the corpse makes manifest the 
King’s anxiety over his ability to control his people 
and represents his need to rely on fear as a means of 
social control: “el rigor de mi justicia / hoy ha de 
ver Aragón” (770b). 
 In El médico de su honra, Mencía’s blood-
drained corpse is revealed to the King and audience: 
“Vuelve a esta parte la cara, / [……]  y verás a la 
hermosura / más triste y más desdichada” (vv. 
2865-71).  The King is disturbed by the scene, and 
instructs, “Cubrid ese horror que asombra, / ese 
prodigio que espanta, / espectáculo que admira, / 
símbolo de la desgracia” (vv. 2878- 81).  Although 
the King may feel justified in condoning Mencía’s 
elimination, since she was the reason Prince En-
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rique was in Seville and Enrique had threatened the 
King (Fox 75), that belief does not explain his mo-
tivation to advise Gutierre on how to protect his 
honor in the future, culminating in the final solu-
tion, kill again.  “Sangralla” (v. 2931), the King al-
lows, fairly promising a reoccurrence of violence.  
The mental picture of Mencía’s body, physical 
presence of the shrouded corpse, and cold logic in 
the King’s call and response exchange with Gutierre 
conspire to amplify the sense of dread at the conclu-
sion.   
 Another work, Mira de Amescua’s Adversa 
fortuna de don Álvaro de Luna, follows the corpse-
discovery formula nearly identically: the revelation 
of a cadaver and a gesture and exhortation to view 
it, followed by a pronouncement calling the scene a 
“spectacle.”  Although certain he is too late to stop 
don Álvaro’s execution in the plaza, the King, the 
very man who has pronounced the death sentence, 
nevertheless expresses his need to visit the site: 
“quiero ver el teatro / donde trágicas figuras / repre-
sentan mi justicia” (vv. 3017-19). 13 Indeed, the 
valido already has been beheaded, and his body and 
head are displayed on a table, revealed to the King 
with the phrase:  “Y allí tienes, / si los ojos no lo 
dudan, / el espectáculo triste” (vv. 3031-33).  The 
discovery scene affords the King an opportunity to 
pause and reflect on his imprudence, and offer a 
warning to future monarchs to heed their hechuras’ 
counsel.   
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 The tableau mort of the comedias presented 
thus far imitates and distorts the religious practice 
of corpse viewing in order to comment on the honor 
code and examine relations of power and the exer-
cise of authority.  The scene in Vélez de Guevara’s 
Reinar después de morir and Calderón’s El príncipe 
constante varies slightly in that both works culmi-
nate in the death of a member of the royal family 
who is considered righteous. Therefore, in both cas-
es the order is given to move the body to a site of 
veneration.  In Reinar, the framing elements identi-
fied above are all present.  King Pedro initiates the 
ritualistic performance with the words: “Verla quie-
ro, pues advierto / que no puede ser mayor / mi tor-
mento y mi dolor” (vv. 2397-99).  He describes 
Inés’s corpse in detail and takes her icy hand in his, 
then crowns her and has his subjects kiss his dead 
queen’s hand: “Esta es la Inés laureada / esta es la 
reina infeliz / que mereció en Portugal / reinar des-
pués de morir” (vv. 2459-62); “Cubrid el hermoso 
cuerpo …” (v. 2465).  Pedro then directs that she be 
moved with great pomp to the monastery at Alco-
baça for interment.  Calderón’s El príncipe con-
stante has a similar scene with the same framing 
elements. Ceremonial language cues the tableau’s 
opening, “…mirad dónde yace” (v. 2760) and its 
ending, “Agora llegad, cautivos; / ved vuestro santo 
y llevalde / en hombros hasta la armada” (vv. 2775-
77).  Fernando is proclaimed “divino príncipe már-
tir” (v. 2752) and his body is sent off solemnly and 
grandly: “Al son de dulces trompetas / y templadas 
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cajas marche / el ejército, con orden / de entierro…” 
(vv. 2779-82) in a “templo soberano” (v. 2767).   In 
El príncipe constante the corpse-revelation scene 
comes close to resembling a sacred rite in that the 
Prince is portrayed as a ransom for all Christians.  
He participates in a divine, transcendent and immu-
table reality inaccesible to the other characters and 
is accorded the farewell worthy of a martyr (García 
Gómez 127).    
          As I mentioned earlier, the theatricality of 
Catholic funeral rites transcends borders. It has been 
plausibly proposed that Shakespeare’s corpse-
viewing scenes imitate the Catholic ritual of a wor-
shipper who contemplates and reveres objects such 
as statues or paintings, much as the ghost visits re-
veal a Catholic emphasis on purgatory, notably in 
Hamlet (Zimmerman 101).  Othello, Hamlet and 
King Lear all deploy a ritualistic scene akin to that 
of the Spanish examples with language to initiate 
the ritual, draw the spectators’ attention and close 
the ceremony: “Look on the tragic loading of this 
bed. / This is thy work.  --  The object poisons sight. 
/ Let it be hid” (Othello 5.2.426-28); “give order 
that these bodies / high on a stage be placed to 
view” … “Let four captains / Bear Hamlet like a 
soldier to the stage”.... “Take up the bodies.  Such a 
sight as this / Becomes the field but here shows 
much amiss” (Hamlet 5.2.441-48); and, “Produce 
the bodies” (King Lear 5.3.273); “Is this the prom-
ised end?  Or image of that horror?” (5.3.316-17); 
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“Bear them from hence” (5.3.386).  In each in-
stance, the corpse is an unsettling spectacle that 
“poisons sight,” “shows much amiss,” and raises an 
“image of that horror [death],” and the instruction to 
take it away draws the curtain on the awful events 
that have occurred.    
 I would now note a rather large exception: 
as a rule Tirso de Molina does not stage cadavers 
like the other playwrights.  Only in one religio-
historical work, Las quinas de Portugal, and two 
Biblical plays, La vida y muerte de Herodes and La 
venganza de Tamar, does he incorporate a ceremo-
nial discovery of dead bodies, although not within 
the type of frame scene described in the works by 
Lope, Mira, Vélez, Calderón and Shakespeare.  In 
these three instances, Tirso hints at, but does not 
adhere to, the conventional linguistic formula, and 
only in the context of a Biblical depiction or enact-
ment of divine prophesy.  Las quinas de Portugal 
ends with the discovery of a pile of dead Moorish 
soldiers, presented to Alfonso Enríquez by the gra-
cioso, Brito, who has killed the lot of them.  Brito’s 
phrase “hételos adónde están” (v. 2418) points to 
the corpses, which function as a visual sign of the 
fulfillment of God’s prophesies regarding King Al-
fonso’s Christian victory, shortly to be celebrated at 
mass.  In La vida y muerte de Herodes, the revela-
tion of Herod’s corpse clutching the bloody, naked 
remains of Jewish children serves up a cautionary 
death for the audience: “Sirva su vista de espanto, / 
y demos fin, con su muerte / a su inaudita crueldad / 
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y lástima a los presentes” (vv. 1313-16).  In this 
tableau, the babies are thanatical props symbolizing 
the many innocents Herod ordered to be slaugh-
tered; they are an offering in place of the Christ 
child. 14 The scene in the third example, La vengan-
za de Tamar, is the most nuanced.  Tirso takes his 
cue from the banquet setting of the Biblical narra-
tive in 2 Samuel 13. 23-36, and lays a table with 
Amón’s corpse: “asentado, y caído de espaldas en 
ella con una taza en la mano y un cuchillo en la 
otra, atravesada por la garganta una daga” (126).  
Absalón’s invitation, “Para ti, hermana, se ha hecho 
/ el convite aqueste plato /… / Bebe su sangre, Ta-
mar /…/  Caliente está la colada” (126), draws the 
spectators’ gaze to the corpse -- we may imagine  
“aqueste plato” pronounced with a gesture or nod in 
its direction.  The words “plato,” “bebe” and “ca-
liente” center on the corpse as food, a concept rein-
forced in the playwright’s choice to display the ca-
daver on a dining table.  That the body appears on a 
table evokes and reframes the sacrificial element 
and food metaphors of the Eucharist.15 Tirso’s table 
becomes a site of negotiation of meaning: is Amón 
to be seen as the victim of his brother and sister’s 
desire for revenge?  Or is his cadaver to be read as a 
profanation of the Eucharist altar?  In contrast to the 
Mercedarian’s process, Calderón follows his incli-
nation by presenting Absalón’s corpse in Act III of 
Los cabellos de Absalón in the typical discovery 
scene of his secular comedias.16 (The first two acts, 
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including the revelation of Amón’s cadaver, are 
borrowed from Tirso’s original).  In both Biblical 
plays Tirso engages with corpses and corpse view-
ing in another way, drawing on scriptural source 
material to inspire theatricality.  In all three exam-
ples from Tirso’s dramatic production, Las quinas 
de Portugal, La vida y muerte de Herodes and La 
venganza de Tamar, the tableau mort differs signif-
icantly from the scene in plays by his contemporar-
ies, while still holding cognitive and emotional 
sway over the audience.   
 Tirso does not appear amenable to parody-
ing Catholic burial practices by deploying a corpse-
display frame scene in secular plays.  Why does he 
eschew the corpse-viewing scene that other authors 
exploited?  Perhaps it struck him as disrespectful of 
Catholic funeral rites.  Or perhaps it clashed with 
his esthetic sensibility: Tirso does not resolve his 
plays in general with violence or spectacle.  With 
the exceptions noted above that occur at or near the 
end of two Biblical and one religio-historical piece, 
his plays do not deliver the horror favored by other 
seventeenth-century visual artists and dramatists.  
 In several Golden Age dramas, principally 
by Calderón but also Lope, Mira and Vélez, and in 
three of Shakespeare’s plays, the corpse-discovery 
scene involves ritualistic framing and depends on 
highly stylized language that contains the power to 
affect spectators’ perceptions. The staging of corps-
es obliges the audience to bear witness to the spec-
tacle of the dead bodies and the murderers or survi-
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vors beholding their victims or lost loved ones. The 
tableau mort is a metadramatic technique that calls 
attention to the status of the play as play, and as a 
comment on real life.  It implies the spectator’s po-
sition in the act of interpretation, 17 who is invited to 
think about what the ritualized corpse symbolizes 
and what social, political and psychic anxieties re-
sound in it.  While Tirso de Molina evinces a differ-
ent attitude toward the spectacle of theatrical death, 
the similarity of the corpse-viewing scene in the 
hands of Lope, Calderón, Mira, Vélez and Shake-
speare is striking, and argues for further study of its 
performance and cultural significance.  It should 
prove interesting to compare the tableau mort with 
other representations of death and dying in the co-
media, including public executions.  Theatrical 
death in all its forms is testament to how much 
power art can bring to bear on the human imagina-
tion.  
 
 
 
 
 
NOTES 
 

1 These comedias have inspired many fine studies. In 
addition to the works cited, the most relevant to a discussion 
of the corpse-discovery scene include: on El castigo sin 
venganza, A. Gérard 1993, A Carreño,1991 and 1997, M. Van 
Antwerp 1981, D. Larson 1977, and V. Dixon and A. Parker 
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1970; on El médico de su honra, D. Cruickshank 1973, E. 
Hesse 1976, R. Johnston 1992 and 1994, B. Golden 1970, and 
T. O’Connor 1973; on Las tres justicias en una, H. Sullivan 
and E. Ragland-Sullivan 1981; on El príncipe constante, E. 
Cancilliere 1994, A. Lumsden-Kouvel 2000 and M. Resina 
Rodrigues 2006; on El alcalde de Zalamea, D. Darst 1997 and 
V. Dixon 2000; on Reinar después de morir, J. Parr 1983, D. 
Larson 2008 and H. Sullivan 1983; and on El pintor de su 
deshonra, A. Paterson 1969. 

2 Márquez Villanueva further observes that it was not 
possible to communicate with the paying audience of the cor-
rales in lenguaje sacralizado (33).  The theatrical representa-
tion of religious rituals would be the territory of the auto sac-
ramental, the free semi-liturgical spectacle for the masses.  
That being said, El príncipe constante comes close to enacting 
a sacred rite.  

3 See Bell 72-76 for a brief discussion of ritual theory, 
including performance-based theory, especially the work of V. 
Turner (1982). Performance approaches to ritual see it as “a 
set of activities that … actually effects changes in people’s 
perceptions and interpretations” (74): the symbolic language 
of ritual does something.   

 4 Examples from Seneca’s tragedies are found in: 
Hercules, in which Megara’s and the sons’ bodies are likely 
present onstage as the Chorus proclaims, “go, innocent shades, 
crushed on the very threshold of life by the crime committed 
in your father’s madness” (1132-34); Phaedra, when Theseus 
exclaims over Hyppolitus, “Here, carry here the remains of 
that dear body” (Phaedra 1247); and, Thyestes, when Atreus 
declaims to his brother, “Unfold your welcoming arms, father.  
They have come.  [The severed heads are revealed]  I suppose 
you recognize your sons?” (1004-05).   

5 Gittings’s thesis is that the increased role of coffins 
in the early modern era arose in response to a greater sense of 
individualism, which fostered a desire to separate life from 
death. We would expect coffins to appear in Shakespeare, and 
they do, albeit infrequently and ironically.  In Pericles, Peri-
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cles’s wife is presumed dead and her body put to sea in a 
chest.  When the chest washes ashore, it is unsealed, revealing 
the “fresh” corpse that is revived.  In Hamlet, the arrival of 
Ophelia’s body encased in a coffin is preceded by the Prince’s 
joking with the gravediggers about the rot, stench and worms 
of cadavers, and his playing with skulls.  In Titus Andronicus, 
Titus cuts the throats of the empress’s sons, and conjures a 
coffin made of their blood and bones.  In these examples, the 
Protestant notion of the coffin’s purpose in sealing the cadaver 
from view is overthrown: in Hamlet and Titus Andronicus, the 
coffins’ decomposed and degraded contents are foregrounded 
and, in Pericles, the lid is thrown open on another horror, that 
of a woman who, though not yet dead, has been locked in a 
coffin. 

6 See Souiller for a discussion of the thematic uses of 
the skull, skeleton and corpse in various dramatic genres. 

7 For a broad analysis of violence in Calderón’s thea-
ter, see Arellano.  

8 Bell, who notes Bateson’s first use of the term 
“framing” and also cites Goffman’s concept of “keying,” ex-
plains that “there is some consensus that ritual performances 
are signaled” by “this ceremonial style … ‘keyed’ … by vari-
ous means of metacommunication” (74). 

9 In 1990 Schoenmakers adapted for the theater the 
frame theory of sociologist Erving Goffman.  Schoenmakers 
proposed that theatrical frames are contingent, that is, subject 
to historical change; culturally specific; and, vital in determin-
ing the cognitive and emotive reactions of the spectators.  In 
recent decades, as theater studies have become less ethno-
centered and progressively pluralistic and supranational and 
focused on symbolic practices in body, word, space, time and 
gesture, a return to the subject of theatrical framing seems 
warranted.  I am grateful to Brilhante whose superb paper 
steered me to the work of Dupont 2007, Balme 2008, and Zar-
rilli et al. 2006, which in turn helped shape my thinking about 
the symbolic value of theatricality and framing. 
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10 As Archer writes, in the role adopted here Crespo 
elevates the problem to a question of ethics (56). 

11 Typically, corpse-viewing occurs at or very near 
the end of the third act and the Spanish dramatists leave the 
body on display for the brief remainder of the play; at least in 
the print version of the works, there are no stage directions or 
verbal cues in the dialogue to indicate that the bodies are re-
moved. An exception is Calderón’s Amar después de la muer-
te, in which Clara expires early in Act III.  Those who gather 
to view her pale and bloody corpse and witness “el más / triste 
horror” (376a) are instructed to remove it.  In El alcalde de 
Zalamea, it seems logical that the Captain’s cadaver might be 
taken away when the King gives the order to vacate the town: 
“Aquí no quede soldado / alguno” (vv. 2728-29).  In El médi-
co de su honra and Reinar después de morir, the body is likely 
hid under a cloth at the Kings’ bidding. 

12 Bradley Nelson’s observation on this scene is in-
sightful: “although the discovery of the corpse on the stage 
generally functions to bring the deceptive and fragmented 
movement of characters around and through the honour code 
to a halt, the sense of closure it imposes is always partial, 
problematic, and susceptible to the return of violence and fur-
ther fragmentation” (149, cites Walter Benjamin’s Origins of 
German Tragic Drama).   

 13 The use of the word “theater” to refer to the place 
of public executions appears in other comedias, such as 
Lope’s El caballero de Olmedo, where Juan II commands: 
“Prendedlos / y en un teatro mañana / cortad sus infames cuel-
los” (vv.  2728-30).  A comparison that begs to be made is 
between the tableau mort and the spectacle of public execu-
tions.  See Domínguez Búrdalo who compares the attraction of 
public executions in Seville to the Holy Week pasacalles.  

14 Other body parts that serve as tools are Yorick’s 
skull in Hamlet and the severed heads in MacBeth and Peri-
cles and also Lope’s El bastardo Mudarra and Fuenteovejuna.  
On the device in Shakespeare, see Sofer 136-37. 
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 15 Smith points to another of Tirso’s Biblical plays, 
La mujer que manda en casa, in which a warped image of the 
Eucharist feast emerges out of the numerous eating and fasting 
metaphors (38).   

16 Joab      […] venid todos, venid 
   a ver tan raro portento.   
   Ensay   ¡Qué espectáculo tan triste! 
   […………] 
    Tamar   Crueles hijos de Israel, 
   ¿qué estáis mirando suspensos? 
    […………..] 
    Cubridle de hojas y ramos, 
    no os deleitéis en suceso 
    de una tragedia tan triste….  (vv. 1242-63) 

 17 I am paraphrasing Blue’s observations about the 
reader’s position in interpreting El médico de su honra (415). 
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ANGELES 
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 What would it take for classical theater in 
the US to diversify not just its personnel, but also its 
canon? What are the stakes, and the possible effects, 
of bringing to diverse audiences the canon of early 
modern Hispanic theater that has gone largely un-
produced and unremarked in US theatrical circles? 
These are some of the questions that animate “Di-
versifying the Classics,” the project I direct at 
UCLA, through our Working Group on the Come-
dia in Translation and Performance, and in close 
collaboration with UCLA’s Center for 17/18th-
Century Studies and William A. Clark Memorial 
Library. The project’s goal is to introduce Hispanic 
classical theater—in the original, in translation, or 
in adaptations—into the LA theater scene and be-
yond, while promoting a larger conversation about 
the role of the classical canon and its diversification 
in a multilingual, multiethnic, and multicultural 
contemporary US. 
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          “Diversifying the Classics” has many parts: at 
its heart lies our translation workshop, the Working 
Group that meets at UCLA every other week during 
the academic year, convening faculty and graduate 
students from UCLA and beyond, as well as a range 
of practitioners from the Los Angeles area.  Since 
2014, the Working Group has been steadily produc-
ing translations of plays previously untranslated or 
unpublished in English. The goal is to produce 
translations for performance; to that end, we em-
phasize a flexible and accessible register, and the 
preservation of any visual or physical cues that 
might be critical for performers.  Whenever possi-
ble, we attempt to have actors contribute to or re-
spond to the translation while it is in process, in 
what is a collaborative and collegial process. Three 
of our translations—Guillén de Castro’s The Force 
of Habit (La fuerza de la costumbre), and Lope de 
Vega’s A Wild Night in Toledo (La noche toledana) 
and Women and Servants (Mujeres y criados)—are 
posted in facing-page versions, with introductions 
and annotations, on our open-access website: 
http://diversifyingtheclassics.humanities.ucla.edu/   
Print publication of these and other translations, 
ideally in facing-page editions, is our goal in the 
next year or two. 1 We are also preparing a dual-
language anthology of monologues from the come-
dia in order to entice practitioners-in-training, and 
to whet the curiosity of the broader acting commu-
nity: 90 Monologues from Classical Spanish Thea-
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ter will be published by Smith & Kraus in Spring 
2017.  

At UCLA, we have partnered with the Thea-
ter Department so that students in the graduate act-
ing and directing programs hold staged readings of 
our translations as we complete them. In Fall 2015, 
under the direction of Professor Michael Hackett, 
they presented Lope’s A Wild Night in Toledo, and 
in Fall 2016 they presented our most recent effort, 
Juan Ruiz de Alarcón’s What We Owe Our Lies. 
Members of the Working Group have assisted re-
hearsals for the UCLA Theater Department read-
ings, both in an effort to hone our skills as drama-
turgs and in order to refine our translations based on 
how they function in performance. Broadly speak-
ing, we are committed to reaching out to practition-
ers and offering them our assistance as they weigh 
the possibility of producing a play from the Hispan-
ic classical canon. With this goal in view, I have 
written about “Diversifying the Classics” on Howl-
round,  a website that describes itself as “a 
knowledge commons by and for the theatre com-
munity”2 and given an interview about the project 
for a theater history podcast on the site. 
           The larger project of diversifying the classi-
cal canon also requires developing audiences who 
have some curiosity about, if not minimal familiari-
ty with, Hispanic classical theater. To this end, “Di-
versifying the Classics” has also partnered with or-
ganizations in Los Angeles that focus on bringing 
theater into the schools,  to explore the adaptation of 
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our translations to k-12 classrooms.  Although the 
politics of latinidad are complex, and one cannot by 
any means draw a straight line of heritage between 
the comedia and LA school kids in the 21st century, 
one might certainly invoke the rich traditions that 
link Spain, Latin America, and an increasingly lati-
no US, particularly when one considers that the ear-
ly modern context from which the plays emerge is 
absolutely transatlantic, with playwrights and their 
texts crossing back and forth across the ocean. (In 
this light, there is a strategic value to authors such 
as Alarcón or Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, “Mexi-
cans” before there was Mexico, who can help to 
bridge the transatlantic and colonial gap.)  Ongoing 
partnerships between “Diversifying the Classics” 
and 24th St. Theater, for the elementary-school lev-
el, and with About… Productions, for high school, 
are producing curricula and supporting materials 
that will be posted on our website as they become 
available, for educators anywhere to use. 
          Audience development is also the goal of our 
adaptation initiative, “Golden Tongues,” which 
aims to engage contemporary audiences with the 
classical canon by bringing the plays into a proxi-
mate geographical and chronological context.  This 
essay will focus on this aspect of “Diversifying the 
Classics,” to explore how adaptation enlivens the 
canon by diversifying its concerns to match a di-
verse metropolis.  
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“Golden Tongues” 

          We launched this initiative in 2012, while I 
served as Director of the UCLA Center for 17th and 
18th-Century Studies and Clark Memorial Library. 
That summer, I invited the company Playwrights’ 
Arena, directed by Jon Lawrence Rivera, to partici-
pate in a new performing arts initiative at the Clark. 
Playwrights’ focus is on “discovering, nurturing and 
producing bold new works for the stage written ex-
clusively by Los Angeles playwrights,”3 which, in 
practice, means they often focus on adaptation, in-
cluding a version of Euripides’ Helen at the Getty 
Villa in fall 2012. As a partnership between 
UCLA’s Center/Clark and Playwrights Arena, 
“Golden Tongues” would combine the promotion of 
Hispanic classical theater with a Los Angeles focus. 
For summer 2013, Rivera and I agreed that we 
would commission adaptations of Golden Age plays 
from Los Angeles playwrights and hold a weekend 
festival of outdoor staged readings in the Clark gar-
dens. Three plays were presented in the first “Gold-
en Tongues” that June: Luis Alfaro’s Painting in 
Red (adapted from Calderón’s El pintor de su 
deshonra), Velina Hasu Houston’s Cause Célèbre 
(adapted from Ana Caro’s Valor, agravio y mujer), 
and Oliver Mayer’s Cervantes Interludes (adapted 
from El juez de los divorcios and El rufián dicho-
so).4  
          The modus operandi set up in that first year 
has not changed: the goal is a collaboration between 
scholars and practitioners, with frequent communi-
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cation between the parties. I provide the playwrights 
with a list of likely plays to consider, point them to 
the invaluable resource that is Out of the Wings 
(http://www.outofthewings.org/), and offer them a 
basic, up-to-date bibliography on the comedia. 
Should any playwright not fluent in Spanish fall for 
a play that has not been translated into English, as 
was the case for Laurel Ollstein when she read the 
Out of the Wings plot summary for Guillén de Cas-
tro’s Los malcasados de Valencia, members of the 
Working Group provide working synopses of dif-
ferent scenes and partial translations as required (in 
that case, it even led members of the Working 
Group to embark upon their own full translation, on 
which more below). The playwrights work quickly 
and deliver advanced drafts of their plays after a 
few months. I review the drafts and offer sugges-
tions, and then we move quickly into a brief week 
of rehearsal for the staged readings.  
          Although the festivals themselves have 
proved very successful, perhaps most exciting is the 
tangible, lasting result of the collaboration: new 
plays that may go on to receive full productions or 
be workshopped elsewhere. Thus in addition to its 
more immediate goal—to familiarize audiences and 
playwrights, with the corpus of Hispanic classical 
theater and its traditions—“Golden Tongues” serves 
as an incubator for new work based on that corpus, 
some of which may only reach its final form many 
years and productions from now. The playwrights, 
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generally unfamiliar with the tradition, experience 
the comedia as a revelation, and are eager to explore 
it further. In order to develop our dialogue, the 
Working Group occasionally invites the “Golden 
Tongues” playwrights to present on their experienc-
es, so that we can understand how modern practi-
tioners approach the comedia and work with the 
source texts. Our conversation with Ollstein about 
what she found central to Malcasados as she 
adapted it, for example, helped Laura Muñoz and 
Veronica Wilson, who were in the process of work-
shopping their translation of the play, to edit and 
refine it with an eye to performance.5 
          Now in its fourth year, “Golden Tongues” has 
so far produced seven new plays, with more com-
missioned and in development. The second festival, 
held at the Clark Library in September 2014, in-
cluded Ollstein’s Unhappily Married in Valencia 
(adapted from Los malcasados de Valencia), Paula 
Cizmar’s Goat Springs Eternal! (adapted from 
Lope's Fuenteovejuna), and Boni B. Alvarez’s 
Fixed (adapted from Calderón de la Barca's El mé-
dico de su honra). The third festival, held at 
UCLA’s Hershey Hall cortile (the closest approxi-
mation of a corral on campus) in June 2015,  fea-
tured Henry Ong’s The Blade of Jealousy (adapted 
from Tirso de Molina’s Le celosa de sí misma) and 
Annette Lee’s Dawg in the 626 (adapted from 
Lope’s El perro del hortelano). The playwrights all 
continue to work on the plays they first developed 
for “Golden Tongues,” some of which have already 
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been presented elsewhere: the  three plays from our 
first season were revived at the University of South-
ern California (where the playwrights teach) in Feb-
ruary 2014, while Luis Alfaro’s Painting in Red, 
received a full production by Playwrights’ Arena in 
the Los Angeles Greenway Court Theater in Fall 
2014, and Henry Ong’s The Blade of Jealousy had a 
staged reading at the Odyssey Theater in Los Ange-
les in August 2016. 
 While “Golden Tongues” began as an effort 
to promote the Hispanic classical canon, the adapta-
tions exceed any simple identitarian translation of 
the source plays into contemporary Los Angeles. 
Instead, they involve a broad range of ethnicities, 
classes, neighborhoods, and sexual orientations, 
mirroring the diversity of the city. While Alfaro’s 
Painting in Red dwells at some length on what 
Spain and Hispanicity mean in Los Angeles, most 
of the plays range freely among its many communi-
ties, often capturing the intersectionalities that make 
social relations in the city and its environs richly 
complex. Whether it is setting the dysfunctional 
marriages of Malcasados in the suburban anomie of 
Valencia, California, or relocating Cervantes’s low-
lifes to the hood, the adaptations playfully imagine 
Los Angeles analogues for their originals. The 626 
of Lee’s title, for example, is the area code for the 
San Gabriel valley, an area of Greater Los Angeles 
that includes the largest Asian-American communi-
ty in the US, and is particularly known for its large 
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population of Chinese immigrants and Chinese 
Americans. In Lee’s version of El perro del hor-
telano, Diana is a haughty Chinese-American entre-
preneur, while Marcela is Diana’s naïve cousin, 
freshly arrived in the US. Much of the play involves 
the 626 Night Market, an actual fair in Arcadia that 
caters to the diverse population of the San Gabriel 
Valley and beyond. Ong’s Blade of Jealousy fol-
lows two farm boys as they arrive in Los Angeles, 
and pokes fun at the obsession with image that 
characterizes the city. Yet it also ironizes stereo-
types themselves, with both a decidedly non-
conservative female lead, Magdalena, who designs 
and wears a burka fashion line, in a “tribute to our 
Muslim sisters,” and a (possibly) Latino “personal 
assistant” whose occasional, exaggerated accent is 
carefully constructed so that she can fulfill her em-
ployer’s prejudicial assumptions. 
 In what follows, I discuss two of the most 
intriguing adaptations to emerge thus far from the 
“Golden Tongues” project, and some of the criteria 
we might bring to bear on them. One of the central 
questions raised by “Golden Tongues,” in fact, is 
what makes a successful adaptation. I find that I 
might apply somewhat different criteria as a practi-
tioner, in this case a producer of sorts, than as a crit-
ic: accessibility, for example, has tremendous im-
portance for the immediate success of the play 
though not perhaps for its longevity. For the audi-
ence, proximity and timeliness are paramount, yet 
to the critic they often prove distracting. When Ri-
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vera asked me what advice I had for our second 
crop of playwrights, I advised them to think about 
the “shelf-life” of their plays. My purview as a 
scholar of the early modern is admittedly longer 
than that of most contemporary theatergoers—I 
spend most of my time working on texts that have 
endured for hundreds of years, however much ex-
pert knowledge they may require in order to unpack 
their context and referentiality. Admittedly, I may 
therefore over-value this dimension over the acces-
sibility to an audience in the immediacy of the pre-
sent moment. Does every adaptation need a long 
shelf-life? Is that in fact a valuable, or even the 
most valuable criterion of success? Or is adaptation, 
by its very nature, more ephemeral than the original 
work, so that it need not be held to a similar stand-
ard of endurance? In its localized adaptation, the 
“timeless” classic may instead resort to the accessi-
bility of references to popular culture or contempo-
rary events, slang, or in-jokes without necessarily 
becoming less effective in its most immediate frame 
of reference. Not every adaptation is for the ages. 
           On a visit to my UCLA graduate seminar on 
the comedia in 2013,  Duncan Wheeler articulated a 
valuable standard for gauging the success of an ad-
aptation:  what does it allow one to understand 
about the text that one did not understand before? 
Alfaro’s Painting with Red,  which he describes as a 
“one-act whitewash” of Calderón’s El pintor de su 
deshonra, succeeds magnificently according to this 
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standard, forcefully clarifying the issues of limited 
agency and irreconcilable attachments that in the 
original play are largely swept under the encom-
passing cover of honra.6 
 Calderón’s play revolves around the impos-
sible situation faced by Serafina, married to the 
middle-aged artist Don Juan Roca, when her first 
love, Alvaro, long missing and presumed drowned, 
unexpectedly reappears in her life. Though torn, 
Serafina remains loyal to her husband, until Alvaro 
kidnaps her and she eventually allows him to em-
brace her, just as the painter commissioned to cap-
ture her beauty—none other than Juan Roca—walks 
in to find his wife compromised.  In the last few 
lines of the play, he shoots them both, yet goes un-
punished, as the murders serve to restore his honor. 
 Alfaro, the well known Chicano writer, per-
former, producer, and director, sets his version of 
Pintor in downtown Los Angeles—“at the Western 
edge of East LA,” as the stage directions put it, and 
in the anodyne coastal town of Port Hueneme, a few 
miles north of the city in Ventura County. One run-
ning thread of this “whitewash” is how much Los 
Angeles has changed, particularly its downtown and 
areas that used to be non-white and emphatically 
non-aspirational, even as some minorities have left 
the city for uninspiring but calmer locales outside it. 
As we learn from the personable yet deadpan “Per-
sonae,” Alfaro’s play centers on the marriage be-
tween Leandro “a Chicano painter, eased and easy, 
slow to burn,” and Fran, a beautiful “former em-
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ployee of the Museum of Contemporary Art (what’s 
new).”7 While not entirely happy, Fran appears con-
tent as the play opens. Fran’s cousin Caro, who 
lives in Ventura with her “something,” Anthony, 
will help reconnect Fran with her former fiancé, Er-
ic, “beautiful, but formerly dead.” Four years after 
the fishing accident in which he was presumed 
drowned, Eric resurfaces from living under the ra-
dar in Baja California, where he spent the time 
dazed and shellshocked from the loss of his com-
panions and his own near death, to find Fran mar-
ried to Leandro.  Although Fran agrees to meet him, 
and is clearly moved by him, she will not agree to 
leave Leandro, who so needs her, for Eric. 
          Alfaro’s version, true to our own mores,  
peels away all the external constraints that might 
condition the characters’ behavior, or that did so in 
Calderón’s original,  in order to examine their re-
sponses with an almost merciless frankness. When 
Fran is confronted with the possibility of leaving 
Leandro for Eric, she faces no legal or moral obliga-
tion, no male relative pushing her in any particular 
direction; there is no seemliness—much less hon-
or—to consider. Trapped in a situation for which 
there is no clear moral direction, and by the im-
mense neediness of the two men who love her, Fran 
is at an impasse.  
          Alfaro’s climax, as unexpected in its way as 
the violent shooting at the end of the original Pin-
tor, makes the violence psychological and solipsis-
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tic, but also foregrounds the question of how one 
might resolve the essentially unsolvable conflict 
between two lives, two possible paths. The final 
scene presents us with Leandro painting as his 
friend Marlene comes into his studio. She immedi-
ately notices the beautiful color he is using: 
 

Marlene: … How beautiful is that color! Oh Jesus 
Christ, I am so jealous right now, so jealous, and 
proud, but more jealous. That is it, the perfect color, 
perfect. What is it? 
Leandro: Hers. 
Marlene: Hers? 
Leandro: She gave it to me. I knew she would. It was 
all that I needed. I went out for a walk this morning. 
Like I always do. Down past the Hollenbeck Station, 
just the street cleaners were moving through. I passed 
Al & B’s and I waved hello to all of the people who 
have been waving to me each morning for the last 
twenty years. I was feeling very happy, almost full, 
content. I stepped into Antojitos and I had a café de 
olla and then I went up to Cesar Chavez and then 
back down Soto until I got here. Her note was short, 
but sweet. “I found the color. Its yours. Always 
was…” And I begin to paint and it felt like pieces of 
a puzzle started to come together.  I remember a time 
when we went to Spain, to a bullfighting arena, La 
Plaza de Toros, and she was terrified, but as the stag-
es went on, she eased into each bull and each mata-
dor, a thirst for something. Before the afternoon was 
over, she was so profoundly moved, she couldn’t get 
her eyes off the spectacle. Each picador, a piercing, 
drops of blood against the black of the bull, she 
would sigh and say “yes…” She understood it. Even I 
could not. The terrible pain, but a ritual giving a thirst 
for life, even if we lose something of ourselves in the 
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process… We left La Plaza and she was tormented 
searching for something that matched the experience. 
The look. The right—color… 
[The stage directions then read:] [He nods 
{MARLENE} towards the chaise, which is covered 
with a large tarp. MARLENE goes to it and pulls it 
off. There sits FRAN, leaning in a pose, both wrists 
slit, hands over a bowl…dripping, dripping, drip-
ping…] 
The perfect color. Mine. 

 
          With that, the play ends, leaving the audience 
to ponder the apparent contradiction of Fran’s note 
and the act of suicide itself.  However fully she felt 
herself—her lifeblood, her color—to belong to 
Leandro, the challenge of Eric’s reappearance and 
her torn feelings seem to leave her no way out but 
self-destruction. Even though in our reading 
Leandro was played by a large and powerful male 
lead, there is no suggestion of a threat in how the 
character is written, and this makes Fran’s situation 
all the more impossible: she need not stay with 
Leandro out of fear, neither does she find herself 
repulsed by possessiveness or cruelty. Instead, she 
is simply faced with the enormity of no good solu-
tion: either she denies Eric what he has come back 
to life for, or she takes away from Leandro the col-
or, the inspiration that their relationship represents. 
Her suicide makes stark the impasse of divided feel-
ings, when externalized structures provide no ethi-
cal guidance. Although we might argue about the 
degree of responsibility that the two male leads bear 
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for Fran’s unhappiness, ultimately her decision is 
born out of the zero-sum game of exclusive roman-
tic commitment. 
 As though to acknowledge this lack of ex-
ternal guidance, Painting in Red includes comical 
interludes of magical realism in which Fran—
perhaps appropriately for a Los Angeles play—
turns to the celebrity pages for advice, as she re-
members that Olivia Newton-John, of all people, 
also had a boyfriend who went missing and was 
falsely presumed dead, and contacts the actress for 
support. This subplot, which I found very grating, 
was expanded in Playwright’s Arena production at 
the Greenway Court Theater, directed by Rivera, 
and provided interludes of song that served as com-
ic relief in a pop key. 
          Alfaro’s adaptation is also striking in its re-
flexive meditation on the relationship between Los 
Angeles and Spanish culture. The initial clue as to 
this dimension of the play comes from its subtitle: 
what does Alfaro mean by “whitewash”? Aside 
from exculpation, the term has a strong association 
in urban slang with the abandonment of minority 
cultures for whiteness. Leandro, the successful Chi-
cano painter, reflects often on how things used to be 
in Los Angeles, and the general gentrification—
whitewashing—that forces Caro and Anthony to 
leave it for the cultural desert of Port Huemene. Yet 
via Leandro the play also explores the relationship 
of contemporary Los Angeles to a Spanish heritage: 
there is something a little off, a little artificial about 
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it, however deep the fascination. Leandro’s almost 
fetichistic relationship to Spain, from imported figs, 
which he paints as the play opens, to memories of 
touristic bullfights at its close, bears little relation to 
his quotidian engagement with a Hispanic Los An-
geles, even if the city is increasingly white-washed. 
“Fran” herself is not ethnically marked in the 
dramatis personae, but was played in our production 
by a Filipino-American, Fran de Leon, while Eric is 
what in Los Angeles would be called white. This 
overlaid both Fran’s choice between the two men, 
and her obsession with Newton-John, with a subtle 
irony. Surely, audiences might wonder, we are post-
racial now, or are we merely whitewashed?   
          The second adaptation I want to discuss was 
commissioned for the second year of Golden 
Tongues, and goes much further afield from its 
source, Calderón’s El médico de su honra. Briefly, 
in the original, an exemplar of the wife-murder gen-
re, the noble Don Gutierre, erroneously convinced 
that his wife Doña Mencía has betrayed him with 
Prince Enrique and unable to tolerate any ambiguity 
in her actions, finds no other possible solution to 
safeguard his honor than to have her discreetly bled 
to death by a surgeon. Filipino-American play-
wright Boni Alvarez found his inspiration in Calde-
rón for Fixed, an alternately moving and comical 
play about the love between two hapless figures in a 
louche Los Angeles: Miracles Malacanang, a Filipi-
no lady-boy who works in the House of Malacanang 
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massage parlor, and, Mariano Fernandez, a Chicano 
man whose brother, Hudson, is running for county 
sheriff.  
          Much like Alfaro, Alvarez faced in his adap-
tation the challenge of finding a contemporary con-
text in which honor would become a matter of life 
and death, and of translating the external pressures 
of socially-policed codes of chastity and shame to 
internalized and psychological ones. A persistent 
problem in adapting Hispanic classical tragedy—to 
judge from the “Golden Tongues” experience— in-
volves figuring out what configuration of sexuality 
and social opprobium might lead to tragedy, where 
there are so few prohibitions left. Who in the con-
temporary, urban US cares that deeply about sexual 
mores?8 Alvarez found one brilliant solution to this 
dramatic quandary: politicians do. The central ten-
sion in Fixed thus stems from Mariano’s inability to 
stay away from Miracles even though the relation-
ship might threaten his brother’s electoral chances. 
Hudson’s African-American wife Dana, who is also 
his campaign manager, pronounces a devastating 
speech as the ambitious couple despair of ever dis-
entangling Mariano from Miracles:  
 

DANA [addressing Mariano]: You’re a man and if 
you were with Miracles as a man, then people get it. 
Gay couple. A gay relationship. People, voters, they 
can get behind that or not. If that was the scenario—if 
you were a gay couple—a loving gay couple, I could 
make that work. 
 [Mariano is silent.] 
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DANA (cont.): You as a man in a relationship with a 
transsexual, I could possibly sell that. Tougher sell, 
but there’s a chance. People can wrap their heads 
around that. You’re a man who fell in love with a 
woman, and you didn’t know. You didn’t know. That 
woman—it just so happened that she used to be a 
man. She’s pretty. It’s conceivable. People may look 
at you as a straight couple. Possibly. But like I said, 
tough. 
 [Mariano is silent.] 
DANA (cont.): But you, a straight man sneaking off 
visits to a drag queen in a massage parlor, that—that 
people don’t understand. You have sex with—or are 
you dating—or are you with that—that girl? A boy 
kinda dressed as a girl… No, she’s a boy? Too many 
questions. People don’t know. When they don’t 
know, they’re afraid. And then they distance them-
selves. They distance themselves and then they don’t 
vote for your brother.  

 
           Even in the short time since this play was 
written, the state of the discussion about rights for 
transgender people has evolved significantly, as the 
frontier of the unacceptable, or of “too many ques-
tions” continues to recede. Yet Alvarez nonetheless 
astutely delimits the borders of what can be con-
doned, staking out exactly what sexualities may be 
freely expressed and how, even in an ostensibly tol-
erant society. 
 Poignantly, from the very beginning of the play, 
and long before this tirade, Miracles herself attempts to 
sort out the “confusion” that her body represents, but is 
heart-broken when she fails to pass the psychological 
evaluation for gender-reassignment surgery:  
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MIRACLES: If I could get the surgery, then maybe 
things would work out and we could be like a normal 
couple. Then his brother and his wife wouldn’t-- 
wouldn’t be so against me.  

 
          Alvarez thus transposes the ambiguity of Do-
ña Mencía’s behavior in the source-play—her ina-
bility entirely to extricate herself from the Prince’s 
attentions, even though she remains chaste—into 
the sexual, bodily ambiguity that Dana targets and 
Miracles herself repudiates. Mariano himself is am-
bivalent, reluctant to embrace any label that might 
attach to his relationship with Miracles.  
 As the play proceeds it seems increasingly 
as though the pressures of heteronormativity and his 
brother’s political careerism will keep him away 
from her. The tragic “fix” of the title comes with 
Miracles’ fatal self-castration, as she convinces her-
self that Mariano would return to her if only she 
eliminated the “confusion” in her status that Dana 
singles out. While the climax is poignantly rendered 
in the stage directions,  for the audience the action 
is obliquely suggested, and then the lights go down: 
“[Miracles] reaches into her briefs and untucks. 
Lights fade as she brings the scissors towards her 
crotch. In darkness, we hear Miracles scream—a 
very pained, masculine scream.” The play ends with 
the lady-boys’ extravagant couture ball, which Mir-
acles was to have graced, now transformed into the 
House of Malacanang’s defiant funeral remem-
brance of her, which Mariano watches in silence. As 
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the massage-parlor madam stomps down the run-
way, another member of the House narrates her pas-
sage,  with Hollywood references simultaneously 
illustrating her pain and lightening it for the audi-
ence: 
 

CARMIE (cont’d) 
The weight of it all. The grieving mama. 
 
[She takes a few steps, stops.] 
 
CARMIE (cont’d) 
Lady in black. Giving you Shirley Maclaine Terms of 
Endearment. Consumed by grief. 
 
[She tries to move forward, but can’t.] 
 
CARMIE (cont’d) 
She is Sally Field with a steel magnolia. Can she 
complete 
the runway? 
 

          Alvarez thus manages a light touch for what 
is a horrific ending, bringing the tragic into the dis-
tanced ironic mode, threaded with references to 
popular culture, in which the characters them-
selves—and arguably the audience—need to expe-
rience it. Part of the satisfaction of the play lies in 
that disjunction, in forcing us to grapple with the 
incommensurability of tragedy in a world of ap-
pearances. 
 Alfaro’s Painting in Red and Alvarez’s 
Fixed together provide some sense of how far afield 



__________________________________________ 
  Fuchs                     149         

 

adaptation can range, both thematically and in terms 
of its characters, finding powerful refractions of ear-
ly modern texts in contemporary Los Angeles. The 
challenge of adaptation—or perhaps its virtue—is 
the extent to which it can both open up the original 
texts—in this case two of Calderón’s wife-murder 
plays—while also, at the same time, leaving them 
“in the wings” for a majority of their audience. 
Dramaturgy can clearly do some work to fill that 
gap, pointing both practitioners and audiences to-
wards the originals and ideally encouraging a 
broader engagement.  Yet despite my strong alle-
giance to early modern studies I would resist the 
suggestion that the return to the source is in any 
way the only valid outcome of this exercise: if the 
playwright is alerted to the corpus, if the audience is 
primed for a later, more direct experience of it, and 
if, quite simply but also marvelously, a new play is 
born, something important has been achieved. 
          Part of what has been so exciting about “Di-
versifying the Classics” is how it has broken down 
for all the scholars involved the lines between arts 
outreach,  performance, and research. My own thea-
ter criticism used to take place mainly from printed 
texts of early modern plays, and my move to per-
formance studies has been absolutely tied with my 
own role in local performances, as I am certain is 
the case for many scholars. As this project evolves,  
so does my critical sense of what adaptation means, 
of the transformation of texts through performance, 
and, crucially, of the limitations of established can-
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ons, theatrical and otherwise. For the graduate stu-
dents involved, it presents different possibilities be-
yond traditional scholarship, whether through dram-
aturgy, translation, or even adaptation, and encour-
ages them to become involved as active participants 
in the arts community that surrounds them. Yet 
none of this represents a turn away from research, 
or even from the early modern; instead, it energizes 
our field by connecting it to practitioners in the here 
and now, and to problems and debates that refract 
the complexities of the early modern texts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTES 
 

1 My translation of Lope’s Women and Servants was 
recently published by Juan de la Cuesta. I am very grateful to 
the press for permission to post the translation online. 

2 “Diversifying the Classical Canon,” 
http://howlround.com/diversifying-the-classical-canon 

3 http://www.playwrightsarena.org/mission.htm  
4 Mayer’s play was the only one in the series that 

preexisted the “Golden Tongues” initiative. All the other plays 
have been written specifically for “Golden Tongues.” 

5 Muñoz and Wilson’s translation is in process; we 
hope to include it on the “Diversifying the Classics” website 
upon completion. 

6 Here as elsewhere in this essay,  I cite from un-
published versions of the plays. I am grateful to Luis Alfaro, 
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Boni Alvarez, and Jon Rivera for making these available to 
me. 

7 For the Clark reading Alfaro used the names of the 
actors in the repertory company for his characters, so these 
were also the actors’ first names.  

8 Interestingly, when my seminar discussed this ques-
tion with Wheeler, who teaches in the UK, he offered as a 
modern-day analog religiously conservative minorities in con-
flict over the honor of daughters. For the US graduate stu-
dents, this did not ring a bell. 
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REINVENTING HERSELF: 
MARÍA ÁLVAREZ’S LEGACY AS ACTOR, 
DIRECTOR, MENTOR 

 
ELIZABETH MARIE CRUZ PETERSEN 

Florida Atlantic University 
 

 In an era when theater attracted large audi-
ences, early modern Spanish women actors found a 
career on the stage. The legal structures, conven-
tions and religious authority that relegated them to 
subordinate positions to men did not stop actresses 
from exploring all aspects of the theater profession, 
from the responsibility of the stage costumes as 
guardarropas to the administrative duties of man-
agers. These experiences prepared them for the role 
of impresarios for their own companies, earning 
them a degree of admiration and respect from their 
peers and audiences. The Diccionario biográfico de 
actores del teatro clásico (DICAT), a database cre-
ated by Teresa Ferrer Valls and her team of schol-
ars,1 as well as the studies by Carmen Sanz Ayán 
and Mimma de Salvo, offer a wealth of information 
on how actresses attained professional status. Using 
these sources, this article explores the role of the 
autora, using María Álvarez as a model.  

In addition to acting, many women pursued 
alternative careers as owners of their own acting 
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companies, coaching other women in their field. By 
the second half of the seventeenth century, the ma-
jority of the autoras had previously worked or acted 
for companies directed by women. According to 
Sanz Ayán, these were essentially schools run by 
women, who offered actresses instruction and 
hands-on experience in the art of acting and entre-
preneurship. Even the women who never worked 
directly with autoras would have at least witnessed 
women directing actors, inspiring them to organize 
their own acting companies that operated at levels 
equivalent to those of their male counterparts (“Las 
‘autoras’” 562). These women reinvented them-
selves as directors, impresarios, and mentors. María 
Álvarez, in particular, employed one of the highest 
numbers of single, young women actors, some of 
whom, under her tutelage, became autoras by their 
own merit.  

María Álvarez’s began her theater career in 
1664 as a secondary actor in Juan Francisco Ortiz’s 
acting company. She worked alongside her first 
husband Francisco Correa until his death in 1670. 
Álvarez, also known as La Perendenga, soon ad-
vanced to primera dama, becoming a well-
respected and celebrated actor. Her distinguished 
reputation landed her the position of co-director in 
Félix Pascual’s company in 1677. After establishing 
her own theatrical group in 1679, Álvarez took a 
break from directing to dedicate herself to acting 
before retiring from the stage. After a short hiatus 
from the theater, María Álvarez reemerged in 1688 



__________________________________________ 
154        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

as autora de comedias por Su Majestad, a prestig-
ious title she held through 1692. María Álvarez rose 
to the esteem position of autora on her own merit, 
no doubt inspiring other women in the process.  

Women actors maneuvered themselves into 
roles of authority and influence either by taking 
over their husband’s company at his death or by 
working their way up the hierarchies of the theater 
community to become successful autoras, like Ma-
ría Álvarez. According to Melveena McKendrick, 
“the structure provided by the theatre companies, in 
association from 1631 with their guild, offered the 
women who worked within them a career path of 
sorts, the only one open to them apart from convent 
life” (“Representing their Sex” 78). In fact, as Sanz 
Ayán informs us, before the 1586 prohibition of 
women on stage,2 there were occasions where 
women served as autoras, such as Juana Manzano, 
who in 1585 obtained full rights by her husband 
Juan Limos to manage their acting company, and 
Juana Bautista de Leon, who in 1571 managed an 
acting company together with her husband (“Las 
‘autoras’” 549-50). DICAT lists a total of 76 auto-
ras, with Luisa de Aranda as the first in 1581. From 
this list of directors, Sanz Ayán identifies twenty-
seven groups led by well-respected women actors 
who “se erigen en autoras por sus propios medio y 
fama” (“Las ‘autoras’” 545). Contrary to earlier 
studies, women actors most likely sought positions 
as autoras in order to run their own businesses, 
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thereby transgressing codes of gender behavior. Un-
like in England,3 they not only worked as actors, but 
had the opportunity to rise through the ranks. Sanz 
Ayán argues that past studies attributed women’s 
rise to autoras on their physical decline, instead of 
crediting their success to talent and experience. For 
many, it was the culmination of a professional ca-
reer. They saw it  “como la oportunidad de organi-
zar por ellas mismas un negocio que muchas veces 
conocían desde niñas.” She asserts, “En general pa-
rece que afrontan estas responsabilidades cuando se 
encuentran seguramente en el mejor momento de su 
actividad escénica, o bien cuando han aprendido lo 
suficiente del negocio del teatro” (554). In other 
words, they aspired to entrepreneurs after years of 
working in the theater in order to control their own 
finances or to direct their own shows, exerting the 
role of la mujer varonil by exercising economic and 
aesthetic freedom.4  

The autora functioned as the executive and 
artistic director of the theater company. Ferrer Valls 
places those under the autora, “in descending order 
of importance, the actors who played the leading 
roles (essentially the first lady, galán, and first co-
median), then secondary actors and actresses, and 
finally auxiliary personnel (prompters, money col-
lectors and wardrobe-keepers)” (“Actors and Theat-
rical Documentation” 5). As the owner of a theatri-
cal enterprise, the autora possessed legal authority 
and was responsible for all aspects of the theater. 
During Lent, autoras spent the six-week period of 
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theater inactivity scheduling performances and ne-
gotiating contracts for the coming year, from estab-
lishing the company’s repertoire to securing the per-
formance venues. This task was often daunting 
since they normally had to account for roughly 
twenty performances a month. For example, in 
1690, Álvarez and her troupe5 journeyed to Val-
ladolid, where they performed from March through 
April. They travelled in 14 carts and two mules to 
Peñeranda, performing from the day they arrived, 
May 29, through June 1, before returning to Val-
ladolid. From April through May, the theater com-
pany presented 44 performances including dances 
for the royal family at the Palace, and autos during 
the Corpus Christi festival. The company finished 
the second half of the year touring in places such as 
Palencia, Burgos, León, Oviedo, and Segovia. One 
can imagine the details managers had to take attend 
to when booking performances, which included, but 
was not limited to, arranging the actors’ transporta-
tion and accommodations, as well as their costumes 
and stage props.  

In addition to the actors, managers had to 
consider the effects of seasonal change and unpre-
dictable weather conditions, especially since cancel-
lations due to inclement weather or unforeseen 
events produced poor audience attendance, which 
meant little or no income for acting companies. On 
several occasions, Álvarez was forced to cancel per-
formances, which probably set her company back 
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financially. For example, in Valladolid on Novem-
ber 14, 1689 and March 29, 1690, heavy rains kept 
people from attending, and on November 27, 1689, 
performances were cancelled in response to the 
death of her primera dama’s daughter (DICAT). 
These closings presented difficulties for autoras, 
such as Álvarez, who did not assume the role of 
primera dama in their companies. Famous actresses 
who rose to the role of autora and continued to play 
leading lady in their companies could earn up to 
three times more than their male counterparts (Sanz 
Ayán 576). These women had a better chance of 
netting more income than those who hired primeras 
damas. Needless to say, in order to increase their 
financial gains, managers grasped at any opportuni-
ty to schedule a performance, often times planning 
two or three shows in one day.6  

Before the season commenced, directors al-
so decided which plays to buy, and then studied and 
adapted the plays, making changes according to the 
actors’ personalities, the type of audience in attend-
ance, and the infrastructure of the stage. Once the 
theatrical season started, the directors led the re-
hearsals, coaching their actors in the process. Part of 
the acting schools’ program required actors to study 
the plays, musical numbers, dances, etcetera, before 
the season began. Actors often rehearsed from dawn 
to dusk, as Agustín de Rojas observed in El viaje 
entretenido (1603): “Estos representantes/antes que 
Dios amanece/escribiendo y estudiando . . . /se es-
tán ensayando siempre” (90). Moreover, Rojas, in 
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awe of the actors, commented: “Yo me admi-
ro/cómo es posible que pueden/estudiar toda su vi-
da” (302). We also find evidence in comedias, such 
as Lope de Vega’s Lo fingido verdadero, of the ac-
tors’ need to rehearse. Lope’s character Marcela 
tells her fellow actors that they must “study” and 
“prepare” for the upcoming plays: “Remédiese otra 
comedia,/que mientras éstas se hacen/estudiaremos 
algunas/para hacerlas adelante” (285). Once the 
theatrical season began, companies had short lead 
times to open a show. In Zaragoza, María Álvarez 
and her company, for example, were forced to re-
hearse fifteen plays in less than two weeks:  
 

El 10 de enero de 1692, la autora María Álvarez y los 
miembros de su compañía se comprometieron a estu-
diar durante doce días a partir de esta fecha, quince 
comedias para representarlas inmediatamente des-
pués y hasta el martes de Carnaval [19 de febrero] en 
el teatro del Hospital de Nuestra Señora de Gracia de 
Zaragoza. (COMCAT)  

 
The actors committed to memorize works of consi-
derable sophistication, such as the comedias Cueva 
y castillo de Amor, El tercero de su afrenta, Mejor 
está que estaba, Psiquis y Cupido, and Travesuras 
son valor. Even though most female actors learned 
to read at an early age as part of their schooling in 
acting, as McKendrick claims (“Representing” 90-
91), there were some who never learned to write (or 
read). For instance, the actress Bonifacia Camacho, 
who played various roles, from cuartas damas and 
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graciosas in her mother’s company to primera or 
tercera dama in María Álvarez’s company, “no 
sabía escribir” (DICAT), although she may have 
been able to read. However, even if Bonifacia never 
learned to read and depended on learning her parts 
from literate members of the company,7 it did not 
prevent her from gaining steady employment. The 
actress worked constantly from 1673 until 1707 in 
well-respected acting companies. Regardless of 
whether actors could read or not, they were required 
not only to learn their lines in a short period of time, 
but also to interpret their roles and deliver them 
with confidence.  

Some of these women excelled as entrepre-
neurs, even running for high-ranking offices such as 
mayordoma in the guilds. For example, Ana Isabel 
de Castro was elected in 1686, and María de Navas, 
in 1697. These powerful institutions, such as the 
Cofradía de Nuestra Señora de la Novena, protect-
ed their status as professionals, increasing both mar-
ried and unmarried women’s chances of success. 
Although we can find examples of unmarried wom-
en before the seventeenth century, such as the 25-
year-old single actor, Catalina Rodriguez, who in 
1585 signed a contract to work as an apprentice for 
the autor Andrés de Angulo,8 Sanz Ayán finds that, 
from the mid-1600s on, unmarried women actors 
and directors were more frequently listed as mem-
bers of acting companies. A lot had changed since 
the court orders that had once limited single women 
from gracing the stage (“Las ‘autoras’” 559-62). 
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And even though the aforementioned 1587 decree 
that prohibited unmarried women from working in 
acting companies was still in effect, companies con-
tinued to hire them throughout the next century. By 
the middle of the seventeenth century, single wom-
en working for respectable companies became the 
norm. Women such as María Álvarez gained status 
as masters of their craft. They played a critical part 
in the evolution of the theater, and thus, served as 
career-minded models for a new generation of 
women actors.  

In 1692, María Álvarez employed the high-
est number of single actresses of any company in 
Spain. Josefa Laura (or de Cabia) earned enough 
money as segunda dama and sobresaliente to sup-
port her family and a servant.9 Juana Laura, accom-
panying her sister, played quinta dama from 1690 
to 1692. After years of tutelage under María Álva-
rez, Sabina Pascual, the daughter of the autor Félix 
Pascual and the actor Manuela Bustamente (La 
Mentrilla), rose to autora in 1706. Catalina Antonia, 
a musician and actor, earned a living in theater for 
many years after acting under Álvarez’s direction. 
María Antonia, who performed quinta dama in the 
company during the years 1691 and 1692 (in which 
she is listed as viuda), enjoyed a long career in thea-
ter. The actors’ successes attest to Álvarez’s excep-
tional direction and mentorship.   

Álvarez was extremely qualified to tutor her 
actors. In her acting career, she received accolades 
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for the many roles she performed. In fact, Casiano 
Pellicer counted her among the most famous and 
skilled actors of the seventeenth century (Lola Gon-
zález “Mujer vestida de hombre” 907). As an actor 
and singer, Álvarez played various roles as first and 
second damas as well as understudies in several au-
tos during the Corpus Christi Festivals in Madrid. 
María Álvarez demanded high wages as a sobre-
saliente, an important indication of her elite status, 
as Mimma De Salvo explains:  
 

la equiparación económica entre las cantidades que 
cobraban las actrices dependía en muchos casos no 
sólo de su participación en las piezas teatrales repre-
sentadas, sino de la categoría a la que pertenecían 
(primera dama, segunda dama, etc.) y de la fama que 
como profesionales habían alcanzado, lo cual en mu-
chos casos, podía aumentar el importe de las cantida-
des que se le pagaban y que según creemos influyó 
notablemente en determinar los importes que recibían 
ciertas actrices sobresalientes activas en la época, cu-
ya participación en las representaciones venía recom-
pensada sobre todo por el lucimiento que su presen-
cia les proporcionaba. (La mujer en la práctica 
escénica)  
 

For instance, in 1680 María Álvarez was paid more 
than 3,000 reales for her role as an understudy, a 
significantly higher wage than her fellow actors 
(DICAT).10 She also may have played angels in the 
autos, especially if one considers that since Spanish 
audiences preferred female singing voices, only 
“women (actress-singers from the same troupes that 
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performed in the corrales)” played the roles of the 
angels who sang and were transported to and from 
the heavens on stage machines such as tramoyas 
(Stein 134). She either may have practiced perform-
ing on the tramoyas or at least witnessed other ac-
tors rehearsing on them, becoming familiar with the 
complexities of the contraptions. For instance, dur-
ing the Corpus Christi Festival in 1680, she worked 
as an understudy for the companies of Manuel Val-
lejo and Jerónimo García. One of the plays directed 
by Jerónimo García was the physically and finan-
cially demanding play Andrómeda y Perseo, an auto 
Álvarez would later produce.  

María Álvarez’s experience working with 
autos prepared her for one of her most challenging 
endeavors, directing Andrómeda y Perseo in 1688. 
The comedia featured flying stunts and fantastical 
scenes that required “muchas apariencias y tramoi-
as,” an expense beyond the means of a commercial 
theater’s budget. However, Álvarez’s professional 
reputation as an actor and an autora de comedias 
por Su Majestad appealed to the mayor of the city 
of León, who trusted her ability to produce this 
spectacle. He agreed to help fund the production in 
order to defray the fees for the rental of the ma-
chines and the material and people needed to main-
tain and run them during the long, technical re-
hearsals and run of the show (CATCOM).11  

    Directors frequently choreographed the 
scenes during rehearsals, which usually lasted all 
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day, especially weeks before a performance. These 
long rehearsals were necessary to certify that the 
machines were in good working order and that the 
actors were well versed in their proper use in order 
to ensure their safety as well as the success of the 
show.12 Under María Álvarez’s tutelage, the actors 
in the 1688 production of Andrómeda y Perseo 
gained experience with various machines, which 
made them more marketable to other acting compa-
nies and guaranteed steady employment.  

Members of Álvarez’s acting group who ad-
vanced in their careers include actors such as 
Águeda Francisca, who, after her role in 1690 as 
Álvarez’s primera dama, was hired in 1695 and 
1696 as the leading lady in the company of Andrea 
de Salazar, another well-respected autora. Ana 
Hipólita (Vaquero), Águeda Francisca’s sister, after 
working as an understudy for María Álvarez in 
1690, gained employment in Teresa de Roble´s act-
ing company. Some members of María Álvarez’s 
company moved up the social and economic ladder 
by managing and directing their own acting compa-
nies. Ana Isabel de Castro rose to the position of 
autora soon after working for Álvarez in 1692. She 
began her own enterprise, managing and directing 
from 1693 to 1696. Sabina Pascual, mentioned 
above, became autora in 1706. Male members of 
the company under María Álvarez’s guidance also 
went on to become autores. Mateo (de) Navaza, an 
actor in her organization from 1690 through 1692, 
became an autor in 1700. He started a company in 
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Trujillo and Madrid, directing Juan Pizarro, the son 
of actor Alonso Pizarro, who performed alongside 
Mateo in 1690 as a member of María Álvarez’s 
company. And Gregorio Bautista Fernández, Ana 
Hipólita’s husband, earned a salary as the guardar-
ropa in Álvarez’s organization, rising to a licensed 
autor in 1699. 

Theater yielded a steady salary for acting 
companies contracted as “compañías de título o 
reales,” increasing their members’ chances of earn-
ing a reasonably comfortable living, especially 
those who aspired to the role of primera dama or 
autora. According to Mary Blythe Daniels, “con-
temporary writers believed this profession generally 
to be lucrative enough to keep one well fed” (74). 
For example, in one of his Loas, Luis Quiñónes de 
Benavente (1589-1651?) comments: “Usase ya en 
nuestros tiempos/Ser los autores muy gor-
dos/Exempli gratia, Vallejo” (Colleccion de piezas 
dramaticas 31). The directors of these commercial 
theaters were granted an official title or license from 
the Protector, a member of the Royal Council, to 
perform in major towns and cities (Ferrer Valls 
“Actors” 3). This agreement permitted the compa-
nies to perform secular plays in the city’s corrales 
from Easter to Corpus and then autos during the 
Corpus Christi festivities. María Álvarez was grant-
ed an official license as early as 1680. Two of the 
notarial certifications dated January 14, 1680 and 
February 4, 1680 refer to María Álvarez as the “au-
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tora de comedias”; however, in documents from 
1688, she is referred to by the official name of “au-
tora de comedias por Su Majestad,” a prominent 
title held by few autores.13 This title served her well 
in creating collaborations and establishing connec-
tions.  

María Álvarez’s inclination to collaborate 
began early in her career. For instance, she and the 
actor Andrea de Salazar worked side-by-side in 
Manuel Vallejo’s company for a couple of years 
before becoming licensed autoras. Their shared 
predisposition to teamwork led them to build a net-
work of women professionals by hiring and school-
ing young women in the business of theater. Anoth-
er case that demonstrates Álvarez´s aptitude for col-
laboration presents itself in the 1677 documents that 
refer to María Álvarez as both autora and segunda 
dama in Félix Pascual’s company. De Salvo sug-
gests that she most likely shared directing responsi-
bilities with Félix Pascual in Seville (La mujer). In 
addition, María Álvarez’s business decision to col-
laborate with successful directors proved fruitful. 
She profited from the elite status as one of the few 
invited to perform particulares or private perfor-
mances in private houses or in the palace, co-
producing with other successful autores. For exam-
ple, in 1680, Álvarez, along with the companies of 
Manuel Vallejo and José de Pardo, participated in 
the festivities surrounding the entrée of the Queen 
María Luisa of Orleans (DICAT). This collabora-
tion prepared Álvarez for her first solo commerce 
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venture. That year, Álvarez directed and produced 
three comedias as a licensed autora at the Madrid 
Palace: Afectos de odio y amor, La banda y la flor, 
and La bandolera de Baeza (COMCAT). In addi-
tion, as Ferrer Valls points out, “companies which 
were selected to do the autos received important 
benefits, not only in terms of their remuneration for 
the festivity but also because they had the exclusive 
right to perform in the city’s playhouses in the peri-
od from Easter to Corpus” (“Actors” 8). Historic 
documents locate Álvarez’s company among those 
that landed such lucrative contracts. A case in point 
is seen from April to June 19, 1688, when Álvarez 
and her troupe of actors presented 47 times, netting 
4,481 reales and 22mrs (DICAT).  

María Álvarez possessed a keen sense of 
business, evident in her commitment to hiring and 
mentoring good actors who went on to become suc-
cessful. As artistic director and executive adminis-
trator, she managed a school that fostered an aware-
ness of autonomy in her young apprentices, produc-
ing a sense of community among women and men 
in her field.  Additionally, her reputation as autora 
served her well in her career, attracting profitable 
contracts and the collaboration of fellow actors and 
directors licensed to perform in Madrid’s corrales 
and royal palace as well as other major cities. Over-
coming cultural barriers, María Álvarez reinvented 
herself as an actor, director and mentor, leading a 
new generation of women theater professionals who 
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would eventually follow in her footsteps. 
 
NOTES 
 

1 DICAT contains over 6,500 entries, which includes 
actors’ vital biographical and contractual information. 

2 Unfortunately, the strict social codes set by the 
Church and the State, which prohibited women and men from 
dressing in a manner that represented anything other than their 
own gender or status position, at times threatened the liveli-
hood of the women in the theater. An example from the late 
sixteenth century, often mentioned by comedia scholars, ex-
emplifies some of the legal challenges women faced in achiev-
ing their professional goals. In 1587, after the courts banned 
women actors from participating in comedias, several women 
of the theater appealed to the authorities with a formal petition 
opposing the prohibition to the Consejo de Su Majestad. They 
declared that it was not their presence in the theater but their 
absence that could cause a moral danger to their own, and 
their husbands’ conscience, “se a dado causa a que para suplir 
su falta en las representaciones, los dichos sus maridos traen 
muchos muchachos de buen gesto, y los visten y tocan como 
mujeres, con mayor indecencia y mas escandalo que ellas cau-
saban”  (Davis and Varey, Los corrales de comedias 125). 
These women appealed to the court’s rational sense of judg-
ment in their demand to have their rights reinstated as active 
members of the theater community by suggesting their own 
conditions to return to the stage. In their plea to have the ban 
lifted, the women ensured the court that all actors would be 
married and accompanied by their husbands, and would not 
dress only in male clothing on stage. 

3 Women actors did not appear on the London stage 
until 1629, and in France, women were not permitted to act on 
the public stage until the mid-1600s. McKendrick points out 
that “even in Italy, where women did appear on stage in the 
second half of the sixteenth century, boys continued to play 
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female roles into the 1630s” (“Representing” 72).  
4 The women’s determination to succeed captured the 

essence of the mujer varonil, a term defined as women who 
deviate from the norm (McKendrick Women in Society ix).  

5 The members included: Águeda Francisca, primera 
dama; Bonifacia Camacho, primera dama or tercera dama; 
Josefa Laura, cuarta dama; Juana Laura, quinta dama; Ana 
Hipólita, sobresaliente; Gregorio Antonio, galán; Manuel 
Alonso, galán; Gonzalo de Espinosa, segundo galán; Manuel 
de Labaña, gracioso, Mateo Navasa, barba; Gregorio Bautista 
Fernández, guardarropa; Pedro de Ros, músico; Miguel Vela, 
Juan Vela, arpista; Lucas de San Juan; Manuel Agustín, Juan 
de Molina, Antonio Vela; and Alonso Pizarro 

 6 In March of 1690, the company performed three 
plays in four days: El secreto a voces on March 27 and 28; 
performances were cancelled on the 29th due to “mal día y no 
aver jente”; Caso con dos puertas on the 30th; and La fuerza 
de la ley on the 31st. That same year, María Álvarez’s compa-
ny performed a two-day run of 5 plays (a combination of co-
medias and autos) in Peñeranda, beginning on May 29th and 
ending the run on June 1st with two comedias, one in the 
morning and another in the afternoon (DICAT). 

7 P. Pedro Fomperosa y Quintana in1683 observed: 
“A las mujeres muchas veces se los leen los hombres, unas por 
no saber leer, otras por abreviar en este ejercicio con lo que 
han de tomar de memoria” (Cotarelo y Morí Bibliografía de 
las controversias 267).  

8 Catalina Rodríguez received a salary that covered 
“comida, bebida, camisa lavada ‘y cabalgadura en que andar 
cuando fuere camino y más os tengo de dar por cada una de 
las representaciones a que así me ayudárades tres reales, así de 
las que se hicieren en público como las que se hicieren en se-
creto’” (DICAT). 

9 Her sister Juana Laura and her husband Alonso (o 
Alfonso) de Robles “vivieron durante algún tiempo en Madrid 
a expensas de la actriz Josefa Laura, quien les proporcionaba 
casa y manutención (G, 465-66). Por último, esta fuente indica 
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que Manuela Ruiz fue criada suya (G, 269)” (DICAT). 
10 Mimma de Dalvo writes: “Si por un lado las auto-

ridades competentes, que al contratar a una determinada agru-
pación, eran quienes imponían la condición de que en ella 
actuase una determinada actriz (o actor) de fama reconocida, 
por otro lado, muy a menudo, la ausencia imprevista de la 
actriz acreditada ocasionaba la suspensión de las representa-
ciones en las que ésta actuaba, sobre todo si dicha actriz era 
muy querida por el público, que difícilmente aceptaba verla 
suplantada sin mostrar su descontento. Es lo que ocurrió en 
1677 en Sevilla cuando la actriz María (de) Álvarez la Peren-
denga, segunda dama de la compañía de Félix Pascual, fue 
detenida por los tenientes de la ciudad mientras estaba traba-
jando en el corral de la Montería. Ante este hecho, el teniente 
de alcalde protestó enérgicamente por considerar dicha deten-
ción ‘muy perjudicial para la Real Hacienda y estimación de 
las comedias’. Y, efectivamente, el público del corral sevi-
llano, al ver sustituida a su estrella por otra actriz, desertó de 
la representación de aquel día y la del siguiente” (La mujer en 
la práctica escénica). 

11 “En 1688, durante las fiestas de agosto, la compa-
ñía de María Álvarez representó en León la comedia Andró-
meda y Perseo. En un documento fechado el 25 de agosto de 
ese año se lee lo siguiente: "tratose en este ayuntamiento [de 
León] en raçón de la comedia que se pretende hacer en el pa-
tio, de Andrómeda y Perseo, la cual lleva muchas apariencias 
y tramoias que tienen mucha costa, y porque la Ciudad ha 
ofrecido darles alguna cantidad para ayuda de costa de ellas y 
que actualmente se está trabaxando por diferentes oficiales, 
acordó que el maiordomo de proprios les vaia socorriendo" 
(CATCOM). 

12 In his 1617 work, El pasajero, Cristóbal Suárez de 
Figueroa cautioned vigilance when using tramoyas, “Aplicad 
toda vigilancia en la seguridad de las tramoyas. Hanse visto 
desgracias en algunas que alborotaron con risa el concurso, o 
quebrándose y cayendo las figuras, o parándose y asiéndose 
cuando debían correr con más velocidad” (96).  
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13 Teresa Ferrer Valls believes, “Aunque en estos 
años los documentos se refieren a ella tan sólo como autora es 
de suponer que también pudo disfrutar del título” (“La incor-
poración” 18).  

 
Comedias Presented by María Álvarez’s Company*  
 
Year Date Location Venue Comedia 
1680 Feb 4 Madrid Palace Afectos de odio y 

amor 
1680 Feb 11 Madrid Palace La banda y la flor 
1680 Feb 28 Madrid Palace La bandolera de Ba-

eza 
1688 Apr 

19, 20 
Valladolid Corral También hay duelo en 

las damas 
1688 Apr 

21, 
May 1 

Valladolid Corral Las armas de la her-
mosura 

1688 Apr 
22, 25 

Valladolid Corral El ricohombre de 
Alcalá 

1688 Apr 
23, 
May 3 

Valladolid Corral El prodigioso prínci-
pe transilvano 

1688 Apr 26 Valladolid Corral La lavandera de 
Nápoles 

1688 Apr 
27, 
May 2 

Valladolid Corral Los empeños de un 
acaso 

1688 Apr 28 Valladolid Corral El gorrón de Sala-
manca 

1688 Apr 29 Valladolid Corral Los Esforcias de 
Milán 

1688 May 
6-10 

Valladolid Corral La toma de Buda 

1688 May 
11 

Valladolid Corral De fuera vendrá o De 
fuera vendrá quien de 
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casa nos echará 
1688 May 

12 
Valladolid Corral El príncipe constante 

1688 May 
13, 14 

Valladolid Corral Santa María Egipcia-
ca 

1688 May 
16 

Valladolid Corral Illegible  

1688 May 
17 

Valladolid Corral El triunvirato de Ro-
ma 

1688 May 
18 

Valladolid Corral Agravios y celos 

1688 May 
19, 23 

Valladolid Corral La vida es sueño 

1688 May 
20 

Valladolid Corral Amparar al enemigo 

1688 May 
24, 
Jun 8 

Valladolid Corral Progne y Filomena 

1688 May 
26, 27 

Valladolid Corral El devoto de la Virgen 

1688 May 
28, 30 

Valladolid Corral La Arcadia fingida 

1688 May 
31 

Valladolid Corral El Eneas de Dios 

1688 Jun 1, 
7 

Valladolid Corral Oponerse a las estre-
llas 

1688 Jun 3, 
6 

Valladolid Corral Montescos y Capele-
tes 

1688 Jun 9-
14 

Valladolid Corral Andrómeda y Perseo 

1688 Aug ? Leon Corral Andrómeda y Perseo 
1689 Jun 1, 

7 
Valladolid Corral Oponerse a las estrel-

las 
1689 Oct 

29, 30 
Valladolid Corral El poder de la amis-

tad 
1689 Oct 31 Valladolid Corral Afectos de odio y 
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amor 
1689 Nov 2 Valladolid Corral Lo mejor es lo mejor 
1689 Nov 3 Valladolid Corral La garza de Portugal 
1689 Nov 4 Valladolid Corral El príncipe persegui-

do 
1689 Nov 5, 

6 
Valladolid Corral El mancebo del ca-

mino 
1689 Nov 7 Valladolid Corral La niña de Gómez 

Arias 
1689 Nov 8 Valladolid Corral No puede ser 
1689 Nov 9 Valladolid Corral Ana Bolena (La cisma 

de Ingalaterra [sic]) 
1689 Nov 

10 
Valladolid Corral El sabio en su retiro 

1689 Nov 
11 

Valladolid Corral El conde de Sex 

1689 Nov 
12, 13 

Valladolid Corral La exaltación de la 
cruz 

1689 Nov 
15, 
Dec 5 

Valladolid Corral Las manos blancas no 
ofenden 

1689 Nov 
16 

Valladolid Corral La duquesa de Barce-
lona 

1689 Nov 
17 

Valladolid Corral Don Pedro el Cruel 

1689 Nov 
18-20 

Valladolid Corral Estrigonia y Barcania 

1689 Nov 
21 

Valladolid Corral Contra lealtad no hay 
cautela 

1689 Nov 
22 

Valladolid Corral David y prudente Ab-
igaíl 

1689 Nov 
23 

Valladolid Corral El mejor amigo, El 
Rey 

1689 Nov 
24 

Valladolid Corral Las amazonas 

1689 Nov Valladolid Corral Sansón 
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25 
1689 Nov 

26, 30 
Valladolid Corral Los juegos olímpicos 

1689 Nov 
28 

Valladolid Corral El catalán Serrallon-
ga 

1689 Nov 
29 

Valladolid Corral Bernardo del Carpio 

1689 Dec 1  Valladolid Corral La hija del aire, pri-
mera parte 

1689 Dec 2 Valladolid Corral La hija del aire, se-
cunda parte 

1689 Dec 3, 
4  

Valladolid Corral Moisés 

1689 Dec 6-
8 

Valladolid Corral Las cadenas del de-
monio 

1689 Dec 9, 
10 

Valladolid Corral Pedro Ponce 

1690 Mar 
27-28 

Valladolid Corral El secreto a voces. 

1690 Mar 
30 

Valladolid Corral Casa con dos puertas 

1690 Mar 
31 

Valladolid Corral La fuerza de la ley 

1690 Apr 2 Valladolid Corral Afectos de odio y 
amor 

1690 Apr 10 Valladolid Corral Fineza contra fineza 
1690 Apr 11 Valladolid Corral Mañanas de abril y 

mayo 
1690 Apr 

13, 14, 
16 

Valladolid Corral Los trabajos de To-
bías 

1690 Apr 18 Valladolid Corral De fuera vendrá 
1690 Apr 19 Valladolid Corral Las amazonas 
1690 Apr 20 Valladolid Corral La niña de Gómez 

Arias 
1690 Apr 24 Valladolid Corral El villano en su retiro 
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1690 Apr 26 Valladolid Corral El príncipe persegui-
do 

1690 Apr 30 Valladolid Corral No puede ser 
1690 May 5 Valladolid Corral La prudente Abigaíl 
1690 May 8 Valladolid Corral Agradecer y no amar 
1690 May 

11 
Valladolid Corral Fineza contra fineza 

1691 Apr 23 Valladolid Corral Como padre y como 
rey 

1691 Apr 26 Valladolid Corral A un tiempo rey y 
vasallo 

1691 Apr 30 Valladolid Corral Las vísperas sicili-
anas 

1691 May 1 Valladolid Corral Las vísperas sicili-
anas 

1691 May 2 Valladolid Corral Amparar al enemigo 
1691 May 

24 
Valladolid Corral El príncipe villano 

1691 May 
28 

Valladolid Corral El voto de la Concep-
ción [sic, por El devo-
to de la Concepción 

1691 May 
29 

Valladolid Corral No puede ser 

1691 Jun 6 Valladolid Corral Leoncio y Montano 
1691 Jun 11 Valladolid Corral Como padre y como 

rey 
1692 Jan 

22- 
Feb 19 

Zaragoza Corral Cueva y castillo de 
Amor 
 

1692 Jan 
22- 
Feb 19 

Zaragoza Corral El tercero de su 
afrenta 

1692 Jan 
22- 
Feb 19 

Zaragoza Corral Mejor está que estaba 

1692 Jan Zaragoza Corral Psiquis y Cupido 
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22- 
Feb 19 

1692 Jan 
22- 
Feb 19 

Zaragoza Corral Travesuras son valor 

 
Autos Presented by María Álvarez’s Company  
 
Year Date Location Venue Comedia 
1688 Jun 17 Valladolid Calle El día mayor de los 

santos días  
1688 Jun 17 Valladolid Calle El Socorro general 

1688 Jun 18, 
19 

Valladolid Corral El día mayor de los 
santos días 

1688 Jun 18, 
19 

Valladolid Corral El Socorro general  

1691 Jun 13 Valladolid Calle La nave del mer-
cader 

1691 Jun 13 Valladolid Calle Psiquis y Cupido 
1691 Jun 14, 

15 
Valladolid Corral La nave del mer-

cader 
1691 Jun 14, 

15 
Valladolid Corral Psiquis y Cupido 

*Sources: DICAT and COMCAT: Las comedias y sus repre-
sentantes. 
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Interviews  
 
 
 
“A GAME AND A SENSE OF STRATEGY”: 
PLAYWRIGHT CALLIE KIMBALL ON 
SOFONISBA ANGUISSOLA 
 

MARGARET E. BOYLE 
Bowdoin College 

 
 
 

Sofonisba by playwright Callie Kimball is a 
historical drama in two acts about the life of the 
Italian painter Sofonisba Anguissola and her time in 
the Spanish court. The plot takes place between the 
years 1560-1565 and 1567-1571. The play opens 
with a short prologue in which Sofonisba is on a 
ship to Spain (December 1559), and concludes with 
an epilogue where she travels by ship from Spain to 
Italy (May 1579). The characters in Sofonisba are 
Sofonisba, Queen Isabel, and a male actor who 
plays five roles: Bishop, King Philip II, Don Fran-
cisco (de Moncada), The Fool, Orazio (Lomellino).  

Sofonisba, which the Ludwig Volgelstein 
Foundation supported with a grant, was a semi-
finalist for the Shakespeare’s Sister Award (2014), a 
finalist for the O’Neill Playwrights’ Conference 
(2016), a nominee for the Kilroy’s List (2015), and 



__________________________________________ 
  Boyle                      179         

 

the recipient of the Portland Stage Company’s 
Clauder Gold Prize (2015). In November 2016, the 
Dramatic Repertory Company performed a work-
shop production of Sofonisba. Following one of the 
performances, I spoke with the playwright about the 
creation of the play and her aspirations for its fu-
ture. The interview has been edited for brevity.  

 

 
Abigail Kileen as Sofonisba 
 
MB: Tell me more about how you first became in-
terested in Sofonoisba Anguissola. 
 
CK: I was in college. I was a poet doing creative 
writing, and I was working in the English office and 
noticed back issues of Art & Antiques magazine. 
One of these issues had a really arresting portrait of 
Sofonisba’s two sisters and brother with a dog. It 
was just so arresting, just the eyes. I took the maga-
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zine and photocopied the article. I was just so taken 
with her work in that way that you know sometimes 
we enjoy something, and we can articulate why we 
have a savvy understanding of our aesthetic re-
sponse to something, but this actually prompted a 
non-verbal response. I just loved it. It was telling. I 
was drawn to it and was excited by the fact that, 
someone who is a writer, I could not even explain 
why the art was so powerful to me, but it was. And 
then it just stayed with me over the years.  

When I was a playwright, I applied for a 
grant to write a play about Sofonisba because I had 
learned by then so much more about her life story, 
or what we know about her life story, and thought 
that it was inherently theatrical and dramatic and 
had a beautiful narrative arc. I got the grant, and 
then I had to actually write the play. As I’m sure 
you know very well, nothing motivates like a dead-
line. I wrote the first forty pages of it, and it had a 
reading at the Kennedy Center in the fall of 2008, 
and that went really well. And the audience re-
sponse was terrific, and so I kept going. That’s what 
really first brought me to her work and was the cata-
lyst for writing a play about her. It’s funny because 
I actually had a Google Alert set up over the last 
eight years with paranoia, thinking surely someone 
is going to scoop me on this; there’s going to be a 
biopic or something about her. 
 
MB: There is so much to adore about your play, but 
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one of my favorite aspects of it is the commitment 
to the richness of the relationship between the two 
primary characters, Sofonisba and Queen Isabel. 
Can you talk more about your choice to have a sin-
gle actor take on all of the male characters in the 
play and how this inflects the representation of gen-
der in the play? What motivated that choice for 
you?  
 
CK: Sure, it’s a very specifically theatrical choice. I 
was not trying to make a conscious feminist state-
ment when I first started to write the play, and I 
think that still stands, but I’m learning more about 
how the feminism in the play is operating, if that 
makes sense. What I mean by that is that I wanted 
to write her story, and the more I learned about her 
and realized when was Philip married to who. And, 
oh, look at that, Sofonisba arrived at the exact same 
time as Isabel did, and the age difference [between 
the two women]. Isabel became really interesting to 
me, a fourteen year-old Queen and this pressured 
environment to procreate. It just struck me that you 
have two women who are trying to create some-
thing, and that their journeys were parallel but so 
different. They both had constraints on them, and 
also great freedom. But they each ran up against 
these limitations that were embedded in the patriar-
chy.  
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Sofonisba (Abigail Kileen) painting Queen Isabel 
(Marjolaine Whittlesey). Scenic Design by Meg Ander-
son. 
 
MB: Yes! You even describe in your stage direc-
tions that the two women share a “hunger for crea-
tion: for life, for art.” I also noticed that you explic-
itly direct your actors to stay away from any com-
mentary about gender politics in their performance. 
 
CK: With a modern sensibility that is very aware, 
it’s hard not to add any commentary. But when 
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Philip says, “you can hardly tell that this is done by 
a hand of a woman,” it’s not an insult, it’s not any-
thing.  
          In terms of the male role, there wasn’t a big 
statement I was trying to make. I just really liked 
the geometry of three people on a stage because I 
feel in art the negative space and the relational 
space between subjects is just as important as every-
thing else in the composition. To me, I thought it 
was interesting to have one man play all of those 
roles, not as a stunt, but so the focus stays on Sofo-
nisba. It’s her play and she’s constant, and her 
friendship and her love for Isabel is constant. The 
end effect that it has is that the male characters are 
secondary and peripheral even though they exert a 
lot of influence over the events in her life. They sort 
of are set back from Sofonisba and Queen Isabel’s 
relationship.  
          I have a director in New York, and we’re ac-
tually applying to various workshops to see if we 
can get some support to explore what would happen 
if we had three, four or five different actors playing 
those roles, just to explore what would happen. I 
don’t know, that might break the play. It might not 
work. It might be better. It might help us discover 
some new things we haven’t even thought of. That 
would be a great gift to have that kind of support. 
That’s the next logical thing, besides another full 
production that would be a world premiere.  
 
MB: I’m hoping we can talk more about the closing 
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of the first act, where in the workshop production 
the audience experiences Queen Isabel’s miscar-
riage with an unexpected fall of rose petals on the 
stage. Can you tell me more about the creation of 
this moment?  
 
CK: Meg Anderson the set designer came up with 
that solution. The stage direction in the play is 
something very grand, like “creative life pours out 
of her body in this world where everything is con-
strained,” and so it’s a miscarriage, but it’s also a 
metaphor. It’s the act break because it’s an emo-
tional note. You want to come back to the play be-
cause you’re worried about Isabel and want to find 
out what happens, and also an intermission gives 
you time to clean it up depending on how a set de-
signer executes it and the budget. I thought Meg’s 
design was just spot on and simple. Always the 
most simple theatrical solutions have the most im-
pact. It’s not grotesque. It’s beautiful at the same 
time that it’s terrifying. The sound that is playing, 
this low note of dread plays, the lights change to 
red, and then you have a blackout once the petals 
have fallen, and you know what happened even 
though words haven’t been said. As a playwright, 
you don’t know how a director and designer are go-
ing to realize these requests you make in the script, 
but a good designer is excited to take that on. I just 
communicate intent and how I want it to land. 
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MB: I’ve been wondering about any familiarity you 
might have with Spanish comedia from the period 
and how this inflected your portrayal of the charac-
ters in this play, especially for your nameless Fool?  
 
CK: I was not thinking about structure or deliber-
ately echoing or mirroring other theatrical conven-
tions of the time, but sometimes the things we ab-
sorb come up through the work anyway, I find. 
Something that landed for me was actually more 
about the chess game [Sofonisba’s portrait and one 
of the scenes in the play], when I realized, oh, look, 
I have a King, and a Bishop and a Knight and a 
Queen, and it is a game and a sense of strategy that 
she’s playing−and  position and power and status. 
And that was really something I belatedly realized, 
which often happens when I write a play. 
          I feel like there was a liminal space that court 
jesters or fools were allowed to tread in those 
worlds, and then I realized along the way of revis-
ing it over the years that he shares that same space 
with Sofonisba, in terms of being granted all kinds 
of freedom and all kinds of permission, and still 
there are all these restrictions around your place and 
your status. And once I realized, that was when I 
decided to write the scene in Act II between just 
Sofonisba and the Fool. You don’t quite know 
what’s going to happen, there’s an undercurrent of 
threat. 
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Marjolaine Whittlesey as Queen Isabel 
 
MB: Can we talk briefly about language? Many of 
Sofonisba’s monologues are poetic, stream of con-
sciousness dialogues with her absent mother. What 
does this structure allow you to achieve?  
 
CK: Sofonisba’s very elusive to me, still after writ-
ing this play, in some ways a cipher, both for me 
and for the audience, and also for the characters in 
the play. Isabel presses her “you make everyone 
wonder, what’s inside of you?”, and I think I still 
have that question. In her self-portrait, she was just 
so constrained and conscious in terms of her presen-
tation. That was really interesting to me. I think 
Sofonisba’s just elusive enough that I had to find a 
way to have a place for her, that safe for her to re-
veal herself and some of her struggles. If she was 
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just a complete blank slate and we didn’t know any-
thing about what was driving her, then it would’ve 
been impossible to connect with her. Her work was 
very modern and psychologically complex. Even in 
the reveal, she’s still covered; she’s showing you, 
but something is still in reserve. Her monologues 
still require a lot of legwork to piece together what 
is driving her and what she’s most afraid of.  
 
MB: More about language. What does it mean to 
write a play in English taking place in Spain with 
Sofonisba’s native tongue being Italian and Queen 
Isabel’s French. How do you make choices about 
which dimensions of language to emphasize?  
 
CK: Obviously, the play is written in English. She’s 
Italian, and I’ve studied Italian. I wrote the play, 
you make these choices, and then an actor wonders, 
“would I have an accent?” “Oh, my gosh, I don’t 
know, let’s figure it out.” Right away, the Bishop 
speaks a lot of Latin, and it makes the audience lean 
forward and say, “wait, what is going on?” And 
then they relax because you know you’re in good 
hands with Sofonisba because she orients you, but it 
also gives you a sense of the world that she’s being 
dropped into where language operates in different 
ways all around her, and she’s constantly having to 
adjust. She’s thrust into this new environment 
where things are coming at her. 
 
MB: What are the next steps for the play’s produc-
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tion? 
 
CK: I’ve been so fortunate. I put it in the drawer for 
a long time. I respect Sofonisba and her work so 
much and have wanted the play to be the best it 
could be. I started it very early in my career, and 
took it out later, and once I submitted it to various 
competitions and prizes, it started to get a lot of vis-
ibility with more prestigious prizes. This year, it’s 
on the Kilroy’s list, one of the top plays written by 
women that are unproduced. The reason the produc-
tion you saw was called a workshop, that means the 
play can go on to be produced at a larger theater 
that cares a lot about world premiere status and they 
can have exclusive rights. This workshop was really 
a gift because it allowed me to really kick the tires 
of the play with an audience, and now I can keep 
fleshing things out and trimming, and then set it and 
circulate it in earnest. There are a lot of different 
opportunities for it for large regional theaters, as 
well as for companies that do classical work. It’s 
not a classical play, but it’s a period drama. We def-
initely have a lot of inquiries and interest in the 
play, but we’re trying to figure out where it would 
have the best chance of having a world premiere 
that would give it a longer life and the chance to be 
published. Even if we don’t have a big splashy 
premiere, I want her story to be told. I think there’s 
a great audience out there for this play.  
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THE CROSS BORDER PROJECT Y LOS 
CLÁSICOS SIN FRONTERAS: ENTREVISTA 
CON LUCÍA MIRANDA 
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Lucía Miranda, galardonada el pasado febre-
ro con el  premio José Luis Alonso para jóvenes di-
rectores de la Asociación de Directores de Escena 
de España (ADE), realizó la Licenciatura en Huma-
nidades entre la Universidad Carlos III de Madrid y 
la Universidad de la Sorbonne de París. Después de 
cursar un Máster en Gestión de Artes Escénicas en 
el Instituto Complutense de Ciencias Musicales de 
Madrid y otro en Teatro y Educación en la Univer-
sidad de Nueva York (NYU), funda The Cross Bor-
der Project en el 2010. Esta compañía, además de 
haberse consolidado en los últimos tres años, se 
destaca por emplear el teatro como herramienta so-
cio-educativa, siguiendo la metodología del Teatro 
del Oprimido de Augusto Boal. Si bien en la presen-
te entrevista nos enfocaremos exclusivamente en la 
trayectoria de la directora respecto a sus adaptacio-
nes de obras clásicas, Miranda también ha llevado a 
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escena dos montajes con un enfoque social muy ac-
tual. Éstos son Perdidos en Nunca Jamás (2013)—
sobre  los efectos de la crisis española en los jóve-
nes y, especialmente, en la llamada “generación 
perdida”—y ¿Qué hacemos con la abuela? (2014), 
sobre el impacto del Alzheimer en los familiares 
más allegados al enfermo.  

Ahora bien, en relación con la dramaturgia 
clásica, foco de esta conversación, Miranda estrena 
en el 2010, en Nueva York, De Fuente Ovejuna a 
Ciudad Juárez, una adaptación de la obra de Lope 
de Vega contextualizada entorno a los feminicidios 
de Ciudad Juárez. Dos años más tarde, en el 2013, 
la directora lleva a las tablas en Guayaquil (Ecua-
dor) Las burladas por don Juan, una recreación li-
bre del Burlador de Sevilla de Tirso de Molina, cen-
trada en exponer la violencia de género en el Ecua-
dor actual. En ambos casos, Miranda utiliza el Tea-
tro Periódico y el Teatro Foro, respectivamente, pa-
ra desplegar en escena un estrecho y convincente 
diálogo entre el canon dramático del siglo XVII y la 
situación social latinoamericana contemporánea.  

En un esfuerzo de concienciar al espectador 
sobre la injusticia alrededor de la mujer, esta joven 
directora ha sido capaz de establecer con toda natu-
ralidad unos paralelismos entre pasado y presente 
sin que éstos resulten forzados.  Tanto en De Fuente 
Ovejuna como en Las burladas, el pasado histórico 
y literario se pone al servicio del presente para dar 
visibilidad a dos tragedias—los feminicidios de Juá-
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rez y la violencia de género—que requieren una in-
tervención inmediata. En estos dos montajes, Mi-
randa convierte el teatro en un espacio óptimo para 
la reflexión activa y promueve en el público un de-
seo de cambio ante los distintos tipos de violencia y 
opresión que desfilan en escena.  

Lucía Miranda tuvo la amabilidad de conce-
derme esta entrevista a principios de Junio del 2013, 
a través de la cual hemos tratado de dar al lector una 
visión panorámica de la trayectoria y del método de 
trabajo de esta directora a la hora de adaptar los clá-
sicos al Teatro del Oprimido y resaltar la visibilidad 
social y el protagonismo escénico concedido a la 
Mujer. 

 
Fig. 1. Lucia Miranda en un ensayo de Las burladas por 
don Juan en Guayaquil (Ecuador). Foto cortesía de Lu-
cía Miranda. 
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EF: ¿Cómo surgió la idea de crear el Cross Border 
Project? 
 
LM: La idea del Cross Border surgió de un impul-
so, no fue algo muy meditado. Su desarrollo sí lo 
está siendo. En el 2010, yo estaba en Nueva York, 
estudiando un máster en Teatro y Educación en 
NYU y tenía que hacer mi proyecto final. Así surgió 
De Fuente Ovejuna a Ciudad Juárez. Busqué un 
teatro hispano profesional que quisiera albergarla y 
surgió el Teatro Thalía de Queens y Ángel Gil co-
mo coproductor. Una vez ya allí, y con los ensayos 
empezados, un amigo me comentó que tenía que 
ponerle nombre al proyecto. Aunque fuera sólo para 
esa obra, debía crear una web y ponerle un nombre 
al proyecto como conjunto más allá del espectáculo. 
Era invierno, hacía un frío que pelaba y recuerdo 
que tuvimos una conversación por teléfono en la 
que yo iba cargada de cosas y con prisas, como 
siempre. Y fue lo primero que se me vino a la cabe-
za: Cross Border Project. Entonces, yo estaba to-
mando una clase sobre la idea de cross border en 
performance, los espectáculos híbridos, los espec-
táculos de frontera…, y eso me influyó definitiva-
mente. Pensé, que éramos gente de doce nacionali-
dades distintas haciendo una obra de Lope de Vega, 
contextualizada en Juárez, en Nueva York… era 
todo un poco marciano, muy cross border en su 
esencia. Y desde entonces, seguimos.  
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EF: ¿Por qué recurre a los clásicos españoles para 
hacer un teatro socialmente comprometido?  
 
LM: Recurro a los clásicos españoles porque es lo 
que más conozco. Trabajé cuatro años en el Festival 
de Almagro en producción y como lectora, y siem-
pre me han interesado los clásicos. Es pura familia-
ridad, conozco el repertorio, las obras, he visto mu-
chísimos montajes y  las ideas surgen cuando veo 
algo por la televisión, o leo el periódico o alguien 
me comenta algo. Esas ideas se unen con el imagi-
nario que tengo, que es sobre todo de los clásicos 
del Siglo de Oro, y ahora también, sobre los cuentos 
de hadas. Por supuesto, los clásicos españoles son 
maravillosos, son clásicos por eso, pero como con el 
Cross Border, mi acercamiento a ellos es de una 
manera muy intuitiva, son el bagaje que tengo.  
 
EF: ¿Ha pensado en trabajar con el repertorio Sha-
kespeareano, siguiendo la misma línea que ha se-
guido hasta ahora respecto a la adaptación del teatro 
del Siglo de Oro? 
 
LM: Sí, lo he pensado. Y hay dos proyectos, uno 
con Sueño de una noche de verano a través del tra-
bajo comunitario, una propuesta muy ambiciosa en 
la que el Cross Border necesita compañeros de via-
je, y otro con Romeo y Julieta, pero más bien la ver-
sión de Lope,  Castelvines y Monteses. Ambas van 
tomando forma lentamente. Tengo una carpeta llena 
de proyectos que algún día se harán, donde voy co-
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locando las ideas, recortes y demás que encuentro. 
Creo que cualquier obra clásica, no solo nuestros 
autores del Siglo de Oro, se puede contextualizar en 
el presente y contar a través de ellos temas sociales 
relevantes. Por eso son clásicos.  
 
EF: ¿Por qué decidió hacer de la violencia de géne-
ro el tema de exploración central en sus dos adapta-
ciones de obras clásicas? ¿Es una línea sobre la cual 
planea seguir trabajando en el futuro? 
 
LM: No fue una decisión consciente. Cuando sur-
gió el trabajo De Fuente Ovejuna a Ciudad Juárez, 
no fue porque yo decidiera “quiero hablar de la vio-
lencia de género”, sino porque me encontré  rodea-
da por un grupo de amigas chicanas para las que era 
importante el tema de Juárez, y el proyecto surgió 
un poco circunstancialmente, no a propósito. Des-
pués, Las burladas fue un trabajo por encargo. El 
Teatro Sánchez Aguilar  de Guayaquil quería traba-
jar el tema de género a través de una “gran obra” y 
pensó en mí como hacedora del cuento. Estando 
allí, una de las actrices, me sugirió que por qué no 
lo convertía en una trilogía sobre la mujer y los clá-
sicos del Siglo de Oro. Y ahí está nuestro proyecto 
de La Celestina, con el que se cerrará el trabajo so-
bre la violencia hacia la mujer y los clásicos del Si-
glo de Oro, y que estrenaremos en el 2015 ó 2016.   
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EF: La mujer ocupa un papel clave en todos sus 
trabajos hasta la fecha, ¿verdad? 
 
LM: Sí, es cierto, la mujer está como epicentro de 
toda mi obra: en Perdidos en Nunca Jamás, la pro-
tagonista es Wendy y en ¿Qué hacemos con la 
abuela? se da voz a las cuidadoras de Alzheimer 
que son mayoritariamente mujeres. Sí, tengo un in-
terés especial en que las protagonistas de las histo-
rias que dirijo sean mujeres: me siento más cercanas 
a ellas, podrían ser yo, y las puedo desarrollar y ex-
plicar mejor. Aparte de que exista una idea clara de 
dar protagonismo a la actriz y a la mujer en el esce-
nario. Los roles de protagonistas femeninas en la 
historia de nuestro teatro son o putas, o monjas, no 
hay roles de mujeres a los que me querría parecer. 
Pensando en la responsabilidad que tenemos los 
creadores de crear o recrear un imaginario, me in-
teresa mostrar roles femeninos fuertes, independien-
tes, protagonistas de sus propias historias y no su-
peditadas a la historia de un hombre. Trabajamos 
mucho con adolescentes, y ellos buscan referentes 
todo el rato, la educadora que hay en mí, aparece a 
la hora de ver los personajes y las historias.  
 
EF: Hasta ahora las dos obras clásicas que ha mon-
tado están contextualizadas en contextos latinoame-
ricanos específicos, De Fuente Ovejuna en México 
y Las burladas en Ecuador. ¿Por qué este enfoque 
en Latinoamérica? 
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Fig. 2. Escena de la revuelta de las mujeres en De Fuen-
te Ovejuna a Ciudad Juárez Thalia Spanish Theater, 
Nueva York, 2010. Fotógrafa: Valentina Riccardi. Foto 
cortesía de Lucía Miranda. 

LM: Ciudad Juárez es el superlativo de la violencia 
contra la mujer, y en Latinoamérica es más fácil 
contextualizar ciertas historias, porque tristemente 
los porcentajes de violencia machista son mayores 
que en Europa, en ciertos lugares se palpa en el tra-
to diario. Como bien indicas, hasta ahora he situado 
la violencia en México y Ecuador, también un poco 
circunstancial, porque es el contexto en el que me 
hallaba, el que me ha llevado a ello. Pero es hora de 
que nos miremos a nosotros mismos y que dejemos 
de mirar hacia fuera. La violencia contra la mujer 
también está en casa, por eso me gustaría cerrar la 
trilogía con una pieza que hablara del lado de acá, 
contextualizar La Celestina en España. 
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Fig. 3. Escena de De Fuente Ovejuna a Ciudad Juárez
Thalia Spanish Theater, Nueva York, 2010. Fotógrafa: 
Cecilia Vallejo. Foto cortesía de Lucía Miranda. 

EF: ¿Por qué La Celestina y no una obra más abier-
tamente relacionada con la victimización de la mu-
jer como El médico de su honra o El castigo sin 
venganza? 

LM: De nuevo, la decisión viene dada por un im-
pulso circunstancial y emotivo, y no por un análisis 
de las obras de la época. Sergio y yo queríamos ha-
blar de la trata de blancas y la prostitución. Yo ten-
go una amiga que ha trabajado directamente el tema 
desde una ONG, y cada vez que nos veíamos y me 
contaba las historias de algunas de las mujeres, me 
sorprendía el desconocimiento que tenía y lo cerca 
que vivo de ello, porque está en nuestras calles de 
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Madrid, en pleno centro, y son los hombres españo-
les los que van a los clubs o pisos sin importarles de 
dónde vengan o que hayan pasado esas mujeres. Así 
que buscamos una obra que pudiéramos relacionar 
directamente con el tema, porque la idea era seguir 
trabajando a la mujer como epicentro de la obra clá-
sica, pero que la pieza siguiera siendo un viaje, que 
fuera cross border en esencia: la trata de blancas y 
la prostitución vuelve a ser un viaje y un cruce de 
culturas.  

En El médico de su honra o El castigo sin 
venganza, atiende más a la mujer como depositaria 
del honor del hombre. Al sentirse este engañado por 
el uso de la libertad que  ella ejerce, ella acaba 
muerta. Aquí, nos interesaba también hablar del rol 
de la mujer cuando esta favorece la violencia, poder 
mirarnos a nosotras mismas, y no sólo reflejar al 
hombre como opresor o la victimización de la mu-
jer, dar un paso más y mostrar una mujer que victi-
miza a otras. La Celestina es un texto magnífico 
para ello, nos ayuda a cuestionarnos sobre el papel 
de la mujer como alcahueta en los procesos de vio-
lencia de género, a hablar de un colectivo y no de 
una individualidad, y a volver a tratar la emigración 
como una de las causas de esa violencia, y conectar-
lo así directamente con nuestra primera pieza Fuen-
te Ovejuna, y cerrar el círculo.  
 
EF: Tanto en De Fuente Ovejuna como en Las bur-
ladas recurre a las técnicas de Boal para filtrar la 
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realidad social dentro de la dramaturgia clásica ¿En 
su opinión, qué aporta el Teatro del Oprimido al 
teatro del Siglo de Oro? 
 
LM: Para mí, el Teatro del Oprimido es mi herra-
mienta básica de trabajo. Hay directores que traba-
jan desde Mesiner o Stanislavsky, yo trabajo desde 
Boal. Parto de ver la obra desde las opresiones que 
no permiten a los personajes realizarse. En el caso 
de Fuente Ovejuna y Las burladas, la relación 
oprimido-opresor es básica, porque hay unos perso-
najes claros que dominan como don Juan y el Co-
mendador y otros que son dominados: las mujeres. 
Y luego están todos los demás, que callan, otorgan 
o permiten.  

El Teatro del Oprimido me permite trabajar 
desde los conflictos sociales más que desde los in-
dividuales, poder generar una mirada donde el per-
sonaje protagonista es representante de muchos 
más. Su singularidad es colectiva, social.  Y des-
pués hay técnicas maravillosas específicas en su 
aplicación. Por ejemplo, Las burladas es un Teatro 
Foro gigante. El papel de la presentadora de televi-
sión es un joker o un curinga, es decir el nexo entre 
el público y los actores para hacernos reflexionar y 
cuestionarnos la historia que vemos.  

Cuando estuvimos en Senegal, vimos que en 
la mayoría de los Teatros Foro africanos los espec-
tadores no se intercambiaban por los actores, como 
hacemos en España o en Estados Unidos, sino que 
los espectadores realizan un juicio al personaje. De 
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aquí vino la idea de convertir Las burladas en un 
Teatro Foro a la africana, donde el público intervi-
niera dando su opinión sobre los personajes a lo lar-
go de la obra, para finalmente juzgar a las mujeres y 
a don Juan (y te podías sorprender con cómo don 
Juan era aplaudido). En otros casos, el Teatro Ima-
gen, me sirve para sintetizar imágenes culturales de 
cada país y poder conocer mejor los arquetipos, 
creando escenas muy visuales como era “La lloro-
na”  De Fuente Ovejuna o “Mi niña bonita” en Las 
burladas, donde no hay texto. O el uso del Teatro 
Periódico en De Fuente Ovejuna, usando fragmen-
tos de los discursos del presidente Felipe Calderón 
de México, para darle la vuelta al texto de Lope.  
 
EF: ¿Cómo fue la recepción de Las burladas en 
Guayaquil por parte del público local? 
 
LM: Yo creo que la recepción fue muy buena, pero 
esto como siempre lo puede decir mejor el propio 
público. La sala estuvo llena y lo que la gente 
transmitía a la salida era muy bonito. Había mujeres 
que se me acercaban y me agradecían el haberme 
atrevido a contar esa historia. Es curioso, porque 
para una, que ha crecido en libertad y sin violencia 
machista en su contexto, no es ningún atrevimiento, 
ninguna valentía. Pero las guayaquileñas, sí, lo per-
cibían así, porque la violencia contra la mujer está 
profundamente instaurada en su sociedad. Lo más 
impresionante fueron las funciones para adolescen-
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tes de institutos. Había un debate abierto con ellos 
después de las representaciones y yo estaba acom-
pañada de una psicóloga que era la verdadera con-
ductora del foro. Los chicos dijeron cosas muy im-
pactantes, hablaron con una sinceridad tremenda y 
una adolescente contó públicamente como había 
sido abusada de niña por un familiar. Yo me quedé 
afectadísima, la obra tuvo un impacto real en el pú-
blico que la vio, no sólo esa chica, otras mujeres se 
me acercaban y me contaban sus experiencias. Fue 
estupendo contar con una psicóloga, porque tú eres 
artista, y hay sentimientos y discursos que no sabía 
bien como canalizar. Estoy deseando volver a Gua-
yaquil, todo el mundo tenía muchas ganas de hacer 
cosas: el público de ver, los actores de probar.

 
Fig. 4. Escena de Las burladas por don Juan. Teatro 
Sánchez Aguilar, Guayaquil, 2013. Foto cortesía del 
Teatro Sánchez Aguilar. 

EF: ¿Cuál fue el mayor reto a la hora de adaptar 
estas dos obras? 
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LM: Sin lugar a dudas que no se me viera como ya 
viene “la mujer blanca europea” a decirnos lo que 
tenemos que hacer. En ambas experiencias trabaja-
ba con un elenco distinto a mí: en De Fuente Ove-
juna porque había mujeres de distintas procedencias 
y algunas chicanas, y en Las burladas todo el elen-
co era ecuatoriano. Ser uno de ellos, lograr contar y 
empatizar con un público que no es el tuyo y cuyo 
imaginario varía es lo más complicado,  creo yo. No 
la puesta en escena, ni las diferencias culturales, 
sino la recepción del espectador y de tu propio 
equipo. En ambos casos me fiaba mucho de ellos, 
hablábamos mucho, intenté formar parte de la vida 
del elenco, y si ellos me decían que eso era una es-
pañolada, iba fuera. Si mi objetivo era llegar a un 
determinado público, tenía que olvidarme un poco 
de mí y adquirir lenguajes nuevos. Eso es lo más 
difícil.  
 
EF: Idealmente, qué pretende que el espectador se 
lleve a casa con estas dos obras? 
 
LM: Primero el acercamiento a dos textos clásicos 
maravillosos: que los disfruten, que los vivan. Am-
bas son propuestas muy participativas en las que el 
espectador es parte de la fábula. Pretendo que se 
acerquen a ellas sin cuarta pared, sino, siendo parte 
integrante de la pieza. Y después que aprendan algo 
sobre una realidad que a veces puede ser desconoci-
da. En el caso de Ciudad Juárez, había gente que 
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nos decía que no tenía ni idea de que eso estaba pa-
sando en México, que no conocía el término “feme-
nicidio”. Empatizar, sensibilizar… son palabras 
mayores, a cada uno le llega de una forma. Pero al 
menos que se lleven ese conocimiento a casa, que lo 
vean de una forma distinta a cómo se ve en los pe-
riódicos. Y si consigo que salgan cuestionándose, 
preguntándose en qué medida ellos favorecen o no 
los conflictos de la escena, lo habría hecho muy 
bien.  
 
EF: ¿Qué le han aportado estos dos montajes a su 
trayectoria como directora? 
 
LM: Imagino que cada obra que un director hace es 
fundamental en su proceso por un motivo distinto. 
Pero sin De Fuente Ovejuna, no existiría como di-
rectora. Fue un regalo que mi primer montaje profe-
sional saliera tan bien: la reacción del público a sala 
llena,  los premios, las críticas, hacer mi primera 
gira con veintisiete años y con un elenco de mi 
edad, fue un aprendizaje bestial. Yo me pasé la gira 
por España sin voz, con gastroenteritis, temblando. 
Estaba nerviosísima por todo: si salíamos en prensa 
porque podíamos parecer pretenciosos, si no salía-
mos, porque la gente no se iba a enterar y no iba a 
venir a verla, si gustaba porque temía no saber repe-
tirlo con la segunda, si no gustaba, porque no iba a 
encontrar fuerzas o dinero para hacer la siguiente. A 
De Fuente Ovejuna le debo querer ser directora de 
teatro.  
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Las burladas fue el segundo empujón. Cuando me 
llamaron del Teatro Sánchez Aguilar, yo estaba pa-
sando una época malísima: acababa de volver a Es-
paña y a muy poca gente le interesaba mi trabajo. 
Que un teatro como el Sánchez Aguilar, confiara en 
una joven de treinta años, (cuando en España la 
confianza en la gente joven escasea), para montar 
esa macro producción que es Las burladas, con un 
elenco que cuenta con lo mejor de los actores ecua-
torianos…fue un lujo. Como si una voz me dijera 
“En España no, pero fuera sí, tú sigue”. Enfrentar-
me de nuevo a un país y un equipo desconocido y 
tener que levantar la producción  en cinco semanas, 
fue como volver a inyectarme la adrenalina de Nue-
va York. Volví a España de esa experiencia, con 
fuerzas, con ganas de presentar Perdidos en Nunca 
Jamás y hacer que el Cross Border siguiera adelan-
te. A Ramón Barranco y Marión Ecalle del Teatro 
Sánchez Aguilar de Guayaquil, les debo el no dar-
me por vencida, si no hubieran aparecido en mi ca-
mino, a lo mejor habría cambiado de profesión.  
 
EF: ¿Cuáles son sus próximos planes con la adapta-
ción de los clásicos?  
 
LM: Junto con La Celestina, el Romeo y Julieta y 
El sueño de una noche de verano que antes he co-
mentado, hay dos proyectos claros en el horizonte, 
aunque no son clásicos.  
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El primero es una versión libre de El maleficio de la 
mariposa de Lorca. Se estrenará en diciembre de 
2014 en Grenoble, Francia, y es un monólogo sobre 
el descubrimiento de la sexualidad en la adolescen-
cia que escribirá Sergio Adillo, el mismo dramatur-
go  De Fuente Ovejuna y Las burladas. La obra del 
2015, será una adaptación de Casa de muñecas de 
Ibsen. La idea es contextualizarla en la dictadura 
española y que Nora sea una de esas mujeres que la 
historia de España aún no ha recuperado. Las que se 
separaron de sus maridos, y fueron denunciadas por 
abandono del hogar. Usamos aquí, como en Perdi-
dos en Nunca Jamás, una obra extranjera, para ha-
blar de la historia de nuestro país. Son en todo caso, 
caminos de ida y vuelta.  
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EL CERCO DE NUMANCIA. BY MIGUEL DE 
CERVANTES. SCREENPLAY. FLORIÁN 
RECIO. DIR. PACO CARRILLO, VERBO 
PRODUCCIONES. LAS NOCHES DEL 
FONSECA, SALAMANCA. 12 JULY 2016. 
(PLAY’S RUN: 19 AUGUST 2015 – 21 JANUARY 
2017.) 

 
 

PHILIP ALLEN 
University of Florida 

 
 
 

Although very little is known about the de-
but and public reception of Cervantes’ original ver-
sion of El cerco de Numancia, we can be certain 
that the cast and crew of Verbo Producciones are 
well on their way to boasting a successful run, as 
their rendition of the play has already been ac-
claimed by audiences and critics alike. The perfor-
mance given in the courtyard of the Colegio de 
Fonseca at 11:00PM on the night of 12 July 2016 
definitely added momentum to its triumphant trajec-
tory due to its stunning interpretation and brilliant 
execution of this historical comedia, so much so 
that it moved the entire audience to a standing ova-
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tion at its end.  
Florián Recio’s version tells the same story 

as that of Cervantes, which was apparently first 
staged between 1583 and 1585. The audience en-
counters a broken, yet ever-persevering Numancia, 
the last of the Celtiberian cities to be conquered by 
Rome, which has been held under siege by Escipión 
and his soldiers for nearly two decades. Unwilling 
to submit to the Empire, the citizens of Numancia 
take destiny into their own hands and choose sui-
cide over death at the hands of the Romans, pre-
venting the latter from boasting a true victory over 
the city. This ancient story is told using modern 
theatrical conventions such as stage lighting, projec-
tor screens, and a soundtrack provided by live mu-
sicians playing keyboards, drums, and other con-
temporary instruments that create an entertaining 
and awe-inspiring spectacle. Solemn moments are 
made all the more moving with accompanying mel-
ancholic rhythms, whereas the more tension-filled 
scenes are often highlighted by loud, staccato drum 
beats that keep the audience at the edge of their 
seats. Special makeup effects are employed to por-
tray the Numantinos as a deprived, starving, and 
fatigued community, specifically with the use of 
dark eye shadow that causes their eyes to appear to 
be sunken in. The physical appearance of the Celti-
berians creates an ominous, deathly effect that em-
phasizes their individual struggles with the seem-
ingly-endless siege. All of these factors combined 
allow the audience to infer a great deal about the 
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depleted emotional state of the citizens of Numan-
cia and, as a result, sympathize with them. This is 
especially noticeable when the people of Numancia 
are contrasted with the healthy-looking Romans, 
who are almost always shown in juxtaposition to the 
Numantinos by occupying the opposite side of the 
stage.   

Of the many nuances observed, perhaps the 
most outstanding is the manner in which the play 
begins: the nine Numantinos who are represented in 
the play immediately break the fourth wall and ad-
dress the audience directly, shouting “¡Escuchad 
ciudadanos!” before explaining the current situation 
of the Celtiberian town. The nine Celtiberians 
would mark the beginning of the following two acts 
in a similar fashion, by shouting “¡Oíd!” or “Escu-
chad” before narrating –in perfect unison– the 
events that have taken place since the closing of the 
previous act. In addition to being an effective means 
of capturing the audience’s attention, it is during 
these moments of direct address that the play comes 
to life for the audience, connecting them to Numan-
cia as they are referred to as fellow citizens of that 
ancient community.  

Another creative innovation found in Re-
cio’s rendition of El cerco de Numancia is the use 
of red bands. These extend from upstage and are 
wrapped around all the Numantinos while they are 
performing. The bands, while seemingly a minor 
detail at the onset of the production, serve as an in-
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genious symbol of the constant threat of death and 
resulting fear that figuratively restrain the Numanti-
nos during the siege. These straps bind the Numan-
tinos throughout the duration of the play and are 
only broken at the end of the second act when Ma-
randro (Manuel Menárguez) and Teógenes (Pedro 
Montero) decide to take action against their oppres-
sors and leave the walled city of Numancia to steal 
bread from the Romans, thus choosing to attempt 
any chance at life as opposed to remaining immobi-
lized by fear of Escipión and his soldiers and dying 
in their confinement. 

 
Marandro and Teógenes restrained by the red bands. 
Photograph by Jorge Armestar. Courtesy of Verbo 
Producciones. 

The impeccable professionalism of the cast 
and crew is another aspect of the play that should 
also be highlighted. Apart from the actors’ superb 
line delivery throughout the entire production, the 
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physical interactions between the characters were 
complex and flawlessly executed, especially be-
tween the Roman soldiers, namely the Veterano 
(Juan Carlos Tirado) and the Novato (José Francis-
co Ramos). The synchronization of the Veterano’s 
drunken, clumsy sword flailing and the ensuing 
ducking and dodging of the Novato were both excit-
ing and comical, and added an impressive choreo-
graphic effect to what otherwise might have result-
ed in dull and dialogue-heavy moments of the play. 
As no stage curtain was used at any time during the 
performance, scene transitions were always com-
pleted by dimming the lights and having the actors 
enter and exit the stage, move props, and make 
slight costume or makeup changes in view of the 
audience. Such minimalistic stage decorations and 
props help direct the audience’s attention to the ac-
tion and dialogue, and the transitions from scene to 
scene were so flawlessly executed that they went 
virtually unnoticed. With the exception of a slight 
technical difficulty with the microphones in the 
middle of the second act, the performance ended 
without any distracting complications. 

It should be noted, however, that the script 
deviates significantly from Cervantes’ original text; 
the characters do not speak in verse and the dia-
logue is entirely modernized. Furthermore, many 
scenes are completely omitted, such as, for exam-
ple, the soliloquies of the allegorical figures of 
Spain, the Río Duero, War, Disease, and Hunger 
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that Cervantes employs as an homage to classical 
Greco-Roman theatrical customs. Likewise, the ul-
timate destruction of Numancia is simply described 
by the young Novato, as opposed to being per-
formed by the actors as is the case in Cervantes’ 
play. In regards to the final treatment of the story’s 
antagonist –which provides for a fulfilling moment 
of poetic justice in the denouement of the original–, 
the fact that Escipión (Fernando Ramos) is troubled 
by the number of innocent lives lost as a result of 
the siege alters Cervantes’ character of the heartless 
Roman leader, whose only discontent with the death 
of the last Numantino is in not being able to take a 
living prisoner with him back to Rome. Thus, this 
modern representation of the play allows for a mor-
alizing ending that substitutes the nationalistic over-
tone of the original. In any case, it seems fair to as-
sume that the intentions of the producers of this 
modern version of the play do not seem to be to 
maintain a strict faithfulness to Cervantes, but rather 
to create an exciting, entertaining, and contemporar-
ily-relatable account of the siege of Numancia.  

Also deserving of special mention is the fact 
that the production does an excellent job of com-
municating its overall intended message to a mod-
ern audience. During the final scene of the play, the 
Numantinos cry out to “¡Recordad Numancia y grit-
ad!” while images of infamous current and former 
world leaders are projected to demonstrate that 
there is always an oppressive force whose goal is to 
control, silence, and defeat those who do not suc-
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cumb to their authority. As if the determined pleas 
of the Numantinos combined with an ominous mu-
sical number weren't enough to emphasize the trag-
edy of a community destroyed by hegemonic pride, 
Escipion’s final, agonizing scream that concludes 
the play helps drive home the central message that 
“Numancia no es una historia antigua, ¡es una histo-
ria eterna!” 
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In October 2016, the Compañía Nacional de 
Teatro Clásico opened its 30th Anniversary season 
with a production of El perro del hortelano by Lope 
de Vega. Set loosely within the eighteenth century, 
with lush costumes reflecting the era, director Hele-
na Pimenta brings a new vision to a play that has 
been performed by this company on two previous 
occasions (1989, dir. José Luis Sáiz; 2011, dir. Edu-
ardo Vasco). The recently renovated theater is the 
perfect setting for a production that so vigorously 
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juxtaposes modern imagery and music with the co-
media. Pimenta and Álvaro Tato, who wrote the 
script (versión) for the production, brought forth a 
different concept of the play from other contempo-
rary stagings. This vision is largely seen in the love 
triangle between the central characters, and of the 
character development itself with Teodoro (Rafa 
Castejón) and Diana (Marta Poveda). Diana, the 
condesa de Belflor, is not portrayed as a power-
loving, over-sexualized diva as has been seen in the 
past (for example, Focus y Vania Produccions’s 
catalonian staging from 2002). She has power and a 
natural strength, but there is also a joy in the playful 
exploration of a woman in the throes of her first 
passion. Poveda captures this dichotomy beautiful-
ly, but especially shines when portraying Diana’s 
innocent nature, almost in school-girl fashion, as 
she revels in her new feelings of love. Her giddiness 
reaches its height when she exuberantly dances 
around the stage informing her suitors, Conde Fed-
erico and Marqués Ricardo, of her upcoming nup-
tials. Teodoro is the perfect counterpart to a love-
struck Diana who fights with her societal obliga-
tions. While critics have often viewed the secretary 
as manipulating or ambitious, this production delib-
erately emphasizes a man that is truly torn between 
two loves. This is not to say that he does not appre-
ciate the fact that his status would rise with Diana, it 
simply isn’t portrayed as his driving passion. While 
Castejón captures this through his facial expressions 
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and judicious plaintive tones, specific staging mo-
ments also create this realistic persona. Perhaps the 
most intriguing of these is the use of Teodoro’s 
shadow against the palace wall as he delivers his 
monologues. The stage lights are dim in these inti-
mate moments, creating a shadow that dominates 
the entire corner of the set as he speaks of his aspi-
rations. At other moments, though, the shadow be-
comes small as his confusion increases based on 
Diana’s ever-changing messages to him. This inti-
macy culminates at the end of the third act when 
Diana and Teodoro stand downstage as Teodoro 
confesses his true social status to Diana: 

Tristán, viendo mi tristeza,  
pues sabe que Ludovico  
perdió un hijo, esta comedia  
ha inventado para mí,  
que soy hijo de la tierra  
y no he conocido padre  
más que mi inge nio, mis letras  
y mi pluma. (2922 -29)  

Teodoro bares his soul to both Diana and to 
the audience in this moment. Tato’s simplified text 
throughout the scene increases the emotional ten-
sion for audience members who might otherwise be 
lost with the heightened language or classical allu-
sions. As a whole, Teodoro and Diana are matched 
well in this play as star-crossed lovers, and the au-
dience watches their struggle against the traps and 
prejudices created by their respective social status. 
Pimenta also manages the love triangle with ex-
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traordinary care. When Teodoro rejects Marcela 
(Alba Enríquez), with whom he has been in a rela-
tionship, he does so simply and without rancor. The 
tension between them is believable as Teodoro vac-
illates between the two women. Moreover, we see 
Marcela fall in love with another servant, even 
though the initial inception appears steeped in her 
desire to make Teodoro jealous. This careful bal-
ance of the love interests within the play keeps the 
ending from feeling abrupt to our modern sensibil-
ity. 

The play is dominated by lush imagery that 
complements and accentuates the precise work of 
the lead actors. The central image of the play is 
Love, who comes to life on stage. We first see Love 
as the curtain rises: while a storm rages, he is 
crouched in a pseudo-discovery space behind a 
transparent cloth and he slowly twists and rises 
from this position as the thunder claps. The energy 
provided by this character never goes away, and 
Love drives the action of the play, passionately 
throwing darts in the air, the very chaos of their 
landing emblematic of love’s ephemeral nature. 
This image reaches its apogee when Diana delivers 
the following sonnet: 

¿Qué me quieres, amor? ¿Ya no tenía  
olvidado a Teodoro? ¿Qué me quieres?  
Pero responderás que tú no e res,  
sino tu sombra que detrás venía. (1873 -76)  
As she speaks these verses, Love comes up 
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behind Diana like the shadow in her verse, embrac-
es and then dances with her, pulling her about, 
knocking her off balance, and twisting her in a re-
flection of the tortured dance performed on his own 
at the beginning of the play. The effect is astonish-
ing. This is not a woman abusing her power and 
forcing herself upon a servant, or a woman mad 
with lust and consumed by it. Instead, we see Diana 
as overwhelmed by passion, by love, and struggling 
with her emotions. There is an extraordinary sensu-
ality after Love “grabs” her, and when Love carries 
her offstage she is limp, her arm hanging off of his 
right shoulder. It is a wonderful visualization of de-
sire and sexuality, yet crucially, there’s no apology 
for it. Rather, the dance shows us that the her love 
for Teodoro is a natural extension of herself, rather 
than focusing on power or desire as if they were an-
tithetical to women. In this sense, the staging takes 
on a feminist connotation not normally present in 
the play. But the personification of Love wasn’t 
perfect. While Love’s darts moved many characters 
into action, he never touched Teodoro, as he did 
with Diana, which caused a wide variety of inter-
pretations of this action. 

A last but important element is the con-
scious anachronism of the production, which 
worked splendidly to help the audience see the play 
anew. As previously mentioned, the production is 
set in the eighteenth century, instead of the seven-
teenth, a choice that could bring to mind the French 
Revolution (especially for the scenes set in Naples 



__________________________________________ 
218        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

where the French had taken control in 1806), if the 
director had not made conscious decisions to try to 
prevent this from occurring. The music in the pro-
duction was striking featuring Olesya Tutova at the 
piano (in off) with Baroque, Romantic, and Con-
temporary pieces. At the beginning of the third act, 
Pimenta emphasizes the change in location and 
mood through the use of the tango. The dance be-
gins with figures entering the stage as if they were 
bandoleros and takes us to the seedier side of Na-
ples (via Argentina) through the music and dance. 
This act also contained music from Zorba the 
Greek, which distanced some in the audience from 
the action of the play.  

Most effective, however, was the incorpora-
tion of lighting instruments onto the stage itself. By 
the time of the play’s resolution, the events are so 
madcap as to seem ridiculous. Director Pimenta 
placed nineteenth century footlights upstage and 
placed the action behind them. This meta-theatrical 
calling card excused the ridiculous nature of the plot 
and allowed the audience to play along and enjoy 
the ride to the end. And as one might expect, this 
metatheatrical element was most noted when 
Tristán, marvelously played by veteran actor 
Joaquín Notario, enters Ludovico’s home as a 
Greek (Zorba music) to reveal the “true” story of 
the Conde’s long-lost son. While there were some 
minor failings (grabbing sword blades, actors mov-
ing as if they’d never worn period costume before, 
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and some weak stage combat), the overall effect of 
the play was magnificent. Pimenta took a play that 
has seen countless performances, including two 
previous runs by the company, and made it seem 
new again. She embraced the meta-theatrical nature 
of the script, and found new ways to tell the story 
for today’s audience. In a theatre that is both old 
and new itself, it was the perfect mix of new ideas 
to lift an old script into the twenty-first century.  

 
 
 
 

NOTE  
1 All textual references are from the production script 

(Álvaro Tato, Textos de teatro clásico, 79). Production photos 
are available for viewing on the Compañía Nacional’s web-
site (www.teatroclasico.mcu.es, see “Educación” link). This 
review benefitted from a talkback session with the actors and 
director as part of the Cervantes & Shakespeare y la edad de 
oro de la escena conference (Oct 21, 2016) and commentary 
from Dr. Benjamin Gunter, who also attended the productions 
listed above.
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En El último Quijote, la obra teatral del 
dramaturgo Jordi Casanovas estrenada en el Teatro 
Gala de Washington DC, se pretende explorar el 
contexto en el que Miguel de Cervantes redactó la 
segunda parte de su gran novela. Para ello, el autor 
recurre a datos contrastados (prisionero en Argel, 
libros publicados) y elementos ficticios (su supuesto 
matrimonio, la verdadera identidad de Avellaneda), 
con el objetivo de mostrarnos las auténticas moti-
vaciones que impulsaron al literato a continuar es-
cribiendo su libro inacabado. A pesar de que se trata 
de una suerte de biopic, el texto se beneficia de la 
literatura cervantina (diálogos, monólogos, discur-
sos, gestos, relatos intercalados, referencias biblio-
gráficas, metaficción, etcétera) para dar luz a sus 
personajes, confundiéndose así la vida y la obra, 
señalándonos la difusa línea que en ocasiones las 
separa. El drama, en cierto sentido, es un homenaje 
no solo a Cervantes y a su legado, sino al artista 
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universal y su indispensable contribución a la so-
ciedad, pues los creadores de ficciones le propor-
cionan a esta última un necesario espíritu crítico que 
ineludiblemente la enriquece.  

Observamos, por ejemplo, a Lope de Vega 
—interpretado por Eugenio Villota—, prolífico au-
tor del Siglo de Oro y contemporáneo de Cervantes, 
aunque muy distinto a este último en términos esti-
lísticos, ejerciendo de enemigo literario pero aliado 
intelectual en la lucha creativa, mostrándole al autor 
del Quijote sus virtudes y limitaciones (“tienes in-
genio”, le dice el autor de El perro del hortelano a 
Cervantes, aquello que todos persiguen desespera-
damente, ya que en la primera parte de El Quijote se 
está riendo de todo el mundo y su obra perdurará 
por ello; pero también resalta su pereza en el trabajo 
y su mediocridad como poeta), impulsándole de esa 
manera a no abandonar la escritura, para finalmente 
convencerle de que llegará, si sigue trabajando —
como así fue en la realidad—,  a ser eterno. De ese 
modo, en El último Quijote contemplamos cómo la 
literatura cervantina trasciende al mismo Cervantes, 
puesto que en el escenario se vuelve a cuestionar la 
autoridad —igual que en la novela—, haciéndonos 
reflexionar acerca de la necesidad de otorgarle a 
cada idea un padre y un nombre, cuando, en reali-
dad, lo verdaderamente relevante es el texto y sus 
circunstancias: el mundo que críticamente nos des-
cribe.    
 En la representación, musicalmente eficaz y 
escenográficamente dinámica, se presenta a un Mi-
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guel de Cervantes humanizado, que siente dudas y 
exhibe una comprensible ambición, tratando de en-
contrar su lugar bajo el sol en la república de las 
letras, pero preocupado o angustiado al mismo 
tiempo por su país y sus gentes, perspicaz observa-
dor de sus ya palpables decadencias. Lo personifica 
un más que notable Óscar de la Fuente, capaz de 
acercarlo al público del siglo XXI y divertirse con 
él, reviviendo en sus carnes las broncas de taberna o 
los problemas domésticos (embarazo de su amante, 
interpretada por una excepcional Soraya Padrao), al 
tiempo que genera una extraña y conmovedora em-
patía, pues la rigurosidad con la que realiza su in-
terpretación coloca a Cervantes en la silla de nues-
tras mesas posmodernas; le da brillo, verosimilitud 
y entusiasmo. Sucede algo parecido con el resto del 
reparto. Todos los actores y actrices, algunos inclu-
so interpretando a varios personajes (José González, 
Samy Khalil, Luz Nicolás, Eric Robledo, Erick So-
tomayor), participan de este audaz proyecto teatral, 
en el cual se puede distinguir a distintas generacio-
nes de lectores de Cervantes que se congregan para 
comprenderlo y luego propagarlo, haciéndonos ol-
vidar a los presentes, en una bienvenida suspensión 
de la incredulidad, que los hombres y mujeres a 
quienes están interpretando lloran y ríen por razones 
propias de otra época. El público, por tanto, no sien-
te en ningún momento una sensación de lejanía: el 
autor del Quijote puede hablar desde el barroco para 
los ciudadanos de las democracias liberales y su 
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discurso sigue teniendo vigencia.  
 La escena con la que se inicia la obra resulta 
muy ilustrativa de lo que, en el fondo, los creadores 
parece que quieren proponer. Varios personajes, 
ocultos entre el público, aparecen cuestionando la 
importancia del fallecimiento de Cervantes. ¿Quién 
fue, en realidad, ese hombre del que todo el mundo 
habla? ¿Acaso fue tan relevante como algunos di-
cen? ¿Por qué es necesario leerlo? Estas preguntas, 
por supuesto, no se formulan en la obra, pero sí que 
subyacen en el subtexto al tratar la cuestión de la 
muerte del autor, a la manera de Roland Barthes, y 
su legado en la tradición hispánica. Uno de ellos, 
por ejemplo, defiende a Migue de Cervantes; otros 
lo menosprecian mientras alaban la figura de Lope 
de Vega. Es una manera ciertamente directa de 
plantear la tesis del relato: pensar por qué estamos 
ahí, presenciando otro producto cultural sobre el 
autor de Quijote en la capital de los Estados Unidos. 
Quizás por esa razón, debido al riesgo que conlleva 
a veces coquetear con el canon, este estreno ostenta 
un mérito mayor: sobrevive, sin lugar a dudas, al 
peso del prestigio del homenajeado. Las estrategias 
narrativas aplicadas (varios narradores) nos ayudan 
a leer la historia desde distintas perspectivas, y con-
vierte a la obra en una amalgama de géneros, como 
ocurre asimismo en la novela, donde todo cabe y 
nada sobra, porque todo se procura mostrar y anali-
zar. Como decíamos, la música inserta el dramatis-
mo requerido cuando la trama se enfrenta a un nue-
vo giro, acompañada siempre por una correcta ilu-
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minación y una escenografía discreta pero muy bien 
gestionada.  

En realidad, se trata de una búsqueda, más 
que de una investigación, o de una suerte de viaje: 
de una oportuna reivindicación de su figura a través 
de la ficción. Por eso carecen de importancia las 
fechas y los nombres propios, mientras las ideas 
permanezcan intactas y sin contaminar. Así pues, la 
segunda parte de El Quijote, tal y como se plantea 
en este drama, es un libro-respuesta, y no solo al 
texto apócrifo, sino a su propia obra y a la obra de 
todos los demás: a España, a su Iglesia católica y a 
su poco piadosa Inquisición, a la habitualmente in-
justa justicia, al desdeñado ejército, a los represen-
tantes de la sagrada cultura, a los compatriotas más 
pusilánimes, a los amigos y enemigos, a sus amores 
y desamores… A todo aquello, en suma, que el au-
tor ha vivido y ha leído. Con razón la obra está de-
dicada a “todos los artistas de ese país de cuyo 
nombre no quiero acordarme”. En ella, aun tratán-
dose de Cervantes y su mundo, también se pueden 
identificar, como ocurre con toda obra artística dig-
na de tal nombre, numerosas oscuridades contempo-
ráneas. 
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Patterson, Charles, translator. Cervantes’s Eight In-
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 Cervantes’s eight entremeses offer a variety 
of short comedy pieces populated by a memorable 
cast of characters: unhappy couples, grieving ruffi-
ans, clueless officials, overzealous lovers, conniving 
hustlers, shady conmen, cuckolded husbands, and 
cheating wives. While the tone of the plays is gen-
erally light, some take on a critical stance with sub-
ject matter sure to draw uncomfortable laughs from 
Golden Age audiences. Peppered with farcical ele-
ments and witty dialogue, these plays nonetheless 
occupied pages rather than stages during Cervan-
tes’s own lifetime. In a strange twist of fate, as 
Charles Patterson notes, “they are far more per-
formed today than are any of the thousands of inter-
ludes that made it onto the stage in the seventeenth 
century” (xvi). At present, references to Cervantes’s 
account of his dashed dramatic aspirations in the 
prologue to Ocho comedias y ocho entremeses nue-
vos, nunca representados (1615) are ubiquitous in 



__________________________________________ 
226        Comedia Performance Vol. 14, No. 1, 2017 
 

 

Cervantine studies. Still, although he did not see 
much success on stage before his death in 1616, to-
day Cervantes’s plays are celebrated by modern afi-
cionados of the Siglo de Oro, and thus they have 
attracted numerous adaptations and translations.  
 However, the pitfalls and challenges facing 
a potential translator of these plays are legion. First-
ly, humor is notoriously hard to translate. Many 
jokes lose their wit in the conversion process. Con-
text is lost, references remain unexplained, and the 
audience is left with something that is not exactly of 
our time and not exactly belonging to the era of its 
original. Of course, the worst fate a comedy could 
suffer is being rendered completely unfunny by a 
careful but undiscerning translator. Secondly, there 
are questions of fealty. To whom does the translator 
owe the greatest measure of loyalty: the author or 
the receiving public? If we answer the former, do 
we mean the author’s word choice, expressions, and 
turns of phrase? Or should we consider instead his 
or her intent? In short, translation is a complicated 
tug of war between competing loyalties, between 
author and audience, accuracy and intent, past and 
present. Patterson’s talent for translating witty dia-
logue across registers helps him avoid these pitfalls. 
Moreover, this translation is accompanied by an in-
troduction that outlines in detail the decision pro-
cess that guided his work. 
           Patterson explains in the introduction to Cer-
vantes’s Eight Interludes that the complete set of 
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Cervantes’s entremeses has been translated only 
four times since its initial publication in 1615, the 
most recent of which was done by Dawn L. Smith 
in 1996. This is problematic considering that trans-
lations and adaptations are at the service of the in-
tended audience, at times reflecting the receiving 
culture more than that of the original. Twenty years 
have passed since Smith’s translation, and those 
twenty years have produced profound changes in 
the ways in which audiences perceive and partake in 
entertainment.  During that time, short-form come-
dy has expanded beyond television shows like Sat-
urday Night Live and found a home in YouTube. 
Audiences like their laughs clickable, steamable, 
short, and sweet—partially because attention spans 
have contracted and in part because of data-limits 
on portable devices. It is from this vantage point 
that we should revisit the entremés, a genre well-
suited to comedy doled out in small, manageable 
servings. This is the strength of Patterson’s transla-
tion, which bridges nicely the divide between Cer-
vantes and Key & Peele, the corral de comedias and 
Vine. Rather than a four-hundred-year-old literary 
artifact, Cervantes’s Eight Interludes reads like con-
temporary comedy.  
          Patterson notes that roughly sixty to seventy 
percent of the time simply rendering Cervantes’s 
words into the closest English equivalent is enough 
to communicate the wit and spirit of the original. In 
the remaining thirty to forty percent of the text, Pat-
terson’s translation aims to domesticate the original 
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with an eye towards playability for a contemporary 
public. Consequently, sacrifices are made in terms 
of fidelity to original allusions and expressions 
while seeking to maintain dramatic equivalence to 
the spirit, pace, and humor of these seventeenth-
century plays. This type of modernization of the 
text adds another layer of cultural references and 
allusions, one that facilitates the audience’s identifi-
cation with the material. 
          A look at several of the titles of the Cervan-
tes’s Eight Interludes demonstrates the advantages 
of this approach. El juez de los divorcios becomes 
Divorce Court. Although something like The Di-
vorce Judge might be a more faithful rendering in 
terms of syntax, the phrase Divorce Court brings to 
mind the syndicated television show of the same 
name, which has run for 35 seasons in its seven in-
carnations since 1957. Indeed, Patterson’s transla-
tion reads like a spoof of the TV show, one that 
could easily run on Comedy Central.  
          With the title The Grieving Pimp (El rufián 
vuido), Patterson avoids the word-for-word transla-
tion The Widowed Ruffian, choosing instead to 
compare seventeenth-century roughnecks to con-
temporary pimps. The comparison is not only textu-
ally viable, but it also evokes the modern glorifica-
tion of pimp culture as seen in countless Blacksploi-
tation films, hip hop songs, and movies. Comedian 
Kat Williams, for example, has made a career of 
putting would-be pimps in strange situations, and 
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this interlude could easily be a skit in one of his 
movies or in a short produced by Collegehu-
mor.com. In other words, Patterson captures a 
crudeness in the original that another translator 
might be inclined to suppress. For example, spea-
king of his lost whore, Trampagos comments: “A 
seis del mes que viene hará quince años/que fue mi 
tributaria,” (Cervantes 927). In Cervantes’s Eight 
Interludes, these verses read “Next month on the 
sixth/is the day she became my bitch,” (Patterson 
14). In another example, Repulida threatens: “¡Oh 
mi Jezúz! ¿Qué es esto?/¡Contra mí la Pizpita y la 
Mostrenca!/¡En tela quieres competir conmi-
go,/culebrilla de alambre, y tú, pazguata?,” (Cervan-
tes 931).  Patterson’s version reads: “Oh my God! 
What is this?/Wagtail and Slowpoke against 
me?/You want to take this outside, bitch?/How 
about you dumbass?” (19). Again, word-for-word 
fealty is lost but much is gained in terms of repro-
ducing the intent of Cervantes’s entremés.  
          Patterson’s approach also handles wordplay 
elegantly. In The Daganzo Municipal Elections, for 
example, Panduro, trying to sound intelligent, says, 
“¿Hallarse han, por ventura, en todo el/sorbe…?” 
He is corrected by Algarroba, “¿Qué es sorbe? 
¿Sorbehuevos? Orbe diga/el discreto Panduro, y 
serle ha sano,” (Cervantes 941).  In Patterson’s 
translation, Hardtack (Panduro) asks “Is it posible to 
find on this whole earf…” and Beanpole (Algarro-
ba) responds “What on “earf” is an “earf,” you 
dummy?!/Let the wise Mr. Hardtack/be advised that 
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the correct word is “earth,” (31). So, these inter-
ludes are funny where the originals where funny, as 
Patterson has opted to be more faithful to the laugh-
ter (the intended effect of the source material) than 
the joke (the words used to produce that effect). It is 
an approach that serves him well.  
          Still, there are moments in which this ap-
proach distances Patterson’s translation from the 
original. In Stage of Wonders (El retablo de las 
maravillas), for example, a reference to el Gran 
Turco becomes an allusion to the Easter Bunny. 
Songs are also altered considerably: in an attempt to 
recreate a song used in The Daganzo Municipal 
Elections, Patterson makes the lyrics of his transla-
tion explicitly lewd where the original only implies 
the vulgarity: “I will stomp the dirt/And take off my 
shirt./I’ll take off my pants/And show you my ass,” 
(40). In these cases, the alterations lean towards the 
category of adaptation instead of translation. Still, 
the impetus for these changes are clearly outlined in 
Patterson’s introduction: he is willing to sacrifice 
fidelity to the original for the sake of playability and 
accessibility.  
           In conclusion, Cervantes’s Eight Interludes 
as translated by Charles Patterson is a collection 
that captures the tone, humor, and spirit of the orig-
inal entremeses. It contains a brief biography of 
Cervantes, an overview of Golden Age theater, a 
description of corrales, and a detailed explanation 
of Patterson’s approach to translating the interludes. 
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All of these are designed for English-speakers and 
novices to the genre. Patterson follows in theorist 
and translator David Johnston’s footsteps by render-
ing Cervantes for modern audiences. The result is 
an engaging, lively, and fluid translation imbued 
with a naturalness and ease that seemingly traverse 
the expanse created by time and context, making 
Cervantes’s colorful cast of characters look like 
those we find on television and video aggregators 
online. It is a translation that begs to be performed 
onstage, posted online, streamed to our 
smartphones, chopped up into gifs, tweeted, 
hashtagged, and retweeted. 
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Harley Erdman’s and Susan Paun de Gar-
cía’s recent collaborative effort, Remaking the Co-
media. Spanish Classical Theater in Adaptation, is 
a significant contribution to early modern Spanish 
theater studies. In the introduction, the editors point 
out that the stage history of the Comedia perfor-
mance consists of remakes, a longstanding tradition 
that is not without its critics. The essays in this vol-
ume celebrate the virtues of adaptation and disabuse 
detractors of the notion that remade Comedias are 
inferior. Indeed, the contributors—all well-known 
practitioners and scholars—further establish the im-
portance of the adaptation of Spanish Golden Age 
works for the modern stage through their insightful 
examinations of the motivations, practices, results, 
and theories that inform their approaches.    
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Remaking the Comedia includes twenty-six 
essays that are divided into four sections: “Theoriz-
ing,” “Surveying,” “Spotlighting,” and “Shifting.” 
While at first glance the number of entries may 
seem daunting, this is not the case because each 
piece is purposefully shorter than normal, averaging 
around ten pages. The succinct nature of these eru-
dite articles is well-thought-out and welcomed since 
the reader is immediately engaged by the topics of 
essays, which are not encumbered by extra infor-
mation.  

The first section, titled “Theorizing,” sets 
the scene for the remainder of the volume with its 
introduction to current trends in adaptation theory 
and general approaches to adapting a dramatic text. 
In what could be considered a brief “state of the 
discipline” essay, Catherine Larson examines key 
approaches to adaptation studies and responds to 
some of the obstacles confronted when remaking a 
text. Susan L. Fischer expands on Larson´s com-
ments with a discussion of originality and defini-
tions of adaptation and appropriation, explaining 
how an adaptor of plays may be described as a dra-
matic translator or interpreter or both.  The section 
is nicely balanced with the contributions of two 
practitioners: Alejandro González Puche describes 
his ludic slant to interpretation as well as adaptation 
and Laurence Boswell suggests a hypothetical mod-
el of adaptation based on the challenges that he has 
encountered while refashioning Lope de Vega’s 
works for the English and Spanish stages. 
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“Surveying” reveals how existing scholar-
ship can direct us in numerous academic and crea-
tive directions. The first three essays identify facets 
of adaptation that have not received much attention 
but most certainly deserve it. Charles Ganelin’s 
piece on refundiciones and Duncan Wheeler’s study 
of the Comedia-in-exile during the Franco era invite 
us to continue to examine these underrepresented 
fields of inquiry. Robert Bayliss urges scholars to 
direct their attention to Comedia performances on a 
local level, which he argues will lead us to a “cul-
tural decentralization” and provide unique perspec-
tives of adaptation. The next three contributions of-
fer important historical surveys of Comedia adapta-
tion and performance since the late 1970s. Jason 
Yancey details the more than forty-year history of 
the International Siglo de Oro Drama Festival at the 
Chamizal National Park in El Paso, Texas. Valerie 
Hegstrom and Amy Williamsen complement the 
previous survey with a performance history of the 
plays written by early modern Spanish dramatur-
gas, many of whose plays were performed in El 
Paso. Finally, Jonathan Thacker remarks on numer-
ous adaptations of Lope de Vega’s plays to the Eng-
lish stage. 

The ten essays that make up “Spotlighting” 
reflect upon specific cases of adapting a Comedia to 
the modern stage, whether it be Anglophone or His-
panophone, in Spain or elsewhere. David Johnston 
and Kathleen Jeffs consider the interpretive nature 
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of translation as they balance the relatability, rele-
vance, and recognizable character of an adapted ear-
ly modern dramatic piece.  The 2009 adaptation of 
El caballero de Olmedo, which fused the traditional 
storyline with the life and death of Federico García 
Lorca, is discussed in two essays. Amaya Curieses 
Iriarte, the director, outlines the creative process 
involved in the adaptation, while Bruce Burning-
ham focuses on the dualistic space and the intertex-
tuality of the play. Karen Berman and Rick Davis 
reveal daring directorial decisions related to their 
adaptations of Friendship Betrayed and The Con-
stant Prince and they urge other directors to follow 
their lead. Gina Kauffman discusses how she chal-
lenged social conduct in her adaptation of Martha 
the Pious. Harley Erdman’s companion piece high-
lights how this and other Tirsian Comedias are ideal 
for adaptation due to their imperfections, noting that 
directors should not only “mind the gaps,” but also 
“mine the gaps” (stress mine). The last essays of the 
section focus on the physicality of acting. Barbara 
Mujica underlines the demanding nature of per-
forming Ana Caro’s female roles both in the past 
and in the present. Laura Vidler remarks on how the 
kinesthetic elements of acting supplement an under-
standing of linguistic differences that might appear 
in modern adaptations, that is, the familiarity of an 
actor’s movements helps to overcome confusion 
that might arise from the spoken lines.  

The volume closes with “Shifting.” Here, 
the essayists present cases of cross media adapta-
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tions of the Comedia. Susan Paun de García pro-
poses an abundance of similarities between the co-
media and the novela cortesana. In particular she 
discusses how the shared characteristic of orality 
essentially trained the public to automatically imag-
ine visual cues found in the works. Veronika Ryjik 
relates one case of a transmedia journey taken by 
Lope de Vega’s El perro del hortelano: the original 
was adapted for the twentieth-century Russian 
screen, and this cinematic version was then 
(re)adapted by Spain’s Compañía Nacional de 
Teatro Clásico for the stage in 2011. Next, a de-
scription of the intricate and idiosyncratic process 
of adapting the Comedia for the puppet stage fol-
lows in an essay by Sergio Adillo Rufo. Finally, 
three essays examine the progressive degrees of in-
tegrating music into an adaptation. Francisco García 
Vicente, Donald R. Larson, and Felipe B. Pedraza 
Jiménez review the processes and implications of 
adding songs to a Comedia, transforming it into a 
Zarzuela, and converting it into a rock opera, re-
spectively. 

Remaking the Comedia surveys a variety of 
fundamental issues related to the adaptation of early 
modern Spanish theater to the modern stage. This 
collection of sophisticated essays is a noteworthy 
addition to an already thriving field of investigation, 
a fact affirmed by the success of this journal as well 
as other scholarly publications dedicated to the top-
ic.  I applaud the quality and accessibility of each 
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contribution. Indeed, Erdman and Paun de García 
have succeeded in compiling a comprehensive and 
thought-provoking volume of essays that has wide 
appeal to theater practitioners, scholars, and stu-
dents.   
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This Festschrift dedicated to Susan L. Fisher 
gets underway with the editor Bárbara Mujica’s 
thorough survey of Fischer’s innovative body of 
work. The selections in this volume, all written by 
internationally recognized scholars and theater prac-
titioners, contribute to our understanding of the ear-
ly modern theatrical world as a mirror of its time 
and a potent resource for our own. Readers of Co-
media Performance will be pleased to note that 
while the book contains eleven essays on the early 
modern theater of Spain as well as four on Shake-
speare, the insights offered by all the chapters can 
be readily applied to the comedia. The book’s three 
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sections (Translation, Interpretation and Perfor-
mance) reflect the breadth of Fischer’s work. 

The Translation section begins with “Per-
forming Translation: The (Dangerous) Mobilities of 
Cultural Identity” by Katherine Faull. The author 
examines how translation, retranslation and adapta-
tion exemplify the cultural mobility which Stephen 
Greenblatt describes as the “constitutive condition 
of culture.” Faull praises Fischer’s scholarship for 
confronting the reification of canonical early mod-
ern plays from Spain and England and for enriching 
our understanding of these works through her abun-
dant analyses of stagings, productions and perfor-
mances. In “‘Eking Out’ Performance with the 
Mind” David Johnston admires Fischer’s work for 
prizing performance over text: “Roving restlessly 
between Shakespeare and the work of the dramatists 
of the Spanish Golden Age, refusing to be con-
strained behind the philological divides constructed 
in the wake of nineteenth-century nationalism, it 
offers a series of compelling paradigms for under-
standing the work of actors in the immediate con-
text of a specific performance, for pursuing the 
meanings transmitted by those acts of physical im-
agination” (30). As Johnston notes, both Shake-
speare and Lope de Vega wrote inside highly oral 
cultures and perceived the play-text as only the ini-
tial element of a theatrical production, a highly fluid 
genre that must be analyzed with a deep apprecia-
tion for the experience of a particular performance 
at a particular moment in time. He observes, “The 
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translator needs to eke out language in its performa-
tive context, to write forward the potentials for per-
formance encoded in the original, to engage with its 
multifaceted performability” (34). His analysis of 
rendering the opening scene of La vida es sueño 
into English illustrates this belief. Jonathan Thack-
er’s contribution (“The Translation of La vida es 
sueño for Twenty-First-Century Anglophone Audi-
ence”) surveys approximately twenty translations of 
the same Calderonian masterpiece. Thacker pro-
vides a detailed and illuminating discussion of rival 
translations of the play’s initial lines, which begin 
with the absolutely essential yet obscure word 
“hipogrifo.” In the final chapter on translation Denis 
Rafter surveys major Spanish-language translations 
of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, beginning with that of 
Ramón de la Cruz (1772). Rafter argues that the 
play-text must provide the actor with four basic el-
ements: “rationality, tonality, emotion, and coher-
ence” (72), qualities which the performer must then 
communicate to the audience. His study focuses on 
Hamlet’s seven soliloquies and draws on the dra-
matic theories of the famed Shakespearean directors 
Sir Peter Hall and Peter Brook and on the work of 
the highly respected vocal coach Patsy Rodenburg. 
Rafter concludes that none of the eight translations 
of the soliloquies meet these criteria and that many 
were in fact written without consideration for the 
actor’s needs: “The interior voice of Hamlet was not 
there” (81). 
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The second section of this volume (Interpre-
tation) investigates the cultural contexts of essential 
literary works from Spain and England. In “The 
High Anxiety of Influence: Caro, Zayas, Sor Juana, 
and the New Arts,” Edward H. Friedman surveys 
the representation of women by canonical male 
writers and discusses the impact of this representa-
tion on the creation of female characters by canoni-
cal women writers, especially in drama. William R. 
Blue’s “Versions of the Battle of Cádiz, 1625” de-
tails the propagandistic goals of both battle paint-
ings and of battle scenes depicted on the stage. Fo-
cusing on a comedia by Rodrigo de Herrera, Blue 
reminds us that “these works were sort of docudra-
mas designed to show the public what was happen-
ing in Spain’s far-flung empire” (106). Charles Vic-
tor Ganelin explores Bakhtin’s concept of polypho-
ny in narrative and finds it applicable to drama, spe-
cifically to Calderón’s La dama duende. In that text 
he discovers three polyphonic voices: a subtext that 
subtly references Don Quijote, especially Part II; a 
reliance on the heightened senses of sight, sound 
and touch; and a quasi-mystical environment in 
which the characters’ errors provoke audience 
members to explore the nature of perception. In 
“The Portrait of a Pious Widow: Francisco de Rib-
alta and Lope de Vega’s La viuda valenciana” 
Frederick A. de Armas exposes the complex inter-
play of paintings as seen by the protagonist Doña 
Leonarda (paintings which create a “museum of 
sight”), and he reveals the power of these images to 
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awaken the heroine’s psyche to a vision of both 
erotic and spiritual beauty. Emilie L. Bergmann’s 
essay (“Women Tamed and Untamed: Two Dutiful 
Daughters in the Romance de la doncella guerrera 
and Luis Vélez de Guevara’s La serrana de la 
Vera”) elucidates the role of the father in the don-
cella guerrera ballads but more importantly ex-
plains how paternal action and inaction contribute 
to the bloody and tragic conclusion of La serrana 
de la Vera. Bergmann also draws significant paral-
lels to present-day nonfictional portraits of the mu-
jer varonil in books, documentaries and popular 
film adaptations—creating a virtual syllabus that 
may enliven the pedagogy of these medieval and 
early modern works. Mary Malcolm Gaylord 
chooses the intriguing title “Cultural Capital and 
Comedy: Talking Heads in Guillén de Castro’s Las 
mocedades del Cid.” For Gaylord, Guillén de Cas-
tro renews the persona of the Cid in part by devel-
oping the motif of the head—including heads that 
wear crowns, heads taken as battle trophies, honor-
able heads held high, heads demanded in bloody 
vengeance, and finally the head as the origin of ver-
bal grace and ingenio, the cultural capital of Span-
ish poets such as Guillén de Castro himself. For the 
final essay on the topic of Interpretation Michael 
Payne probes the mystery of “Shakespeare’s Imagi-
nation,” offering a series of intriguing insights into 
the Shakespearean qualities that he defines as reti-
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cence, presence, intimacy, redemption, historicity 
and corporeality.  

The final section of this volume contains 
five essays on Performance. In “Constructing Stage 
Character: The Duke of Ferrara in Lope de Vega’s 
El castigo sin venganza” Isaac Benabu uses his con-
siderable directorial experience to reinforce our un-
derstanding of the Duke as a tragic hero. He re-
minds us that in Lope’s day the actor playing the 
Duke would have treated the play-text as a mighty 
skeleton to be fleshed out using all the theatrical 
techniques at the actor’s disposal, especially in 
dramatizing the character’s anagnorisis. Bárbara 
Mujica’s essay (“Facing the Music: Introducing 
Song into the Comedia”) surveys recent scholarship 
on music in the comedia, sets the genre within the 
history of opera and the zarzuela, and discusses the 
key role of music in contemporary comedia produc-
tions. Examining two musical productions of Calde-
rón’s No hay burlas con el amor, Mujica details her 
own successful direction of a tuneful student pro-
duction of No hay burlas. She unspools the process 
of first defining the precise difficulties in updating 
early modern cultural beliefs (such as the honor 
code) and then devising ingenious solutions. The 
final two essays in this fine collection return the fo-
cus to Shakespeare. James C. Bulman argues for 
“The Autonomy of Henry IV, Part Two” and David 
Bevington identifies “Staging Options in the Early 
Texts of Hamlet.”  
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The book concludes with a list of Works 
Cited, a list of Selected Publications of Susan L. 
Fischer, and a list of Contributors. The essays found 
in this volume address both scholars and theater 
practitioners and increase our ability to present the 
comedia in ways that will entrance modern readers 
and more importantly cast a spell over modern au-
diences. 
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‘Aquel Breve Sueño.’ Dreams on the Early 
Modern Spanish Stage is a collection of ten 
essays by distinguished scholars from Spain, 
France, and the United States. Originally an 
idea by Ricardo Sáez of the Université de 
Rennes, France, this volume includes a variety 
of approaches on the significance of dreams as 
dramatic discourse.  In Part I, “Oneiric 
Discourse on the Early Modern Spanish 
Stage,” contributors are Belén Atienza, Ezra 
Engling, Ellen Frye, Rogelio Miñana, Charo 
Moreno, and Sharon Voros.  Topics included 
are the prophetic dream in Lope de Vega and 
Guillén de Castro, dreams as motif and 
dramatic device in Pedro Calderón de la Barca, 
the metatheatrical function of dream 
sequences, the dream as dramatic character in 
Calderón’s auto, Sueños hay que verdad son, 
and the performance dream in Leonor de la 
Cueva y Silva’s La firmeza en la ausencia. 
“Aquel breve sueño” is a line from Garcilaso’s 
second Elegy. 
 
Contributing to Part II, dedicated exclusively to 
Calderón’s La vida es sueño, are Nelson 
López, Christian Andrès, Ricardo Sáez, and 
Christine Aguilar-Adan. Topics include staging 
and directing La vida es sueño, a comparative 
study on Pierre Boasituau’s Theatrum Mundi 
and Calderón’s La vida es sueño and El gran 
teatro del mundo, poetic structure and style in 
the redondillas of La vida es sueño, and La 
vida es sueño and the political institution of the 
prince.  
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