
Life is a Dream
“For all life is a dream, and dreams themselves are only dreams.”

-Pedro Calderon de La Barca

Synopsis of the Play

Characters and Setting
(Brief Synopsis)

The King of Poland, Basilio, imprisons his son, Segismund, in a tower from birth in order to protect his reign and thwart the predictions of astrologers who saw the boy taking his father's throne. After several years, the King has a change of heart and orders his son drugged and brought to his palace for a trial. The young man behaves so badly, however, that the King soon banishes him back to his prison. Waking up in the tower, the son is soon convinced that he never left his lonely prison, that the entire trial was just a dream. But a peasant uprising soon liberates the confused prisoner once more and results in the boy being crowned King. Fearful of waking once more in the tower and learning that this new life is but a dream, this time he conducts himself with discretion.
Basilio: King of Poland

Segismundo: Prince and Son to Basilio

Astolfo: Duke of Muscovy; nephew to Basilio

Clotaldo: old tutor of Segismundo

Clarin: comic servant of Rosaura

Estrella:  Princess; Neice to Basilio 

Rosaura: daughter to Clotaldo

Soliders, Guards, Musicians, Servants, Ladies, and Attendants

As the play opens, two strangers whose storm-frighted horses have bolted, stumble on Segismund's prison. One of them confesses in a voice all too gentle for her masculine attire that she has come from Muscovy on a matter of vengeance and Segismund, for the moment unguarded, confesses that he too, thinks often on revenge. Clotaldo's appearance is about to result in death for the newcomers when the general recognizes the stranger's sword as one he had left years before in Muscovy as pledge for favor owed. The stranger identifies herself as Rosaura, daughter of Clotaldo's quondam benefactor, and is proffered safe conduct to Warsaw.

Meanwhile the King has Segismund brought to court while in a drugged sleep, to wake to all the appearances of royal splendor. His tragic story is related to him, he meets his cousins, Astolfo and Estrella, and falls promptly in love with the latter. When, however, his father, the King, appears, his desire for revenge on an unnatural father is too strong and he would have attacked the King had not the guards prevented. For this action he is returned in a drugged sleep to his prison and the King prepares to carry out his plans to marry his nephew, Duke Astolfo of Muscovy, to his niece, Estrella, and turn over his kingdom to them.

Meanwhile, back in the prison, Segismund is convinced by Clotaldo that the entire day's happenings are but a dream. Clotaldo nevertheless chides him for his unprincelike lack of self-control so effectively that when later in the day he is rescued by revolting Polish troops directed to his prison by Rosaura, he treats the vanquished King with great nobility and returns to him his forfeit crown. When he discovers that Astolfo has broken his engagement to Rosaura in hopes of gaining the Polish crown through marriage to Estrella, he dissolves the new bond, returning Astolfo to Rosaura and claims Estrella for himself.
Themes and Motives 

	 The dominant motives in Calderon’s dramas are characteristically national: fervid loyalty to Church and King, and a sense of honor heightened almost to the point of the fantastic. Though his plays are laid in a great variety of scenes and ages, the sentiment and the characters remain essentially Spanish; and this intensely local quality has probably lessened the vogue of Calderon in other countries. In the construction and conduct of his plots he showed great skill, yet the ingenuity expended in the management of the story did not restrain the fiery emotion and opulent imagination which mark his finest speeches and give them a lyric quality which some critics regard as his greatest distinction.


	  Calderón's most famous play, Life Is a Dream, explores the conflict between free will and predestination. Of all Calderon’s works, “Life is a Dream” may be regarded as the most universal in its theme. It seeks to teach a lesson that may be learned from the philosophers and religious thinkers of many ages—that the world of our senses is a mere shadow, and that the only reality is to be found in the invisible and eternal. But with Calderon the theme is lifted altogether out of the atmosphere of comedy, and is worked up with poetic sentiment and a touch of mysticism into a symbolic drama of profound and universal philosophical significance.
	


Biography of Pedro Calderón de la Barca

Born in Madrid, Spain, on January 17, 1600, Pedro Calderón de la Barca would eventually become one of Spain's most important dramatists. Along with the older playwright Lope De Vega, Calderón would dominate Spain's Golden Age of theatre. He was educated at the Jesuit Colegio Imperial, Calderón studied law at the University of Alcalá (1614-15) and the University of Salamanca (1615-21), but did not earn a degree. In 1621, he entered the household of the Constable of Castille, Don Bernardino Fernández de Velasco. Two years later, in 1623, he began writing plays for the court.Calderón became a priest in 1651, but continued to write plays as the court dramatist for Philip IV. He also wrote two autos sacramentales each year for the city of Madrid. In his later years, he developed a series of elaborate mythological themes that reflected the tastes and interests of the Spanish Court during the waning years of the Golden Age. He died in Madrid on May 25, 1681. Of his 120 surviving works, approximately 80 are autos sacramentales, morality plays celebrating the mystery of the eucharist on Corpus Christi day.

Play Resume of Pedro Calderón de la Barca 
In Calderón's remarkable output as a playwright he may have produced as many as a hundred one-act religious plays for the feats of Corpus Christi. These auto sacramentales are allegorical plays, usually about saints' lives and similar to medieval miracle plays. Some of these plays were widely admired, such as The Constant Prince (1629), about the martyrdom of Portuguese prince Ferdinand; The Wonder-Working Magician (1637), about a Faust character; and The Two Lovers of Heaven (1640). Nearly eighty of these plays survive. 

Calderón wrote many secular dramas as well as zarzuelas, a form that combined music, dance, and drama and that developed into his operas, in which the dialogue is set to music. Among his most important secular plays are The Surgeon of His Honor (1635), Life Is a Dream (1635), The Mayor of Zalamea (1640), and Daughter of the Air (1653). Each of these plays is powerful, but Life Is a Dream has become the longest-lived and the most often produced of his plays. He wrote it in his favorite baroque style—Gongorism, named for an earlier baroque poet, Luis de Góngora y Argote (1561-1627), whose style is marked by references to mythology, stylistic excesses, and complexity of language and thought. In translation many of such stylistic effects are lost, although Life Is a Dream is marked by complexity of thought even in English. 
Aside from Life is a Dream, Calderón is perhaps best known for his plays of honor and revenge. In The Mayor of Zalamea, the captain of a visiting troop of soldiers, certain of his impunity, abducts the daughter of a wealthy farmer, rapes her, and ties her father to a tree. In this play, the father's revenge might seem understandable to our modern sensibilities, but Calderón also deals with honor and revenge in a trio of wife-murder plays in which it may be more difficult to identify with the agent of vengeance. In each of these plays, the wife is murdered either directly or indirectly by the husband who suspects her of infidelity and wishes to restore his lost honor. Although it has been the subject of much debate, there is no way to know whether Calderón approved of such measures or whether he simply used this common social code to create dramatic conflict. What is certain is that these revenge plays--which make up a very small portion of Calderón's canon--have become closely identified with the dramatist. These plays include The Physician of his Honour, Secret Insult, and Secret Vengeance
Other plays include:
· Alcalde de Zalamea/Mayor of Zalamea 

· La Aurora en Copacabana 

· Calderón de la Barca: Six Plays 

· Eight Dramas of Calderón 

· Four Comedies by Pedro Calderón de la Barca 

· La Gran Comedia, Guardate de la Agua Mansa, Beware of Still Waters 

· Life is a Dream 

· Love is no Laughing Matter
· The Painter of His Dishonour: El Pintor de su Deshonra 

· The Fake Astrologer

· The Schism in England 

· Three Comedies 

· La Vida Es Sueno 

· La Vida Es Sueno, El Alcalde de Zalamea 

Historical Influences
El Greco’s gaunt, mystic figures were still considered contemporary art ; he died while Calderon was a boy (1914).  Ribera (1588-1656) and Zurbaran (1598-1662) were producing their magnificent canvasses, and the official Court painter, Velazquez (1599-1660), based one of his most famous compositions, “The Surrender of Breda”, on a vivid scene in Calderon’s play El sitio de Breda.
In poetry, the style of Gongora (1561-1627) came to affect most subsequent verse, lyric and dramatic, during the rest of the seventeenth century.

In the field of drama itself, the age of Calderon produced Spain’s mightiest figures.  Lope de Vega (1562-1635) is, after Cervantes, the greatest creative genius in Spanish letters.  In the history of Spain it is customary to speak of the theatre “before Lope” or “after Lope”.  After Don Quixote, Spain’s most renowned fictional character is the impious libertine Don Juan, one of the greatest figures in world literature.  He was created by a priest, Father Gabriel Tellez, better known by his pen name of Tirso de Molina.  Tirso wrote more than four hundred plays; but the one called El burlaor de Sevilla (1630) gave to the world the dramatic Don Juan, who has inspired men of such diverse talents as Moliere, Mozart, Byron, Zorrilla, Dumas, G. B. Shaw and Richard Strauss.  Alarcon was the great moralist of the Spanish theatre.  Guillen de Castro wrote of the heroic deeds of the Middle Ages.  Perez de Montalban wrote on the same theme as the Romantic play.  Rojas Zorrilla was the author of the tragic honor play, and finally, Agustin Moreto wrote splendid character studies.  Shakespeare was also writing at this time.
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