The House of Bernarda Alba by Federico Garcia Lorca
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Synopsis

The play begins after Bernarda’s second husband’s funeral. She informs her daughters that they will mourn for eight years, mostly confined to the house. The sisters learn that Angustias will inherit a much larger portion of money than the others because she is a product of Bernarda’s first marriage to a wealthier man. The younger sisters also find out that Pepe el Romano, Adela’s secret lover, will marry Angustias (likely because of inheritance). Maritrio suspects Adela of maintaining romantic relations with Pepe, and warns her of her sinful ways, while Angustias' missing picture of Pepe is found in Maritrio’s bed. Bernarda pushes the date of the wedding up. Adela tells her mother she will no longer follow her rules and declares that Pepe loves her and is in the barn waiting for her. Bernarda goes to the barn and fires her gun. Martirio makes Adela believe that Pepe was killed, but he was really just scared away. Adela hangs herself.

Characters

Bernarda (the head of the family), age 60

Maria Josefa (Bernarda’s mother), age 80

Angustias (Bernarda’s daughter from her first marriage, engaged to Pepe), age 39

Magdalena (Bernarda’s daughter), age 30

Amelia (Bernarda’s daughter), age 27

Martirio (Bernarda’s daughter who secretly loves Pepe from afar), age 24

Adela (Bernarda’s daughter who is secretly sleeping with Pepe), age 20

Maid, age 50

Poncia (longtime housekeeper), age 60

Prudencia (Bernarda’s friend), age 50

Themes

Repression of passion, emotion, true love. Abuse of power. The damage inherent in restrictions around gender, class and religion. 

Biography

García Lorca was born into a family of minor, but wealthy, landowners in the village of Fuente Vaqueros, Granada. In 1909, his father moved the family to the city of Granada, Andalusia where he became deeply involved in local artistic circles. He moved in 1919 to the famous Residencia de estudiantes in Madrid. At the School of Philosophy of the University of Madrid he befriended Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí, among many others who were or would become influential artists in Spain.

At the end of the 1920s, García Lorca fell victim to increasing depression, a situation exacerbated by his anguish over the increasingly unsuccessful concealment of his homosexuality from friends and family. In this he was deeply affected by the success of his Romancero gitano, which increased—through the celebrity it brought him—the painful dichotomy of his life: he was trapped between the persona of the successful author, which he was forced to maintain in public, and the tortured self, which he could only acknowledge in private.

Growing estrangement between García Lorca and his closest friends reached its climax when surrealists Dalí and Buñuel collaborated on their 1929 film Un chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog), which García Lorca interpreted, perhaps erroneously, as a vicious attack on him. The film ended Lorca's affair with Dalí, along with Dalí meeting his future wife Gala. At the same time, his intensely passionate but fatally one-sided affair with the sculptor Emilio Aladrén was collapsing as the latter became involved with his future wife. Aware of these problems (though not perhaps of their causes), García Lorca's family arranged for him to take a lengthy tour of the United States in 1929-30 where he studied briefly at Columbia University School of General Studies.

His return to Spain in 1930 coincided with the fall of the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera and the re-establishment of the Spanish Republic. In 1931, García Lorca was appointed as director of a university student theatre company, Teatro Universitario la Barraca ("The Shack"), funded by the Second Republic's Ministry of Education, that toured Spain's remotest rural areas in order to introduce audiences to radically modern interpretations of classic Spanish theatre. While touring, García Lorca wrote his best-known plays-- the 'rural trilogy' of Blood Wedding, Yerma and The House of Bernarda Alba. He distilled his theories on artistic creation and performance in a famous lecture entitled "Play and Theory of the Duende" (1933) that argued that great art depends upon a vivid awareness of death, connection with a nation's soil, and an acknowledgment of the limitations of reason.

When war broke out in 1936, García Lorca left Madrid for Granada, even though he was aware that he was almost certainly heading toward his death in a city reputed to have the most conservative oligarchy in Andalucía. García Lorca and his brother-in-law, who was also the socialist mayor of Granada, were soon arrested. He was executed, shot by Franco's militia on August 19, 1936. Lorca was thrown into an unmarked grave somewhere between Víznar and Alfacar, near Granada. There is a large controversy about the motives (personal non-political motives are also suggested) and details of his death. The dossier compiled at Franco's request has yet to surface.

The Franco regime placed a general ban on his work, which was not rescinded until 1953 when a (heavily censored) Obras completas was released. That Obras did not include his late Sonnets of Dark Love, written in November 1935 and performed only for close friends — these were lost until 1983/4 when they were finally published. It was only after Franco's death in 1975 that García Lorca's life and death could be openly discussed in Spain. 

In 1968, Joan Baez sang translated renditions of Lorca's poems, "Gacela Of The Dark Death" and "Casida of the Lament" on her spoken-word poetry album, Baptism. In 1986, Leonard Cohen's English translation of the poem "Pequeño vals vienés" by García Lorca reached #1 in the Spanish single charts (as "Take This Waltz", music by Cohen). Cohen has described Lorca as being his idol in his youth, and named his daughter Lorca Cohen for that reason. Today, García Lorca is honored by a statue prominently located in Madrid's Plaza de Santa Ana. Political philosopher David Crocker reports that "the statue, at least, is still an emblem of the contested past: each day, the Left puts a red kerchief on the neck of the statue, and someone from the Right comes later to take it off."

Garcia Lorca's Contemporaries

RAFAEL ALBERTI was a Spanish poet, a member of the Generation of '27. 

SALVADOR Domingo Felipe Jacinto DALI i Domènech, was a Spanish surrealist painter of Catalan (Northwest Spain) 

LUIS BUNUEL Portolés (February 22, 1900 – July 29, 1983) was a Spanish filmmaker who worked mainly in Mexico and France, but also in his native country and the United States. 

Plays

· El maleficio de la mariposa (The Butterfly's Evil Spell: written 1919-20, first production 1920) 

· Los títeres de Cachiporra (The Billy-Club Puppets: written 1922-5, first production 1937) 

· Mariana Pineda (written 1923-25, first production 1927) 

· La zapatera prodigiosa (The Shoemaker's Prodigious Wife: written 1926-30, first production 1930, revised 1933) 

· Amor de Don Perlimplín con Belisa en su jardín (Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden: written 1928, first production 1933) 

· El público (The Public: written 1929-30, first production 1972) 

· Así que pasen cinco años (When Five Years Pass: written 1931, first production 1945) 

· Retablillo de Don Cristóbal (The Puppet Play of Don Cristóbal: written 1931, first production 1935) 

· Bodas de sangre (Blood Wedding: written 1932, first production 1933) 

· Yerma (written 1934, first production 1934) 

· Doña Rosita la soltera (Doña Rosita the Spinster': written 1935, first production 1935) 

· Comedia sin título (Play Without a Title: written 1936, first production 1986) 

· La casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba: written 1936, first production 1945)

· El paseo de Buster Keaton ("Buster Keaton goes for a stroll", 1928) 

· La doncella, el marinero y el estudiante ("The Maiden, the Sailor and the Student", 1928) 

· Quimera ("Dream", 1928) 

 Filmscripts

· Viaje a la luna ("Trip to the Moon", 1929) 

The World in the 1930s: Influences on The House of Bernarda Alba

In the Arts... The Generation of '27 was an influential group of poets that arose in Spanish literary circles between 1923 and 1927, essentially out of a shared desire to experience and work with avant-garde forms of art and poetry. The Generation of '27 cannot be neatly categorized stylistically, due to wide variety of genres and styles cultivated by its members. The group tried to bridge the gap between Spanish popular culture and folklore, classical literary tradition and European avant-guardes. It evolved from pure poetry which emphasized music in poetry, in Baudelaire's veins, to Futurism, Cubism, Ultraist and Creationism, to become influenced by Surrealism and finally to disperse in interior and exterior exile following the Civil War and World War II 

SURREALISM is a cultural movement that began in the mid-1920s, and is best known for the visual artworks and writings of the group members. The works feature the element of surprise, unexpected juxtapositions and non sequitur, however many Surrealist artists and writers regard their work as an expression of the philosophical movement first and foremost with the works being an artifact, and leader André Breton was explicit in his assertion that Surrealism was above all a revolutionary movement. Surrealist theater depicts the subconscious experience, moody tone and disjointed structure, sometimes imposing a unifying idea.

DADA or DADAISM is a cultural movement that began in neutral Zürich, Switzerland, during World War I and peaked from 1916 to 1920. The movement primarily involved visual arts, literature (poetry, art manifestoes, art theory), theatre, and graphic design, and concentrated its anti war politic through a rejection of the prevailing standards in art through anti-art cultural works. 

In Science... In 1932, the atom is split by Cockcroft and Walton; in 1934 Fermi discovers how to create new elements by bombarding uranium with neutrons; and in 1935 Irene and Federic Joliot-Curie win the Nobel Prize for Chemistry for creating the first man-made radioactive substance.

Politically and Socially... the world was becoming a scarier place while, for a time, Spain was becoming 'freer'. In 1930, the Nazis gained power in Germany while, in 1931, a republican government ruled Spain that created a new constitution, breaking up the large estates, separating church and state, and secularizing the schools. Women were also granted suffrage in Spain in 1931. This new republic funded Garcia Lorca's theatrical tours in provincial Spain (see biography). His observations of life for women in these towns pushed him to write The House of Bernarda Alba.

Recent Productions of The House of Bernarda Alba
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From left to right:

Penelope Wilton, as Bernarda Alba, in London's National Theatre's production (2005). David Hare's translation gives a good sense of the original's vitality and, like the production as a whole, veils its stylised symbolic resonance beneath apparent naturalism... (CurtainUp)

The five sisters in the Lincoln Center Theater's 2006 musical adaptation: ...the show's central focus is unmistakably what can happen to women when they are deprived of the chance to pursue what comes naturally with the opposite sex... Yet the ominous, oppressive atmosphere that makes Lorca's poetic play so much more than a potboiler is mostly missing in in action. (NYTimes)

The National Asian American Theatre Company's cast of Chay Yew's 2000 adaptation: One's initial impression of Chay Yew's beautifully realized production of Lorca's masterpiece, The House of Bernarda Alba, is of its Asian influences... Bernarda Alba is fascinating because it is a play with only women, and yet manipulated in so many ways by men. (CurtainUp)

Not pictured-- Shaw Festival in Niagra-on-the-Lake, Ontario 2002  (Richard Sanger translation):

As this rare revival directed by the Shaw's ever-welcome Polish visitor Tadeusz Bradecki opens in the Court House Theatre, it's hard not to puzzle over a cloistered dictatorship where the maid can't fold a sheet without trailing it on the ground and the daughters move needlessly about the scantly furnished courtyard. Little of the physical action seems natural as Bradecki and his cast struggle to establish the heat and the stasis of this place. (The Globe and Mail)

