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ABSTRACT 

 

 This dissertation explores the recollection of historical memory in a number of significant 

literary and cinematic texts produced during the first thirty years of the Francoist dictatorship. 

Ironically, the first quarter-century of post-war Spain was referred to as “los años de la paz” [The 

Peaceful Years] by the propagandistic effort of the regime. However, as my dissertation will 

show, representative texts of the same period articulate trauma that was still lingering in 

collective memory. Contrary to the common assumption that the process of recovery of historical 

memory began after Franco’s death in 1975, I will show that this same process had begun almost 

immediately after the outcome of the Spanish Civil War in April of 1939. Based on a theoretical 

framework built on the juxtaposition of Lacanian psychoanalysis and recent trauma theory, I 

argue that the texts object of my study – including some well-known Francoist canonical works –

actually work through the painful and traumatic experiences of the war and the violence imposed 

by the dictatorship. Because of the unspeakable nature of psychological trauma and the censorial 

machinery set in place by the repressive instruments of the Francoist regime, the traumatic 

experience is never explicitly recounted in these narratives. However, I will demonstrate how 

these experiences are expressed in the body of the text in unconventional and unexpected ways 

such as the tension between chaos and silence, the representation of hyperbolic violence, speech 

acts, the representation of space, inter-textual empathy, as well as gaps and disruptions of the 

narratives. In my dissertation, I will describe a double-process of reinscription and return of the 

traumatic event whereby these texts are able to begin a process of working through, becoming, in 

Dominick LaCapra´s famous theorization of the concept, an “ethical agent” of history that create 
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a counter-narrative to the Francoist silence surrounding many traumas of the war and resulting 

dictatorship.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In her impressive study, Cultura herida: Literatura y cine en la España democrática, 

Cristina Moreiras-Menor analyzes cultural production in post-Francoist Spain that contains 

traces of a traumatic past, which had been otherwise hidden during the dictatorship as well as in 

the transition to democracy. According to Moreiras, these traces indicate that Spain is, in fact, a 

“wounded culture” and that trauma materializes in literature and film. She explores the cultural 

production that contains “huellas de un pasado que pugna por desaparecer pero que articula las 

marcas de un trauma original indecible con otras narrativas hegemónicas que pugnan por 

establecerse como tal a partir de un proceso de cancelación de la memoria, y de una consecuente 

resignificación o incluso vaciamiento afectivo del pasado” [traces of a past that resists 

disappearance but that articulates the marks of an unspeakable original trauma with other 

hegemonic narratives that struggle to establish themselves through the process of cancellation of 

memory, and as a consequent resignification or including affective evacuation of the past] (20). 

While Moreiras focuses on works that were created in democratic Spain (post-1975), I will 

analyze how similar manifestations of trauma can be found in much earlier works, beginning in 

the immediate post-war period and continuing throughout the authoritarian regime under Franco 

(1939- 1975). 

Toward the end of the Francoist years, an exposition known as “Veinticinco Años de Paz 

Española” [Twenty-Five years of Spanish Peace] was celebrated in accordance with orders of the 

Spanish Government. According to the dictator himself, this milestone is an achievement for all 

to rejoice and to remember the peaceful, happy and prosperous years since the war ended.1 In 
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order to problematize the claim of peace, tranquility and prosperity in Spain in the decades 

following the war, I will show how the texts analyzed in this dissertation are symptomatic of the 

country’s recent traumatic past and contain traces of the trauma in content (historical references, 

narration, and intertextuality) as well as in the materiality of the work (formal and structural 

traces of trauma). Furthermore, I argue that, due to these traces and disruptions, these texts mark 

the initial moments of working through of the country’s trauma in an attempt to excavate some 

painful elements of the buried, traumatic past.  

By working through, I mean the discursive process of countering the resistances to 

remembering a trauma. Once resistances to traumatic elements are reduced, the subject may be 

reinscribed at the place of trauma and critically consider what the trauma has done to her2 and to 

society. Working through is a term that has become commonplace in trauma studies. It normally 

refers to the process whereby a subject attempts to understand a given traumatic event in order to 

return to “normal” life. It is the process of sifting through memories and symptoms in an attempt 

to come to terms with the trauma. In psychoanalysis, working through begins with constantly 

circling around the trauma using language in an attempt to structure the disordered, traumatic 

materials in a comprehensible way. Therefore, the subject must work to recognize the 

impossibility of articulating trauma; it is only when she perceives the holes in her language that 

she may be able to identify the way that trauma that has been affecting her.  

In his “On Working Through,” Darian Leader reminds us that Freud’s use of working 

through (Durcharbeitung) is a reference to musical time when the linear theme is “complicated 

and elaborated by a varied treatment in different keys” (1). Upon proceeding, the theme “is 

disintegrated into its constituent parts and these are then combined and varied before returning, 

in the final cadence, to the original key of the introduction” (1). In a text, the modified tempo of 
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a narrative disrupts normal linearity and makes working through possible. When the narrative’s 

tempo is disrupted, the reader must reorder and (re)construct it in order to understand or 

construct a message – which will differ depending on the reader. According to this analogy, the 

process of working through can be broken down into three parts: introduction, working out, and 

conclusion. To follow the sonata form, this could be formalized as a repetition (exposition), 

disintegration and variance of tempo (development), and a reframing of the original theme in 

which anxiety caused by the development may cause a difference (recapitulation). In the first 

part, the exposition, this can be found in repetitive structures such as acting out, myth, 

complacent viewing, and structural inertia. I suggest that this repetition is caused by a trauma, 

which is why the broken repetition may cause anxiety and even a change in the conclusion. 

According to this structure, the working through (what Freud called Durcharbeitung) is 

involved in the second part in which the repetition from the original theme is disrupted, broken, 

varied, or otherwise modified. In order for this to happen, the intervention of another subject and 

transference onto this subject is required. Once this transference happens, the traumatized 

individual’s circular pattern of discourse is echoed back to her in audible form” (Ragland np). If 

this occurs, then the trauma underlying the repetition may loom-up in the individual and cause 

anxiety. After this transference and anxiety occurs, then there is a reestablishment of the original 

pattern but with the significant difference that it preserves some token of its deformation. By 

serving as instruments of working through for the reader or by working through themselves, 

these texts have the potential to become an ethical agent of Spanish history that rupture the 

institutional silence surrounding the war and other difficult events in the years that followed. In 

all of the chapters that follow, we will find analogies to this structure everywhere we go in which 
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there is a repetition, a disruption, and – if the working through was successful – a restoration of 

the initial form with a marked change. 

In his historiographical account, Paul Preston observes that the Spanish Civil War 

“retains a burning relevance in contemporary Spain” and “it has generated more than twenty 

thousand books, a literary epitaph which puts it on par with the Second World War” (The 

Spanish Civil War 2). This influx of writing about the event (which Jo Labanyi refers to as 

Spain’s “memory boom”3) illustrates the attention that the Spanish Civil War has received 

belatedly as well as the historical significance and sense of irresolution surrounding this 

harrowing event. The continued sense of a need to provide a complete vision of the Spanish Civil 

war is due – at least in large part – to the implementation of the institutional history by a single, 

Francoist version of the events following the conclusion of the war. That institutional history 

systematically denied the cultural and psychological wounds that the war had caused and refused 

to allow those defeated in the war to participate in the construction of the “official” Francoist 

account of the events. 

The maintenance of the history that denied many traumas lasted even after Franco’s death 

because of the widespread fear that remembering and mourning would only risk “reopening old 

wounds that the Franco regime had, decade on decade, expressly and explicitly prevented from 

healing; […] those who had been obliged to be silent for nearly 40 years were once again 

required to accept that there would not be public recognition of their past lives or memories” 

(Helen Graham 140). The avoidance of reopening old wounds would eventually lead to “The 

Pact of Silence” and other institutional attempts at preserving silence about memories of the war. 

Omar Guillermo Encarnación explains that “the deliberate attempt to bury the past guaranteed 

the absence of ‘transitional justice’ in Spain’s passage from dictatorship to democracy, a virtual 
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anomaly in contemporary processes of democratization” (2). What this “guarantee” meant for 

Spain is that the country’s wounds were never closed, including during the transition to 

democracy that made no real attempt to reconcile unresolved traumas. In reality, the wounds’ 

openness should have been taken as an indicator of the historical trauma that still needed to be 

dealt with. 

It is only recently, in the past twenty years, that the country began government-sponsored 

projects to try to deal with some of the unresolved wounds of the past such as the “Association of 

Recovery of Historical Memory,” which began in 2000 as a project to excavate mass burial sites. 

The ARHM was a large part of the country’s movement that “opposed the strategy of 

forgetfulness and silence about the past that was at the basis of the reconciliation between 

Spaniards at the end of Franco’s regime” and made a new strategy possible that was “rooted in 

the knowledge of the pain of the Civil War victims and the repression of Franco’s dictatorship” 

(José González García 5). In conjunction with the “Law of Historical Memory,” (2007) which set 

out to offer reparations to those traumatized or displaced from the war and dictatorship, the 

ARHM forms part of the recent public attempts to confront and, perhaps, rectify and come to 

terms with some of the historical trauma of the country’s tumultuous half-century. Along with 

these organizations and laws, cultural production (art, literature, film, photography, etc.) forms 

part of the project of addressing the country’s continued need to confront its historical trauma 

and correct its institutional history. The plethora of recent public discussions and studies 

regarding the events in Spain as well as the growing popularity of trauma theory in the 1990s led 

to the publication of a number of notable studies by scholars such as Cristina Moreiras-Menor, Jo 

Labanyi, and Ofelia Ferrán that approach recent Spanish cultural production in the context of 

trauma and memory. 
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In his study titled “The Literature of Franco Spain, 1939-1975,” Michael Ugarte explains 

that some of the literature produced in Spain can be understood as resistant to the government’s 

censorship, suppression of memories of the war, and the imposition of its values. In fact, Ugarte 

claims that “resistance to the dominant ideology took many forms” (611) and that ‘if not as a 

clearly defined strategy to abolish the regime’s prohibitions, the predominant ambiguities and 

evasions of meaning contributed to a weakening (however gradual) of the regime’s system of 

cultural control” (613). This resistance, along with the “obsession with collective memory” 

(615), is certainly an important and subversive element of literature produced under Franco. In 

what follows, I will use these ideas and move beyond them in order to show that certain literature 

under Franco not only resists the silence but works through the trauma of the war that was being 

silenced by the institutional discourse. In fact, the trauma in these texts had a much larger effect 

than was normally considered and this is what I will explore in this dissertation. 

As I noted, most scholars have preferred to focus on works produced after 1975 (the year 

of Franco’s death) to discuss the role of trauma in Spain’s culture due to the fact that the painful 

materials and memories are presented in a much more direct way. However, trauma was already 

being articulated in cultural production during the Francoist years. An important element of the 

more open representation of trauma in Francoist Spain was the National Plan of Economic 

Stabilization of 1959, which involved a series of economic measures by the Spanish government 

to strengthen the country’s economy; among these changes, an important move was the shift 

from an isolated autarchy towards a more internationalized administration (although still a 

dictatorship) in the 1960s.4 This increased tolerance and the 1960s tourism boom played a 

decisive role in the relaxing of that conservative stronghold in domestic social and political 

structures in late-Francoist Spain (Giles Tremlett 102). Moreover, the censorship was lightened 
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with the Printing and Publishing Law of 1966 that allowed for more open discussion of the 

events, although the censorship did not disappear altogether as the Francoist officials had 

claimed. 

Paralleling these socio-political changes, many examples of cultural production also 

provide a more complete vision of the events in the 1960s and 1970s. Certain works produced 

after the relaxed censorship demonstrate a more openly critical stance of some of the atrocities of 

the war and the dictatorship that was previously silenced. While this belatedness has many 

advantages for scholarship in relation to historical memory, these later works can be better 

understood as a continuation of the working through process that began in cultural production as 

soon as the Spanish Civil War ended.5 In this dissertation, I will be building upon the claim of 

Sarah Leggot and Ross Woods that “contemporary scholarship relating to the representation of 

memory and trauma in literature can enhance our understanding of the postwar Spanish novel” 

(1). Following this claim, I argue that Spain’s trauma – manifested in content, structure, narration 

and form - was the condition of possibility for post-war cultural production to begin working 

through the events that had been institutionally manipulated, discredited, or erased. I will explore 

how Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalysis and cultural studies, especially trauma theory, can help us 

understand these texts and their potential to enable a working through of many traumas of the 

Spanish Civil War that were silenced by the Francoist censorial machine. 

In a 1957 interview, Jacques Lacan explains that symbols, myths, and texts are more 

related to psychoanalysis than medical studies. He states that it is necessary to analyze “la portée 

des symboles, la présence de mythes, ou simplement pour saisir le sens de ce qu’il dit, comme on 

saisit ou non le sens d’un texte” [the significance of symbols, the presence of myths, or simply to 

grasp the meaning of what the patient says, just like we grasp - or don’t grasp - the meaning of a 



8 

 

text] (Chapsal, “Les clefs” 9). Following the well-known Lacanian precept that the unconscious 

is structured like language, I maintain that - however tacitly - literature, film, and other forms of 

art are an ideal vehicle to express the unconscious experience. Similarly, in Unclaimed 

Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History, Cathy Caruth asserts that, “literature, like 

psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex relation between knowing and not knowing, and it is 

at this specific point at which knowing and not knowing intersect that the psychoanalytic theory 

of traumatic experience and the language of literature meet” (3). Taking these ideas into account, 

I will be using psychoanalysis as well as cultural studies because both frameworks are valuable 

tools to analyze cultural production of the post-Spanish Civil War in order to understand how it 

works through painful events of its recent past; specifically, the Spanish Revolution in 1936, 

mass death and repressive aftermath, violent battles in the countryside, and the bombing of a 

Basque city by German planes ordered by the Nationalist band. 

In order to analyze the way that traces of the painful past changed with the passing of 

time - especially after the socio-economic changes implemented in the late-1950s and into the 

1960s - I have divided this dissertation into two parts, each one focusing on a different period of 

Francoist Spain. Chapters one and two are works form the early post-war years (the 1940s) while 

the third and fourth chapters deal with texts from the late dictatorship period (the 1960s). While 

the concept of psychic trauma started out as a psychoanalytic one, more recent scholarship has 

considered it in new contexts such as post-structuralism, historiography, affect theory, and 

trauma theory. By using ideas from multiple fields, I will look at the manner in which certain 

types of cultural production work through historical trauma in various ways and how these 

aspects function together within the texts to deal with some of the events over time. 
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The variety of works selected for the dissertation will enable me to explain the way that 

cultural production may display symptoms of trauma that return to the painful experience and, 

even allow the text to rewrite trauma into the country’s past. Therefore, symptoms become traces 

of historical trauma that work through, or enable the working through of, events of the Civil 

War.  Other than the enormous amount of civil casualties and the armed confrontation in the 

front lines, I am referring to specific events characteristic of this war such as the violence caused 

by the social revolution in Extremadura, the devastating aftermath of the war in Madrid, the 

traumatic nature of battlefields in Castile, and the bombardment of Guernica in April 26 1937. 

Moreover, the presence of trauma in these works contributes to a more accurate and complete 

account of the war in Spain, which destabilizes the institutionalized Francoist history by giving a 

voice to the otherwise silenced traumatic materials. The texts that I study in this dissertation 

work through elements of the Spanish Civil War by indirectly referencing or evoking the trauma 

of the events and, in the case that the text fails to work through the historical trauma that it 

inscribes, certain failures and inconsistencies make it possible for the reader to (re)construct the 

story of the trauma that underlies these narratives.  

The title of this dissertation, “Reinscription and Return,” highlights two key elements of 

working through trauma that I use throughout this project. These phenomena tie the dissertation 

together, because all of the texts that I study involve a reinscription of a subject/text into the 

traumatic past as well as various returns. In a notable study that focuses on the ability of 

literature to return the past to the present and to rescue the memory of trauma from oblivion, 

Idelber Avelar studies allegory in Post-dictatorial Latin American texts as a type of mournful 

literature. Avelar writes that “mournful literature will search for those fragments and ruins […] 

that can trigger the untimely eruption of the past” (3). The return of the past into the present is 
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one important way that “return” plays a fundamental role in the relationship between trauma and 

literature, but I deal with many others. For example, the texts chosen for this analysis include the 

return of the trauma in the form of symptoms, the physical or psychological return of the subject 

to a space of trauma, as well as returns in various manifestations of repetition. 

To further explain my psychoanalytic framework and the notion of reinscription, I will be 

looking at texts that contain myths and remnants of the trauma that has affected the texts’ form. 

By manifesting artistic ruptures and articulating myths, the works become a structural 

counterpart of the trauma itself. Jacques Lacan asserts that a subject constructs myths in an 

attempt to symbolize the rupture in language that a distressing event has caused. That is to say, it 

is not only the content of the narrative that reveals the repressed material but rather the symbolic 

structure of the individual’s created myth. As I will discuss at length in chapter two, myth allows 

the traumatic materials to be articulated as a different, yet related impossibility in the neurotic’s 

individual myth that may never completely “close the loop” (“The Neurotic’s” 215). Ruptures in 

language (the Symbolic) are the key to using the Imaginary materials that remain in the affected 

subject’s memory to eventually recognize the Real cause (the trauma). 

In construction of a painful past, the recognition of the trauma may be followed by the 

reinscription of the subject (i.e. the analysand, the reader, or the text itself) into that trauma. 

Lacan says, “it is in starting from these [Symbolic] holes that the subject can realign himself 

within the different symbolic determinations which make him a subject with a history” (Freud’s 

197). To begin reinscribing herself into the past, the subject creates myths in an attempt to 

explain her own traumatization. Thus, reinscription involves the subject’s coming to terms with 

the trauma and - through one or more (re)constructions of the past - she is able to recognize the 

impact that this event had on her and her Symbolic world. Reinscription also involves a type of 
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return, because the subject may initially construct the traumatic event without counting her own 

involvement. During the course of working through, “the subject has to return in order to count 

itself” (Darian Leader 2). In this case, reinscription and return are both involved in the working 

through process and I see them as separate, yet closely related features of these texts. 

In addition to the fundamental tenets set out by psychoanalysis, I consider important 

contributions of cultural studies regarding reinscription and return in texts written in post-war 

Spain. Borrowing ideas from trauma theory, I analyze cultural production that works through the 

country’s trauma via structural and formal idiosyncrasies in works, intertextuality, affective 

elements (anxiety), and disruption of genres. I explore the usefulness of concepts posited by 

trauma theorists such as Dominick LaCapra, Anne Whitehead, and Jill Bennet about the 

relationship between psychoanalytic trauma and cultural production. I will be looking at the 

contributions that identify certain characteristics of cultural production that more effectively deal 

with trauma and that denote the possibility of working through of traumatic events. 

The trauma theorist that I most utilize in this dissertation is Dominick LaCapra, who 

discusses the problem of conventional narratives attempting to resolve or accurately represent 

traumatic events. He claims that more experimental narratives that do not necessarily have 

closure or a satisfactory conclusion can be more effective in dealing with trauma. By not offering 

a utopic conclusion of regaining a “paradise lost,” these experimental narratives provide a 

possibility of accepting the unrecoverable loss in a “paradise absent” and working through this 

absence while recognizing that it can never be restored completely (Writing 67). Working 

through, then, involves a process of recognition of the impossibility of representing a trauma 

directly and an abandonment of fruitless efforts to try to explain or repair the painful past. 
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LaCapra continues that an individual must attempt to situate the traumatic event in the 

past and, instead of hopelessly reliving the experience in the present, recognize its disruptive and 

unsettling impact. When the past and present are conflated, the result is either an 

overgeneralization or a refusal to accept the effect that the past trauma had on the present. 

LaCapra affirms that “absence, along with the anxiety it brings, could be worked through only in 

the sense that one may learn better to live with it and not convert it into a loss or lack that one 

believes could be made good, notably through the elimination or victimization of those to whom 

blame is imputed” (72). After this, he explains the danger of ignoring the historical injustices that 

were committed, because texts often overlook or oversimplify the trauma in order to fit into a 

comfortable, traditional or redeeming narrative. 

According to LaCapra, then, conventional and redemptive narratives are less effective in 

that they do not require involvement of the reader and therefore do not eliminate resistences to 

recollecting the trauma. Following LaCapra’s ideas, I suggest that only the symptoms and 

symbolic disruptions tell the true story of the trauma and that is precisely what can be worked 

through. In other words, it is only when the subject recognizes her own inability to tell the story 

of trauma or resolve it – and begin to feel anxiety at this recognition - that she can reinscribe 

herself into the traumatic past. As I demonstrate during the course of this dissertation, some 

disruptive Spanish texts under Franco mark the beginning of  the working through of trauma via 

symptoms such as silences, excessive violence, allegorical references, and formal and structural 

gaps that might be approached as textual wounds. 

In chapter one, I will analyze what is probably the most famous post-Spanish Civil War 

novel, The Family of Pascual Duarte (1942) [La familia de Pascual Duarte]. This novel has been 

celebrated as the first tremendista novel that presents hyper-violent images as well as miserable 
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and anguished characters. I claim that the formal ruptures, disjointed structure, multiple 

narrators, and explicit censorship are a referent to the historical trauma that permeates the novel. 

Therefore, the formal idiosyncrasies, unanswered questions, and ambiguous violence create a 

novel that may be a powerful instrument for the reader’s working through of one or more 

traumatic events of the Spanish Civil War, especially the trauma of the Spanish Revolution that 

occurred at the outset of the war. While the protagonist and principal narrator (Pascual) in the 

novel fails to work through his trauma, Cela’s text escapes authorial intention and interpellates 

an implied reader that makes the complex and censored novel a potential tool for working 

through certain historical events that were being either concealed or demonized. This short novel 

can be better understood as one of the first – and still one of the most effective – instances of 

working through the country’s trauma that was being otherwise silenced. Thus, La familia de 

Pascual Duarte executes a combination of violent plot and formal and structural fragmentation 

that evokes the trauma of the war without discussing the events explicitly. 

In the second chapter, I will discuss the 1944 poetry collection, Children of Wrath [Hijos 

de la ira], which was also written by an intellectual of the Francoist ideology. Starting with the 

publication of this collection, the poetry in Spain began to change in form and style. The rupture 

caused by Children of Wrath is traditionally attributed to the use of free verse, hyperbolic 

violence, and varied registers to mark a break with those neoclassical forms favored at the time.6 

I will explain how the poetry collection can be read as a symbolization of traumatic materials 

that subvert the institutional version of a happy and peaceful postwar society. Although there are 

no mentions of the war or the damage that it caused, there are structural myths and formal 

impasses that parallel a fundamental trauma in the post-war culture. Thus, I will examine the 
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collection as a series of myths constructed around an inexpressible trauma whose structure 

compliments themes of violence and the impossible existence. 

Regarding the content of Children of Wrath, certain allusions to death, monsters, and 

fratricide indicate that the imaginary materials caused by the trauma of the war constitute the 

underlying force of the text. These allusions reveal that Spain is not a nation of happy citizens 

grateful for the restoration of order, but rather it is a country populated by zombies: “inhuman” 

Spaniards fluctuating between life and death because of an unresolved trauma.7 The collection 

also contains a few moments that I view as instances where the poetic voice seems to relocate 

himself in the place of trauma. The moments of self-awareness can be considered a type of 

versified reinscription of the subject in the place of trauma. Moreover, I question the way that the 

impossibility of expressing a trauma is symptomatically reproduced in subsequent scholarly 

attempts to “explain” these works. Based on these findings, I argue that unconventional and 

irregular works whose literary criticism is contradictory and inconclusive might be a sign of a 

trauma contained in the text that cannot be grasped using conventional methodologies; in fact, 

these scholarly attempts are just another impasse in the cyclical nature of myths that circle 

around the trauma without ever hitting it directly. 

Unlike chapters one and two, the second part analyzes works produced by openly anti-

Francoist artists. However, this will not affect my analysis of these texts, because I argue that the 

trauma of the texts themselves is disruptive and this is something that does not align itself 

ideologically. In chapter three, I will be using the 1965 Carlos Saura film, La caza [The Hunt], to 

explore the role of space in the representation of the trauma of the war and its relationship to 

anxiety as the affect most closely related to working through. La caza portrays the traumatization 

of three war veterans and renders the damaging effect of the Spanish Civil War 
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cinematographically. It is through the representation of a battlefield that La caza links the film’s 

trauma to many wounds of the war that, by then, had ended over two decades prior. Through this 

“trauma space,” the unsettling hunting scenes and the rendering of the real via the treatment of 

the characters’ fear and anxiety, the film becomes an agent of working through trauma. I will 

discuss how this film, as well as being an allegory for the Spanish Civil War, can be understood 

as a cinematic working through of the nation’s repressed and silenced trauma of the war. This 

cinematographic return to a trauma space allows for an inscription of space within the story of 

Spanish Civil War and the painful historical events that occurred there. Therefore, revisiting the 

site of repressed memories and the resulting anxiety are the condition of possibility for this film 

to become a counter-narrative of certain aspects of the historical trauma. 

In chapter 4, I will explore the way that working through may be intersubjective as I 

discuss a short story, “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo,” that, through ekphrastic representation 

of Picasso’s Guernica and through literary hybridity, attempts to work through one of the most 

harrowing episodes of the Spanish Civil War. I view this story as an example of the inter-

textuality of a traumatic event and how this is transmitted between subjects of different time 

periods, which may then be manifested artistically. “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” is not, 

however, a simple description of the painting nor is it a recounting of the bombing of Gernika. 

On the contrary, “El niño” takes the figure of a dead child from the Guernica bombing and 

provides him with a short biography. The jump from prose to poetry evokes the panic and 

incomprehensibility of the bombardment scenes to invite the reader to experience the event 

(similar to the fragmentation and chaos of Picasso’s celebrated painting). Moreover, the versified 

depictions of the chaos of the bombardment are disjointed and illogical, which is what indicates 

the possibility of working through and evokes anxiety. Therefore, this short story attempts to 
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work through the trauma of Gernika (both the bombardment and the painting) in content, inter-

texuality, form, and a rupture with conventional notions of genre, although it might not be 

entirely successfully in facing the anxiety or trauma directly. 

 By way of conclusion, I will discuss how myths and artistic idiosyncrasies are potential 

instruments of working through of Spain’s national trauma. These early works were the first 

steps of the working through process and, although they were not enough to “close the loop” of 

the endless cycle of story-telling, they became ethical and political agents in a trauma culture that 

had been dominated by silence or manipulation of many events. These myths and narrative 

ruptures offer a structural counterpart to the historical trauma that could not be otherwise 

articulated. In this way, certain works are symptomatic of the Spanish Civil War and must be 

understood as an attempt to return a trauma to the cultural discourse and, perhaps, to reinscribe a 

subject into the past so that the trauma may “become what it always was” (Slavoj Žižek 58 ). 

The Spanish nation has been in a continual process of myth-making and suffering while 

failing to come to terms with the reality of this historical trauma. To reiterate the aim of this 

dissertation, I find it worthwhile to return to a Lacanian quote that is crucial to my analyses of 

the texts chosen in the following chapters: “it is in starting from these [Symbolic] holes that the 

subject can realign himself within the different symbolic determinations which make him a 

subject with a history” (Freud’s 197). This affirmation ties the dissertation together because the 

holes in the Symbolic (the disruptions, the slips, the symptomatic myths, etc.) make these texts 

ethical and political agents that refuse to adhere to the institutionally-silenced history of the war. 

By understanding fragmented and unsettling art produced during the 1940s-1960s as an 

articulation of, and even a working through of, Spain’s historical trauma, we have a more 

complete understanding of later works that continue to deal with the problems of historical 
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memory and the wounds of the Spanish Civil War in non-conventional and problematizing ways. 

These works must be considered as the cultural facet of the collective working through process, 

which resisted coetaneous attempts to provide superficial, reductive, “redemptive,” and 

institutional narratives regarding the events of the war. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

WORKING THROUGH VIOLENCE, REVOLUTION, AND HISTORICAL TRAUMA IN 
CAMILO JOSÉ CELA’S THE FAMILY OF PASCUAL DUARTE (1942) 

 

In response to the many studies by scholars such as Gonzalo Sobejano, Patricia Santoro 

and Karen Breiner-Sanders that argue that The Family of Pascual Duarte (1942) expresses anti-

Francoist sentiments, Javier Cercas emphatically reminds us that its Nobel-prize winning author, 

Camilo José Cela, was a member of the Falange during the war and an eminent Francoist author 

during the early post-war period. He maintains that “durante los años cuarenta La familia de 

Pascual Duarte no pudo ser leída más que como una constatación de la trágica necesidad de la 

Guerra, considerada, de este modo, como una suerte de catarsis de urgencia que limpió el país de 

los Pascual Duarte que lo asolaban, sembrándolo de ruido y de furia” (“El pasado” np) [during 

the forties The Family of Pascual Duarte could not be read as anything other than a verification 

of the tragic necessity of the War, considered, in this way, like an emergency catharsis that 

cleansed the country of the Pascual Duartes that devastated it, planting seeds of noise and fury]8. 

In contrast to Cercas’ claim that Cela’s position as a Francoist determines the way it should be 

read, I argue that trauma in this canonical post-war novel exceeds authorial intention and avoids 

the grip of the governing, authoritarian forces in power. That is, Cela’s masterpiece enables 

working through of painful events of the Spanish Civil War that were demonized or silenced 

completely by the Francoist regime. By evoking this violent period as well as other atrocities 

from the years of bloodshed, trauma finds a voice that ruptures the symbolic world of the text in 

its narrative gaps, chaotic structure, diverse narrators, and plot. In this way, the novel 

reconstructs some violent events of the war that were being concealed and articulates a historical 

trauma that was otherwise silenced by the Francoist institutional stronghold over cultural 
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production and, thus, undermines the system with which the author himself was ideologically 

aligned. 

In order to prove that The Family of Pascual Duarte works through – or enables the 

working through of - the silenced trauma of the Spanish Civil War, I will provide a brief 

summary of previous scholarship related to the novel’s debated “meaning;” then, I will address 

the question of working through trauma that was being institutionally silenced following three 

major lines of argumentation: first, I will explain how the novel represents a character who acts 

out his trauma while being misunderstood by the hegemonic system that he addresses; then I will 

explore how the protagonist’s failure to work through trauma, in conjunction with formal and 

stylistic disruptions, makes the novel’s working through possible; and finally, I will discuss how 

the intervention of a reader allows a return to the historical trauma of the war that resides in the 

novel’s gaps, specifically the Spanish Revolution of 1936. I will conclude by showing that the 

diegetic interferences of various Francoist narrators into the novel, the omission of Pascual’s 

murder of a landowning aristocrat, and formal and structural gaps can lead to a working through 

and an acknowledgement of the fact that Pascual was executed for a violent historical event that 

shapes the entire novel. In this way, The Family of Pascual Duarte is a novel that works through 

certain traumatic events of the Spanish Civil War and undermines the Francoist regime that was 

silencing or manipulating the memory of those events. 

A text can be an instrument of working through historical trauma when we consider the 

text not as just a cultural artifact, but rather as what Frederic Jameson deems a “socially 

symbolic act” in which “the aesthetic act is itself ideological, and the production of aesthetic or 

narrative form is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, with the function of inventing 

imaginary or formal ‘solutions’ to irresolvable social contradictions” (79). The novel - and not 
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the Falangist author - provides critical distance on historical trauma and becomes an ethical agent 

of the painful past. In fact, at the imaginary (story) level, the protagonist fails to work through 

the trauma of the tensions in Spain as he continually uses violence to defend the traditional 

masculinist gender parameters that characterized the machista Spanish society from which he 

was constantly seeking approval. As I will demonstrate, the protagonist’s acting out is directed 

toward the members of the landowning aristocracy - to whom he dedicates his memoirs and 

against whom he commits his most politically-driven crime. The novel repeats the impossibility 

of trauma through the violent actions of its protagonist, the chaotic structure of its narration, and 

the textual gaps that are opened in the text. All of these elements reveal an underlying force that 

necessarily affects the reading experience. According to the sonata structure regarding the 

working through in The Family of Pascual Duarte, the exposition of this novel is the character’s 

acting out and repetition of violence, the development is the transcribers interventions and the 

structural breaks, and the working through may be left up to the reader(s) to break from 

Pascual’s perpetual acting out and connect this event with its historical referent: the Spanish 

Revolution. 

The Family of Pascual Duarte has engendered an astonishing amount of critical reaction 

that disagrees about the meaning and function of Pascual’s vicious behavior and his execution in 

the novel. Many of the scholarly readings view the condemned protagonist-narrator as a 

metaphor for different poles of Spanish society. Leaving aside ideological approaches, we may 

say that Pascual is a downtrodden peasant who violently lashes out throughout his life and 

ultimately murders a member of the aristocracy for which he is executed. Multiple lines of 

interpretation have managed to successfully defend their arguments due to the ambivalent 

representation of characters as well as confused structure and form of the novel. 
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The literary criticism is so extensive, in fact, that William Sherzer published an article in 

2002 that analyzes the novel’s “disparate and contradictory critical attention” (357). Sherzer 

nicely summarizes various readings in which “Pascual could be seen as a victim of direct social 

circumstances, a symbol of the primitive and violent nature of man, or, for one reason or another, 

a pessimistic and negative existential figure” (358). Until recently, The Family of Pascual 

Duarte has either been interpreted as an experimental novel, the beginning of a new type of 

tremendista literature or as a commentary on social problems from both sides, which results in 

disparate readings for his violent behavior as either a monster or a martyr. 

As I will argue, there are three fictional reader-editor-censors who gave the book its 

shape and foresaw later readings of the novel in interpretations. That is, in my view, literary 

criticism on this novel should be understood as a type of continuation of these diegetic readers 

(Pascual Duarte, don Joaquín, and the transcriber). Pascual Duarte, don Joaquín, and the 

transcriber simultaneously figure readers and function as loci of transference for left (imaginary 

identification with Pascual) and right (disavowal of trauma akin to don Joaquín). Thus, two of 

these readers represent opposing ideological views: the revolutionary peasant and the 

landowning aristocrat. The former is Pascual himself who I propose represents the radical 

reading of the story that views the protagonist as a helpless victim and a product of his miserable 

surroundings.  

The latter reader is the narratee of the novel, Don Joaquín López Barrera, to whom 

Pascual sends the memoirs. Don Joaquín is a landowning member of the ruling class who 

represents the conservative, censuring approach. In the note attached to Pascual’s memoirs found 

in his desk, Don Joaquín demands that the memoirs be burned without ever reading them; 

however, he instructs that if they are not burned for whatever reason, they should be kept for a 
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period of 18 months. Don Joaquín’s reaction to Pascual’s story seems to represent the power 

structure set in place that cannot or will not listen to his message (which I will refer to in these 

chapters as the deaf big Other). Don Joaquín, like the system that discounts Pascual and his 

trauma, is completely repulsed by the murderer’s memoirs (burn them) and simultaneously 

avoids discussion of the story (delay for 18 months). In this way, don Joaquín prompts anxiety 

by simultaneously archiving and destroying the novel: this is an impossible contradiction. Both 

readers, Pascual and don Joaquín, are trapped in a vicious cycle of either viewing Pascual as a 

martyr or a monster and these two readings of the novel dominate the polarized literary criticism 

that has been written about the novel. 

The third reader that I discuss is the principal editor and censor of the novel: simply 

known as “the transcriber.” He has the final word over the production of the text as well as the 

way that it will be delivered to the reader. The transcriber seems to be aligned with the Francoist 

regime due to his common interpretation as a censor and his insistence on protecting the 

“appropriate” version of the text. According to German Gullón, the transcriber is the most 

significant figure of censorship in the novel and Gullón explains his role as the Franquist 

mediator between Pascual and the reader: 

El transcriptor es el modelo de conducta prototípico de la España de posguerra. 

Conoce los límites del buen gusto, de lo razonable y de lo permisible; […] 

Aquellos hombres, cómplices indirectos de la censura oficial, ayudaron a borrar 

memorias, escamoteando las del pasado inmediato a las generaciones nacidas bajo 

el franquismo. (3) 

[the transcriber is the prototypical model of conduct of postwar Spain. He knows 

the limits of tasteful enjoyment, of what is reasonable and of what is permissible; 
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[…] Those men, indirect accomplices of the official censorship, helped erase 

memories, juggling those of the immediate past with the generations born under 

Franco] 

According to Gullón, then, this exemplary intellectual of the Francoist regime represents the 

ever-present censorship of the post-war period and his construction of the novel reminds the 

reader that they are dealing with a filtered version of the fictional memoirs both within and 

beyond the fictional world. This is the key to the novel’s layered and encoded structure that is 

necessary for a working through. 

Instead of taking the left-wing interpretation of the transcriber as a Francoist censor, this 

figure can be read as distorting not content but form. In fact, he doesn’t censor the work in the 

sense that he changes the content, he scans or punctuates the discourse of the text. The 

transcriber breaks-off the repetition of acting out just like a psychoanalyst who cuts off the 

discourse of the analysand to make the signifier potentially anxiety-causing. I argue that he is 

neither as ideologically one-dimensional nor as resolute as don Joaquín regarding the memoirs. 

The transcriber’s position is the closest reading to a psychoanalytic one, because he determines 

the tempo of the novel and, at the same time, disrupts that tempo with his own interventions. 

These disruptions by Pascual (silenced events and achronological structure) as well as those 

created by the transcriber (his own notes, the cuts that he made to the text, and the letters that he 

attached from other Francoist individuals to the novel) constitute the condition of possibility for 

a working through of a trauma. 

All types of readers – including diegetic ones and later literary critics – must work 

through the complexity and disruptions of the novel if the story is to be understood coherently. 

The transcriber claims that he took the original form of the manuscript and made it more 
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understandable before presenting it to the reader. This “enhancement” or rewriting of the story is 

akin to the process of reshuffling complex traumatic materials, which are nearly 

incomprehensible without systematically working through them. My current approach, like other 

psychoanalytical readings, views the novel and its subsequent literary criticism as products of 

one or more disruptions in language; I argue that these disruptions must be worked over and 

worked through in order to recognize the trauma that is present in the novel. The diegetic readers 

in the novel, the literary criticism, and all other readers interact with the structure of the novel 

and give shape to the work. I will discuss a few prominent interpretations of the novel before 

providing my own reading of the novel that views Pascual Duarte as a potential instrument of 

working through the trauma of the war and, more specifically, of the Spanish Revolution that 

broke out in many areas at the outset of the war. 

Pascual’s behavior and subsequent execution have commonly been read in two polarized 

interpretations: the first is that the Francoist rule was necessary to rid Spain of its problems 

(which Pascual and his family represent) and the second interpretation is that the novel is a 

critique of injustices that were exacerbated by the repressive dictatorship (of which Pascual was 

a victim). Many readings in this latter group (including Pascual himself) insist that Duarte is not 

a monster, but rather that the unjust Spanish society pushed him to his murderous ways. In 

perhaps the most well-known of these readings of “poor Pascual” as a victim of society is 

Gonzalo Sobejano’s influential study, “Reflexiones sobre The Family of Pascual Duarte.” 

Sobejano claims that Duarte is a product of his society, “la sociedad española en cuyo seno – 

bien poco materno – se formó, se deformó, aquella oveja sacrificial, aquel cordero pascual” (29) 

[the Spanish society on whose bosom – though not very maternal – that sacrificial sheep, that 

lamb, was formed, was deformed]. Sobejano considered Duarte to be a sacrificial lamb that was 
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a casualty of the new regime’s cruelty, because he was plagued by suffering and hardship in the 

miserable Spanish society since his childhood. According to this reading, Pascual - who claims 

to strive to retain his benevolence despite the unjust society that perpetuates his subjugation and 

misfortune - is a martyr whose situation exposes the ruthlessness of his oppressor-executors. 

In the other line of interpretation, there are those that reject the view of Pascual Duarte 

(the novel and the character) as a critique of the Francoist regime. For example, Rafael Osuna 

considers Pascual to be an example of a reformed revolutionary who confirms the superiority of 

the Falangist regime: “el lobo miliciano es ahora oveja nacionalista” (93) [the militant wolf is 

now a Nationalist sheep]. Contrary to the many readings that identified the novel as a socio-

political critique of the pre-Civil War and post-War society, Osuna proposes that Pascual is 

ultimately reformed and died as a model Nationalist conversion story that attests to the 

superiority and necessity of the new regime. In a similar vein, Claudia Schaefer wrote a 1988 

article that affirms “con la muerte del personaje en 1937, queda inaugurado el amanecer de la 

solidificaión de un proyecto social en España que verá su triunfo en el gobierno de Francisco 

Franco en 1939” (274) [the character’s death in 1937 marks the beginning of the solidification of 

a social project in Spain that will be triumphant in Francisco Franco’s government in 1939]. 

Thus, there is a long line of literary criticism produced under Franco and after the dictator’s 

death that insisted that Pascual Duarte be taken as a model of the anti-Spain that needed to be 

eliminated for the restoration of the Eternal Spain. 

As I have shown here, differing lines of criticism have been suggested and supported 

with textual evidence; I claim that this is possible because of the novel’s various inconsistencies 

that point to something beyond ideological messages in the text that must be unearthed in order 

to unveil the truth underlying the textual intricacies of Cela’s work. Unlike these interpretations 
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trying to make sense of the character and the content, I will focus on the non-sensical, the chaos, 

the multiple silences, and the contradictions that reveal the impact that the trauma of the Spanish 

Civil War had on this novel. I propose that we look at elements of this novel that evoke a trauma 

that had been previously overlooked or ignored; some of these elements are the condition of 

possibility for a text to work through and inscribe the trauma. 

Trauma theory has been nearly absent in the hundreds of publications about this novel, 

which is pervaded by images of sexual abuse, historical fratricide, violence, and deep 

psychological damage. That being said, I must also mention Ross Woods’ useful analysis of the 

role of trauma in Pascual Duarte, in which he insists on the need to avoid historical and political 

readings of the novel. Here, Woods (2015) follows Jo Labanyi’s famous reading of haunting 

memories in order to reflect on the difficulty of recovering the traumatic past.9 Woods reminds 

us that the traces left by history’s ghosts, “need not be specters or phantoms; symbolically they 

are the presences of absences, the existence of what has been forgotten or ignored” (22). He 

identifies a few of these haunting moments in The Family of Pascual Duarte, such as the 

transcriber’s decision to cut out parts of the memoirs and Pascual’s own avoidance of historical 

context in the novel; with this, Woods explains that Pascual’s story is “full of both narrative and 

historical holes” (22-23). The most significant function of these holes, according to Woods, is 

that they allow the reader “to engage critically with their own history” (23) and not just the 

socio-historical impact of the Spanish Civil War. The absences in the novel “are the very thing 

that allows for social, ontological and (highly conjectured) political readings of the novel” (23). 

Woods makes an insightful observation about the gaps in the narrative and the complexity of the 

novel that are a major contributing factor for the varied literary criticism about the text over the 
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past 70 years and have allowed for countless readings in multiple contexts, frameworks, and time 

periods.  

Woods concludes that “Pascual’s grotesque excesses, the shock value of which may have 

served to address the then recent trauma of the Civil War on the novel’s publication, now 

become a problematizing feature for contemporary readers” (25). Indeed, a reader who was 

affected by, or at least knows about, the Spanish Civil War will have a different reading 

experience than one without knowledge of the Spain’s social, political, and historical context 

when it was published. However, this does not preclude the importance of that context because 

the text and its socio-political reality are inextricable. In reality, the problematizing nature 

confirms the fact that the novel has the potential to affect its audience and to be connected to a 

historical trauma that is being explicitly omitted in the novel. This is especially true in the 

context of the institutional silencing or manipulation of the traumatic events surrounding the 

Spanish Civil War. I argue that the ghostly presences, problematizing structure and temporal 

disruptions in the text breach the silence and, therefore, the reader may work through and 

become an ethical agent of history both under Franco as well as in the contemporary reader. 

Building upon Woods’ ideas, I will show how the presence of trauma in the novel tells its 

own story, one that resists and undermines the repressive political policies put forward by the 

Francoist regime. That is, I will not be reading the novel as a metaphor for either ideological 

tendency; rather, I will approach the novel focusing on textual silences, disjointed structure, and 

problematic multiple narrators in order to determine how trauma appears throughout the text and 

how the trauma breaks the silence about these events in the institutional discourse. Pascual 

Duarte seems to exhibit symptoms of trauma in his own life, but there is more than just a tragic 

plot and miserable characters in these pages. In addition to exploring Pascual’s traumatic acting 
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out within the text, I will look beyond the narrative in order to analyze the way that the story is 

being told and what has been significantly left out of the main plot. Unlike his previous murders, 

Pascual’s final revolutionary killing  - the murder of his landlord, don Jesús González de la Riva 

- is an act that is never explicitly represented in Duarte’s memory because it exists beyond the 

narrative, in conjunction with certain structural and formal aspects that I will discuss in this 

chapter. 

In addition to looking for these ghostly presences, I will identify a disruptive formal 

structure of the narrative as well as the problem of narration as an allusion to the trauma that 

cannot be accounted for straightforwardly, yet appears time and again in less conventional 

manifestations throughout the narrative. These elements refer back to the Spanish Civil War and, 

particularly, to an event of the war that is omitted from the text but that is fundamental in the 

novel: the Spanish Revolution in 1936. Without ever discussing the revolution, the entire novel 

revolves around the build-up towards, the events during, and the consequences following these 

revolutions in multiple villages and cities across Spain. 

I will discuss the treatment of trauma through two processes: working through and acting 

out, both of which are involved in The Family of Pascual Duarte. These processes allow us to 

understand the role of trauma in this novel and, consequently, how the trauma converts the very 

text written by a well-known Francoist organic intellectual into an ethical instrument of the 

trauma of the war that challenges the institutional silence being enforced throughout Spain 

during Francoism. I will discuss working through and acting out at length in the following 

sections and how The Family of Pascual Duarte involves both processes. Following Dominick 

LaCapra’s famous take on the problem of conventional narratives attempting to resolve or 

represent traumatic events, I will explore how Pascual’s acting out may contribute to a working 
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through in the intricacy of the novel. LaCapra claims that more experimental narratives that do 

not necessarily have closure or a satisfactory conclusion can be more effective in dealing with 

trauma in that certain art “departs from ordinary reality to produce surrealistic situations or 

radically playful openings that seem to be sublimely irrelevant to ordinary reality but may 

uncannily provide indirect commentary or insight into that reality” (Writing 185). Thus, working 

through begins with a process of recognition of the impossibility of representing a trauma 

directly and an abandonment of fruitless efforts to try to explain or simply recount the events. 

Both acting out and working through play a significant role in the novel: the protagonist 

is acting out in various ways within the plot because he proves to be compulsively lashing out 

against those in his life. As I will show, the final murder in his memoirs was a failed attempt to 

break the cycle of endless violence and his final murder (which is absent in the memoirs) was the 

epitome of his acting out. The final murder had roots in the revolutionary uprising by indignant 

peasants that reflects the true cause of Pascual’s suffering. The novel, by using the language of 

trauma and explicit censorship to represent a revolutionary peasant in post-War Spain evokes an 

underlying trauma that may be worked through. The novel not only renders visible socio-

political events of the Spanish revolution and the war, but also points to the trauma that pervaded 

the country and was being largely concealed by the government. Thus, The Family of Pascual 

Duarte is one of the earliest instruments of working through in post-Spanish Civil War literature 

and therefore has become an ethical agent of history. I will begin by discussing Pascual’s 

behavior in the narrative of the text and then explain how these events are linked to the country’s 

suppressed histories in a variety of unsettling ways that evoke memories of the Spanish 

Revolution and the traumatic experiences produced by the war. 
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Pascual’s Acting Out 

In this section, I discuss the fictional representation of Pascual Duarte and the way that he 

deals with trauma. I claim that the cause of his psychological difficulties is revealed in the title of 

the book, The Family of Pascual Duarte. I use the term “family” loosely here because I am 

suggesting that Pascual’s trauma comes from his wretched domestic environment (his immediate 

family, his wife and failed attempts to procreate, and the hierarchically-structured society in 

which he is oppressed). In this way, Pascual’s trauma is found in his family and, by extension, 

the unstable society that eventually erupted into a civil war. Pascual acts out psychological 

setbacks primarily in his constant need to prove his masculinity, as his memoirs can be 

approached as a demand for masculine identification. In this way, his writings are directed 

toward a “deaf” Other. Dylan Evans explains the connection between the deaf Other and acting 

out: “when the Other has become ‘deaf’, the subject cannot convey a message to him in words, 

and is forced to express the message in actions” (3). Based on this definition of acting out as 

failed communication, Pascual’s behavior and his memoirs are both instances of acting out: his 

messages were being directed toward an audience (the landowning aristocracy) that could not 

and would not listen to his communication. 

Dominick LaCapra discusses acting out as transference where “one is haunted or 

possessed by the past and performatively caught up in the compulsive repetition of traumatic 

scenes – scenes in which the past returns and the future is blocked or fatalistically caught up in a 

melancholic feedback loop” (Writing 21).10 By his definition, acting out manifests itself “in 

flashbacks or in nightmares or in words that are compulsively repeated and that don’t seem to 

have their ordinary meaning, because they’re taking on different connotations from another 

situation, another place” (Writing 143). The compulsive repetition defined here by LaCapra 
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dovetails with the case of Pascual Duarte whose trauma is acted out throughout the novel as 

performance of traditional masculinity where the message’s connotation is neither understood by 

the audience nor by Pascual himself. 

Jacques Lacan perceives acing out more literally as a representation of a failure in 

communication; the subject acts out something that is being missed or misrecognized “as in to 

represent a play or in a story in action, to act out a scene that one has read: I act out something, 

because this was read, translated, articulated, signified inadequately to me, or incorrectly” 

(Seminar XIV 152). The idea of acting out as a performance for a “deaf” Other is also expressed 

by Phillippe Julien, who says that “the return of the repressed is inscribed in the field of the 

Other while awaiting the right interpretation, that is, decoding” and if this interpretation is 

incomplete or flawed, “there is an acting out: a scene played outside the locus of recognition, yet 

for the analyst” (Jacques Lacan’s, 73). In other words, the Other may hear the words and/or see 

the performance, but is still “deaf” in the sense that he fails or refuses to decode the message; the 

subject acts out in a compulsive repetition instead. Thus, when acting out occurs, there is no 

productive communication between the “mute” subject and the “deaf” Other. Alan Rowan refers 

to acting out as “a sticking of the subject to his or her jouissance,” (97) which can only be 

resolved by a listening Other’s ability to recognize the subject’s message: as long as no effective 

communication (transference) occurs, the repetitive cycle of performance persists. 

Based on my analysis, Pascual’s “deaf big Other” appears to be the traditional Spanish 

society whose most important pillars were the triune made up of the military, the church, and the 

aristocracy. Although all three groups are present in the novel, the aristocracy is the most 

significant. Pascual’s violent behavior and his writings are directed to this group, who are 

incapable of listening to Pascual’s message or trauma. In this way, the deafness of Spanish social 
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structure to the experiences of the wretched peasantry can be critically approached as the 

principal cause of his acting out. In one of the first passages of the novel, the reader finds that 

don Joaquin’s will orders Pascual’s letters to be burned without ever reading them (21). The 

mere fact that Pascual sent the memoirs to don Joaquín proves that he deems the aristocracy the 

key audience of his message; that is, the implied reader of the novel. Moreover, the fact that don 

Joaquín orders them to be burned or repressed confirms that he is, in fact, a deaf Other to the 

message that was literally directed toward him. 

In addition to don Joaquín and don Jesús (Pascual’s final murder victim), the priest and 

the civil guard form part of the story in their letters to the transcriber that are included in the 

transcriber’s addendums to the novel. It is clear that, like don Joaquín, they neither understand 

Pascual nor the message that he is trying to communicate. In fact, the final moments of his 

execution are told with incongruous accounts that seem to contradict one another. The priest, on 

one hand, describes Pascual’s execution as a saintly exit in which he begs God’s forgiveness and 

inspired everybody with his “edificante humildad” (184) [edifying humility]. The guard’s 

account, on the other hand, claims that Pascual’s final moments belied his presumed integrity 

and courage facing death, behaving like a bestial coward who was spitting, cursing, and 

screaming in “la manera más ruín y más baja que un hombre puede terminar” (188) [the most 

vile, unseemly way it was for a man to finish]. These contradictory versions of the same event 

show that Pascual is completely misunderstood and misrepresented by figures of the Francoist 

state. 

 It is not only the big Other that is deaf, because Pasual is also unable to understand the 

system from which he is seeking approval. At one point, Pascual is suffering a type of writer’s 

block and decides to request a priest to confess while in prison. Pascual writes that he did not 
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understand the priest’s words but they “debían ser verdad porque sonaban a verdades” (123) 

[they must have been true because they sounded like the truth]. As had been the case throughout 

Pascual’s life, failed communication ultimately leads to an acting out and performance of the 

message in order to compensate his inability to communicate with the big Other. Pascual cannot 

understand the demands of the big Other who, in turn, is also deaf to the demands of the 

revolutionary peasant. 

As I noted, the aristocracy is the principal figure to which Pascual directs his memoirs. In 

fact, he dedicates his memoir to his final murder victim: “A la memoria del insigne patricio don 

Jesús González de la Riva, Conde de Torremejia, quien al irlo a rematar el autor de este escrito, 

le llamó Pascualillo y sonreía” (23) [to the memory of the distinguished patriarch don Jesus 

Gonzalez de la Riva, Count of Torremejia, who, when the author of this work was about to finish 

him off, called him “little Pascual” and smiled]. In addition to dedicating the memoir to don 

Jesus, Pascual sends his memoirs to don Joaquín, a friend of don Jesus “a usted quiero dirigirlo 

por librarme de su compañía” (17) [it is to you that I want to address these reminiscences, so as 

to get them off my hands]. In other words, Pascual wants to transfer the message from himself to 

this member of the ruling aristocracy in acts and in words. 

Pascual’s acting out is often manifested as a performance of traditional Spanish 

machismo. This repetition of aristocratic values is a performance of the ruling class such as its 

male heterosexuality, which became inseparable from the hegemonic definition of masculinity 

during the Francoist dictatorship (Mary Vincent 138). In the middle of the memoirs, Pascual’s 

desperate need to protect his self-perceived manhood manifests itself in what can be read as an 

instance of homosexual panic. This occurs when he refused to continue his regular practice of 

kissing the priest’s hand after his wife told him that “parecía marica haciendo tales cosas” [I 
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looked like a nancy-boy doing things like that]11 (56). Pascual explains that “claro es, ya no pude 

saludarlo más” [so, of course I had to give up the habit] (56). As Pascual relates, he will not risk 

seeming effeminate and the fact that his heterosexuality was being questioned was enough to 

eliminate the act completely. Pascual’s behavior is a reaction to the pressures of normalized 

gender codes and institutionalized homophobia, both of which can be found at the root of 

national identity in early 20th century Spain and further carried out in post-war Spain under 

Franco. In this case, we can see that Pascual’s insistence on performing the masculine ideal led 

him to become rigid to demand and repeat traditional machismo in an attempt to be accepted by 

the big Other. 

Pascual’s acting out is played out in two different forms: the first form is through his 

violent actions and later, in his writings. Pascual’s actions are acts of pure violence, but they all 

seem to be rooted in his need to prove his masculinity in the traditional, machista ideology that 

was reinforced by the Francoist regime. This masculinity was fundamental in post-war Spain, as 

Iker Gonzalez-Allende explains that a coward “es un hombre débil y afeminado, no apto para el 

futuro de la nación” (314) [is a weak man and effeminate, not apt for the future of the nation]. 

Pascual seems to subscribe to this same vision of what type of man was needed in Spain and he 

acts out in multiple attempts to prove that he is a “real” man. This machista vision of manhood is 

performed by Pascual in his ultra-violent behavior, his homophobia, and his aggression toward 

women and anything that he considered unmanly. 

In one of the first violent acts described his memoirs, Pascual discusses the killing of his 

dog, Chispa. He could not produce a rational justification and could only explain that “tenía la 

mirada de los confesores, escrutadora y fría” (33) [she had the look of a confessor’s, a cold and 

penetrating stare]. This confessors’ gaze made Pascual’s blood boil and he felt compelled to 
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shoot her, reload, and fire again (34). Pascual had no choice but to submit to his violent urge: “su 

mirada me calentaba la sangre de las venas de tal manera que se veía llegar el momento en que 

tuviese que entregarme” (33) [her scrutiny roused the blood in my veins to such a point that I 

knew before long I should have to give in]. This “confessor’s gaze” also reminds us of an 

influential group of the Francoist State (the church) as well as Pascual’s aggression against 

women (Gema Perez-Sanchez 71). This first shooting establishes that his violent acting out 

comes from his own insecurities and was rooted in his aggression against women. 

There are numerous examples that indicate that Pascual’s violent behavior is a 

performance of masculinity. In one such example, during a concert, Pascual continuously 

interrupts the performance until the musician named Zacarias says, “poco hombre me pareces tú 

para mucho que amenazas” (92) [you hardly seem like a man with all of your threats]12. The 

moment that his masculinity was questioned, Pascual felt impelled to use violence and then 

boasts of his feats years after the event occurred. Similarly, in an encounter with his nemesis, El 

Estirao, Pascual shows that his definition of manhood is based upon using violence instead of 

words. El Estirao constantly dishonored Pascual and his family. In their first confrontation, 

Pascual warns him, “¡soy muy hombre y no me ando por las palabras! ¡No me tientes!” (50) [I’m 

very much a man and I don’t play around with words! Don’t tempt me!]. This exclamation 

summarizes Pascual’s perception of manhood as he acts violently instead of discussing his 

thoughts or feelings, which echoes the Nationalist conception that force was the tool to be used 

against the pathetic Republican politicians who do nothing but talk. This resembles José Primo 

de Rivera’s well-known 1933 Falangist “dialéctica de los puños y de las pistolas” [dialectic of 

fists and pistols] that proposes violence as the only way to save the nation (65).13 Time and time 
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again, we can see that Pascual associates masculinity with the willingness to utilize violence as a 

viable and effective instrument to defend one’s honor. 

In yet another perceived attack on his mascunility and his family, Pascual stabs a mare 

who bucked his wife and caused her to have a miscarriage of their child. In a frenzy, Pascual 

sought out the horse who caused Lola’s injury and his unborn child’s death. This murder is a 

highly sexualized scene and Pascual’s sense of domination is evidenced in his language. Pascual 

says that he jumped on her and stabbed her over twenty times, whose images of multiple thrusts 

and penetration sexualizes the act. Moreover, Pascual describes the mare’s heavy breathing and 

implicitly likens himself to a stud – a traditional symbol of male virility: “se limitaba a respirar 

más hondo y más de prisa, como cuando la echaban al macho” (98) [she only breathed more 

deeply and quickly, like when they brought her to the stallion]. Pascual felt vindicated for this 

killing, but he also took a sadistic and sexual pleasure in the act and the power that he felt 

reaffirmed his own sense of virility.  

In a scene that closely resembles Pascual’s sexualized killing of the mare, he considers a 

particular violent sexual experience with Lola to be further proof of his manhood. In Gothic 

Terrors, Abigail Lee Six explains that this scene appeared more like a challenge for Pascual to 

prove his masculinity than a seduction (129). In this scene, Lola tells Pascual that he is like his 

mentally-challenged brother, which is used throughout the novel by various women to 

emasculate Pascual. With this, he aggressively grabs, bites, and eventually penetrates Lola. After 

the violent sexual episode, Lola concedes that, “¡No eres como tu hermano…! Eres un 

hombre…!” (68) [You’re not like your brother! You’re a man!]. As Six observes, “after the sex 

has taken place, he seems to believe that he has re-established his male credentials and 

supremacy in their relationship, since Lola is no longer a lupine predator, but ‘rendida y joven 
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como una yegua joven’” (129) [quiet and submissive as a young mare]. Of course, the simile that 

he uses to describe Lola also foreshadows his sexualized killing of the mare. In this scene, 

Pascual shows that he is not only ashamed of his mentally challenged brother due to the negative 

effect on his family’s honor but he also fears that his brother’s deficiencies are a reflection of his 

own insufficient manhood and goes to great lengths to compensate for this shame. 

The final violent gesture in the memoirs is the murder of the figure that he resents most of 

all and who Pascual considers to be the principal cause of his hardships and his family’s 

dishonor. Pascual commits a pre-meditated murder of his mother, for whom he reserves strong 

hatred. In addition to the trauma of the violent past with his volatile mother, Pascual considers 

her to be the cause of Rosario’s dishonorable behavior and her subsequent flight, as well as the 

source of Mario’s mental retardation and death. Pascual grew even more resentful of his mother 

because “tampoco lloró la muerte de su hijo: secas debiera tener las entrañas una mujer con 

corazón tan duro” (62) [she didn’t cry, either, at the death of her child: her heart must have 

shriveled up inside her]. After years of this hatred festering within Pascual, he murdered his 

mother on the predetermined date that allowed him to feel free of the burden that he was 

carrying. 

Pascaul’s writing is another form of acting out despite the fact that he is using words 

instead of violence. In his violent deeds as well as in his memoirs, his trauma is never 

successfully articulated in a way that the big Other can decode it. In his letter to don Jaoquin, 

“nunca fue la memoria mi punto fuerte” (18) [memory was never a strong point with me], 

already discrediting himself as a reliable source. Pascual claims to be writing the memoirs to be 

understood and to prove his innocence from any wrongdoing. In the opening line of his memoirs, 

he says, “Yo, senor, no soy malo, aunque no me faltarian motivos para serlo” (25) [I, Sir, am not 
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wicked by nature, though I might have plenty of cause to be]. In other words, Pascual’s memoirs 

are not an apology, they are an attempt to explain his actions, his past, and his family situation to 

the narratee. At the level of diegesis, Pascual’s intended audience is deaf to his demand for 

recognition and he acts out accordingly. At the Imaginary level, in Pascual’s mind, his memoirs 

are an effort to show himself to be a good person, or perhaps to blame his family and society 

circumstances for his crimes. At the Symbolic level, though, I claim that Pascual is 

unconsciously demanding for recognition of his trauma, a trauma that is rooted in his family, 

society, and historical injustices. 

Working Through: Encoding the Trauma for the Listening Other 

As I noted, acting out is a performance in which there is no possibility of structuring the 

message because there is no audience (Other) capable or willing to understand it. Something 

different occurs in working through, which takes place precisely when the Symbolic becomes 

accessible to the subject. In order to begin the process, a Symbolic structure is necessary to move 

out of the cycle of acting out and begin articulating the message into encoded language that can 

then be worked over and perhaps worked through with the intervention of a “listening” Other 

that is able to decipher the language that is symptomatic of trauma.  

In his discussion of working through, Roberto Harari says that “the work of transference 

is what allows for the triadization of the unavoidable relation, that is, that between remembering, 

repeating (acting out), and working through” (59). This triad refers to normal, conscious 

memories (remembering), acting out (repeating), and the possibility of seeing something from a 

restructured point-of-view where trauma can be perceived (working through). Regarding a text, 

there must be unsettling elements in the novel that reach a reader who is capable of 

understanding (i.e. capable of listening to) the trauma. Therefore, the complex and disrupted text, 
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through its implied reader, can work through a trauma. As I will attempt to show in my analysis 

of La familia de Pascual Duarte, working through can occur in a novel when the narrative is 

destabilized by the unreliable or disturbing elements, which is then met by the reader who must 

work through these elements systematically and construct the historical trauma from the novel’s 

disruptions and inconsistencies. 

The possibility of working through is not found in a story itself, but rather through the 

way that the novel’s fragmented, censored and manipulated form renders the trauma and may 

counter resistances to remembering certain traumas. Russian Formalism made a valuable 

distinction between story (fabula) and plot (syuzhet) that has proved useful for the complex 

structuring of a novel. Richard Bradford summarizes the terms concisely in that “fabula refers to 

the actuality and the chronological sequence of the events that make up a narrative; and syuzhet 

to the order, manner and style in which they are presented in the novel in question” (532). These 

terms help to characterize the difference between the story being related and the compiled final 

product of the novel (plot) which presents the story in a certain way, and a certain tempo, to the 

reader. The plot “defamiliarizes the events of the story because it actively interferes with the 

story’s chronology” (Hans Bertens 33), which forces the reader to “make sense” of it. While I 

will not be using Russian Formalist terms directly, the distinction between story and plot parallel 

the distinction between Pascual’s memoirs qua acting out and the novel qua a structuring 

operation that makes working through possible. 

For LaCapra, working through is a repetition compulsion just like acting out, but the 

difference lies in the ability to distinguish between past, present, and future (Writing 143). In 

working through, the subject enters into a process in an attempt to gain critical distance from the 

trauma and to differentiate between past, present, and future (143). If taken literally, this notion 
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of “distance” seems incompatible with the psychoanalytic vision of working through because 

distancing oneself from the trauma appears to be an acting out. In fact, Freud says that for 

working through, “the patient requires time to become close to the resistance of which he is now 

conscious” (as quoted in Darian Leader, 2). In reality, “critical distance” is the ability to escape 

the endless cycle of repetition and reflect on the trauma’s impact from a new perspective – 

“distancing” oneself from the trauma is being able to “take a step back” and perceive the trauma 

that had always been right in front of her and reenter it. 

In this case, I understand this process as being able to escape the repetitive cycle of acting 

out and to reinscribe the subject into the traumatic past that was previously repressed. In reality, 

the subject doesn’t need distance from the trauma, but rather to find a structure to understand 

itself at the point of the rupture so the trauma can “become what it always was” (Žižek, The 

Sublime 58). Once the subject is reinscribed in the traumatic past, the trauma may be recognized 

as having affected the subject in various, unperceived ways. LaCapra confirms that working 

through gives the subject the ability to say “it was distressing, overwhelming, perhaps I can’t 

entirely disengage myself from it” (Writing 144). Upon recognizing the inability to completely 

disengage from the experience, the reader may be reinscribed in that place of trauma, “Yes, that 

happened to me back them” (144). Thus, reinscription is overcoming resistances and situating 

oneself directly in the trauma with the ability to critically assess the impact that it had. If critical 

engagement with a trauma occurs, the subject may then understand the impact that the event had 

and recognize the inability to completely disengage from it. 

The overcoming against acting out starts with a gradual confrontation of avoidances or 

obfuscations of the trauma. LaPlanche and Pontalis explain that, in Freudian terms, “working 

through might be defined as that process which is liable to halt the repetitive insistence 
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characteristic of unconscious formations by bringing these into relation with the subject’s 

personality as a whole” (489). In the Freudo-Lacanian view of trauma, the past is understood as a 

constructed place that must return and become accessible in order to be worked through and 

reconstructed including the trauma. Working through overcomes resistances to trauma by 

making the subject better aware of the defensive mechanisms upon which they are based, and it 

sparks processes of remodeling the subject’s personality. It “must be relativized in the face of 

difficulties involving defusions of instinct, narcissistic fragility, and deficiencies in 

symbolization” (Dylan Evans, nosubject.com). Thus, a reinscription of the subject into the 

traumatic past is remodeled by successful working through of conscious and unconscious 

resistances. As I noted, the alteration of tempo is done by manipulating the form, structure, and 

narration of a text; this is a significant condition of possibility for working through in the reader. 

Darian Leader reminds us that Freud’s use of working through (Durcharbeitung) is a reference to 

musical time when the theme “is disintegrated into its constituent parts and these are then 

combined and varied before returning, in the final cadence, to the original key of the 

introduction” (1). In a text, the modified tempo of a narrative disrupts normal linearity and 

makes working through possible. When the narrative’s tempo is disrupted, the reader must 

reorder and (re)construct it in order to understand or construct a message – which will differ 

depending on the reader. 

Thus, the reader intervenes in the text and, in the case of a traumatic text such as The 

Family of Pascual Duarte, may return to the place of the traumatic past to consider the events 

that are being related in a complex and layered way. Leader observes that “in the ‘first’ scene or 

moment the subject did not include or count its own involvement. Hence the subject has to return 

in order to count itself” (2). In this case, the reader could count – or reinscribe - itself in the place 



42 

 

of trauma in order to “make sense” of the convoluted presentation of certain incomprehensible 

events. The contents of The Family of Pascual Duarte are incomprehensible because of the 

brutality of the characters’ behavior and the complicated form, structure, and narration of the 

novel. In the following section, I will discuss the ways that the tempo of the novel is complicated 

so that it must be worked through and the trauma can be (re)constructed by the reader.  

The novel’s complexity is found in its stylistic features that preclude a passive reading of 

the fictional memoirs. More specifically, the stylistic disruptions appear in the textual silences, 

the achronological structure, and the paratext (i.e. the preface by Cela, the introductory and final 

note of the transcriber, and the added letters from don Joaquin, the priest, and the guard). As I 

will discuss, it is precisely these disruptions and interferences with Pascual’s memoirs that 

constitute the condition of possibility for working through the trauma of the war vis-a-vis the 

implied reader, who serves as a listening Other for the message that is evoked in the intricacy 

and impossibility of the memoir. The novel’s incoherence, complexity, and explicit censorship 

paradoxically make the trauma that is inscribed in the novel accessible to certain readers who are 

capable of deciphering the encoded message in the plot of the novel. 

If the novel consisted of nothing but Pascual’s unedited memoirs, we could - like the 

other, Francoist narrators in the novel - consider it a pure acting out and there would be nothing 

to work through. However, the plot, the censorship and inconsistencies force the reader to realize 

that the novel is structured upon one or more historical traumas. The plot allows, or forces, the 

reader to move into the Symbolically-structured field with a tempo that is being constantly 

altered and controlled by the transcriber’s changes to the memoirs and the paratext - that is, the 

documents that surround his memoirs. The reader is not able to read the novel effortlessly, she 

must question what is being narrated as well as how, why, when, and where it is being narrated. 
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Once these questions arise, the reader constructs the different layers and the elements into a form 

that makes trauma of the novel accessible and may thus be worked through. 

As I noted toward the beginning of this chapter, the type of reader in the text can vary. At 

least three readers can be found in the text: Pascual (the radical, sympathetic reader), don 

Joaquín (the conservative, censuring reader), and the transcriber (the psychoanalytic reader who 

tries to “make sense” of the manuscript). The latter has been the model for my approach to The 

Family of Pascual Duarte, because working through is essentially an attempt to construct off-

tempo materials. Once the reader begins to break down and then construct the complicated 

structure of the novel, she may discover the trauma that is disrupting the text and, moreover, she 

may reinscribe herself into that trauma.  

Even the transcriber works through the manuscript of Pascual’s writing and eventually 

writes himself into the novel before publishing it. In fact, the transcriber informs the reader that 

he found the manuscript, which he transcribed to its current form. Unlike don Joaquín who fails 

to provide tempo for the manuscript (burn immediately or wait 18 months), the transcriber 

imposed his own tempo: he says that a specific amount of time is required to make sense of these 

writings. He explains that the time seemed right to print Pascual’s memoirs, because “todas las 

cosas quieren su tiempo” (15) [everything needs to take its proper time] and “las cosas deben ser 

mostradas una vez acabadas” (15) [as soon as a thing is completed it should be shown]. In other 

words, the transcriber found the manuscript and determined the right amount of time to work on 

them before he sent them for publication. 

In addition to his imposition of his timing for the publication of the manuscript, he seems 

to have made decisions to make it “understandable.” He says that he stumbled upon the 

manuscript in a pharmacy in Almendralejo in 1939 and that, since then, he has been entertaining 
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himself by translating and organizing them, because “el manuscrito – en parte debido a la mala 

letra y en parte tambien a que las cuartillas me las encontre sin numbrar y no muy ordenadas -, 

era punto menos que  illegible” (16) [the manuscript – partly on account of the bad handwriting 

and partly, too, because the sheets when I found them were unnumbered and jumbled together 

out of sequence – was pretty well unintelligible]. According to him, then, he converted them 

from a collection of numberless, scrawled and disordered pages into structured and “readable” 

memoirs. In this way, the transcriber was not only an editor and censor of the text, but he also 

became a reader who worked through some of the complications in the manuscript and made 

certain decisions to reconstruct the story to the way that he deemed fit. 

 Camilo Jose Cela himself became another reader of the text in his introduction to a 1960 

edition of Pascual Duarte. In it, he makes certain value judgements and decides how to 

reconstruct it in its new edition. He discusses this in terms of cleanliness and says that after 

nearly two decades without changing clothes, “Pascual Duarte” was dirty and almost 

unrecognizable. He admits that Pascual was never really clean, but Pascual was never as filthy as 

Cela found him in his 1960 condition. He continues that “los libros que tienen muchas ediciones 

acaban siempre por ensuciarse y, de cuando en cuando, conviene fregotearles la cara para 

volverlos a su ser” (7) [books that have many editions always end up getting dirty and, from time 

to time, it’s a good idea to rinse off their face to return them to the way they are]14. Cela claims 

that this cleaning is done to protect “poor Pascual” and to keep him from dying of bad hygiene 

when a little soap could have saved him. As we can see here, the biographical author of The 

Family of Pascual Duarte is now a reader-editor who is reconstructing the text for ideological 

cleansing. 
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 Cela speaks of the soiling of a text that starts with the corrections made in the first 

editions, which then goes to the editors that send it to the printers, who almost always send it to 

their neighbor to proofread. Cela says that in the end, the novel is nearly unrecognizable to its 

“father” and, even if the changes were an improvement, authors tend to prefer the text that they 

wrote themselves (8). He says that with Pascual Duarte, he nearly had to “recurrir a la cirugia 

para podarle lo que le sobraba tanto como para devolver lo que le quitaron; al final, 

afortunadamente, basto con una buena jabonadura” (8) [resort to surgery to prune the excess as 

well as to return what had been removed from it; in the end, fortunately, a good lather sufficed]. 

The author then discusses his decision to avoid making major changes that he would not have 

done in the 1940s, his plan to leave the text alone from this point on, and his desire that the 

translators use this most recent version to make future translations. Cela closes by saying that, 

“En fin: Pascual Duarte esta limpio, que es lo importante. Ahora se dispone a empezar a morir de 

nuevo, poco a poco” (11) [In conclusion: Pacual Duarte is clean, which is the important thing. 

Now it’s time for it/him to start dying again, little by little]. Cela does not use any specifics about 

what changes he made, but it is clear that he modified the novel in the name of “cleaning” to 

“save” Pascual. Thus, Cela is just another reader-editor of the text who works through the 

materials and reconstructs it to make sense for his own understanding of the novel and its 

protagonist. 

These two examples of “readers,” the transcriber and Cela, show the ways that different 

readers impose their own tempo and their own interpretation of the novel and its meaning. In 

order to determine the complex structure that enables or requires intervention of the reader, it is 

necessary to look beyond the plot of the novel and consider the form, structure, and narration to 

find the way that the presence of trauma is inscribed in the text in unexpected ways. One of the 
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most peculiar aspects of the text is the explicit gaps in the narrative that draw attention to 

something missing – indicated by ellipses or dots across the page. I argue that these gaps are a 

significant element that refuses authorial intent. In this way, they force the reader to interact with 

the text that he or she can no longer passively follow, which is why this novel is an outstanding 

example of Stanley Fish’s notion of “affective stylistics” – a narratological analogy of the tempo 

discussed by Darian Leader. 

In his proposal of a new understanding of reading, Fish views reading as an event that 

affects the reader and that is the cause of a transformative emotional mobilization. In his 

contribution to ideas in reader-response theory, Fish identified and criticized the conventional 

notion of reading that is based on "the temporal flow of the reading experience" (27). In this way, 

the “affective” and active role of reading process is taken for granted, or ignored, by the reader. 

Fish proposes that the meaning of a literary text is not limited to the succession of words on the 

page. He states that structure, form, and style affect the reader, who gives an extra-textual 

“meaning” to the work. Thus, “affective stylistics” describes the textual peculiarities that break 

the audience out of their complacent reading experience. When the reader is not given answers in 

a text, he or she is forced to fill in the gaps. By thinking about affective stylistics, we can 

question the effects that the extended ellipses have on the reading experience for distinct readers. 

In the novel, a certain tempo is enforced by Pascual as well as by the fictional censorship; 

thus, the reader is not allowed to read the story effortlessly and must struggle with the plot that 

the reader is trying to make sense of. Pascual apologizes for his faulty memory and the 

achronological structure. He even observes that his ideas are not written like a novel and he says, 

“lo suelto como me sale y a las mientes me viene, sin pararme a construirlo como una novela” 

(53) [I write it as it comes out and as it comes to my mind, without stopping to construct it like a 
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novel]. Of course, the irony here is that it becomes a novel as a result of the orders of the don 

Joaquin to preserve the manuscript (in the case that it is not burned) and the subsequent work of 

the transcriber. It is not only Pascual’s failures of memory, self-containment, and colloquial 

writing that makes-up the novel, but rather it is the outside imposition, manipulation, censorship 

of the text that turns Pascual’s memoirs into something else, something more complex that the 

reader must recognize and attempt to understand. 

The most glaring and perplexing of these elements are the ellipses that are on the page to 

mark something that is not being said. The first instance of this occurs in chapter three when 

Pascual argues with El Estirao who insulted his and his family’s honor. It is when the protagonist 

reaches a boiling point that something is left out in the novel. It goes as follows:  

- Mira Estirao!... Mira, Estirao!... 

. . . . . . . . . . .  

- Aquel dia se me clavo una espina en un costado que todavia la 

tengo clavada. (51) 

[Listen Estirao! Look out, I tell you! / ……….. / That day a thorn stuck into my 

side which is still there]. 

This is the first of many instances in which dots are placed across the page to denote something 

that was removed or omitted from the text. Many of these instances, including the one above, 

indicate or suggest vulgarity or inappropriate detail about sexual acts that would have been 

removed for questions of decency according to normal censorial practice of the time. 

Due to passages like the one above, it is not surprising that the ellipses in the text are 

usually considered to be the visible markers of the censorial work of this transcriber, who 

informs the reader that he took the liberty of eliminating some of unacceptable parts of the 
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memoirs. The transcriber states “he preferido, en algunos pasajes demasiado crudos de la obra, 

usar de la tijera y cortar por lo sano; el procedimiento priva, evidentemente, al lector de conocer 

algunos pequeños detalles – que nada pierde con ignorar--; pero presenta, en cambio, la ventaja 

de evitar el que recaiga la vista en intimidades incluso repugnantes” (16) [Certain passages of the 

work which were too crude I decided to cut out altogether, a process that has naturally prevented 

the reader from becoming aware of a few small details, which cannot be any loss to him, but that 

on the contrary has the advantage of sparing him the shock of encountering intimate and even 

obnoxious descriptions]. Here, the transcriber openly states that he has determined what will be 

published and even boasts that he did the reader the favor of taking out the most intimate and 

disturbing parts of the memoir.  

In other parts, however, it is less clear what is being omitted. In a very interesting 

passage, there appear two rows of dots in which the contents of a conversation between Pascual 

and Rosario are difficult to identify and are followed by a general discussion of murder. It reads: 

- Dios está en lo más alto y es como un aguila con su mirar; no se le  

escapa detalle. 

- Y si Dios lo arreglase! 

- No nos querrá tan bien… 

. . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . 

 Se mata sin pensar, bien probado lo tengo; a veces, sin querer (118). 

[God is on high, loftier than the Eagle, and His eyes are all-seeing; nothing 

escapes him / Perhaps God will make it all turn out for the best! / I doubt if He 
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loves you well enough for that / ……… / ……../ One kills without thinking. I 

know that for a fact; and sometimes without wanting to] 

This passage is particularly interesting, because there seems to be neither vulgar language nor a 

sexual act, but something is nonetheless omitted. Following the ellipses, Pascual is describing 

murder and the sensation that contemplating and executing a murder gives him. The reasons for 

leaving this section out and others like it are puzzling and the reader cannot help but wonder 

what they are not being permitted to read. The transcriber is not an impartial editor of the novel; 

in fact, he appears to be a sympathizer of the Francoist regime just like the authors of the letters 

and added documents that surround Pascual’s memoirs and passages like this make us question 

what we are not being permitted to read. 

Even Pascual is aware of underlying messages that form part of our sense of reality, 

because “las cosas nunca son como a primera vista las figuramos, y así ocurre que cuando 

empezamos a verlas de cerca, cuando empezamos a trabajar sobre ellas, nos presentan tan raros y 

hasta tan desconocidos aspectos, que de la primera idea no nos dejan a veces ni el recuerdo” 

(125) [things are never how they appear at first sight, and that is why, when we study them more 

closely and get to work on them, they take on such novel and unsuspected shapes that very often 

our original idea of them is entirely forgotten]. In a similar way, the novel invites the reader to 

look again with critical attention to see what they are really dealing with in this structure; the 

ellipses do more in the text than to merely mark a fictional adjustment to the narrative that 

exposes the socio-political repression and censorship under Franco. In fact, I argue that these 

gaps rupture that repression by rendering elements of the recent traumatic past that had 

previously been silenced. 
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Another manner in which trauma is evoked in the novel is through chaotic structure that 

resists a passive reading experience for the audience. This chaotic assemblage of writings and 

voices as well as a blurring of chronological order repeats characteristics of the Spanish Civil 

War that was “the epitome of social chaos, marked by a pervasive lack of social discipline” 

(Faber 14). The disarray of the events of the war and the fact that a traumatized subject loses the 

ability to distinguish between past, present, and future echoes the disorienting structure of The 

Family of Pascual Duarte that confuses narrative voices and scrambles the temporal frame. The 

intricate manner in which the post-war novel is narrated and organized is a significant feature in 

the text and, alongside the form, results in a complex and affective instrument. 

In her monograph, Trauma Fiction, Anne Whitehead claims that “fiction itself has been 

marked or changed by its encounter with trauma” (3) and that we can understand the literary 

process as a reflection of the rupture caused by the traumatic experiences. She continues, 

“novelists have frequently found that the impact of trauma can only adequately be represented by 

mimicking its forms and symptoms, so that temporality and chronology collapse, and narratives 

are characterized by repetition and indirection” (3). I agree with Whitehead that trauma often 

involves the collapse in temporality, repetition, and indirection – in fact, these features of trauma 

fiction appear in all of the texts that I analyze in this dissertation. However, I do not view these 

textual idiosyncrasies as a mimetic representation of the impact of a shock. On the contrary, I 

suggest that these features of “trauma fiction” are symptomatic of trauma in which the painful 

experience affects the order and form of the work and require a triangulation of the reader for the 

trauma to be worked through.  

The complex structure of the novel and its ambiguities are due, in large part, to the 

multiple unreliable authors and the disorder of the text regarding time and location. At the 
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beginning of chapter four, Pascual himself apologizes to his narratee for the confused order of 

the text, “que por eso de seguir por la persona y no por el tiempo me hace andar saltando del 

principio al fin y del fin a los principios como langosta vareada” (53) [the reason being that in 

keeping track of the people concerned, rather tan following the order of the events, I’m obliged 

to jump from one thing to another and all over the shop, like a grasshopper you’re trying to lay 

hands on]. Pascual narrates the shooting of Chispa at the beginning, then recounts previous 

memories from his childhood, and finally ends with the murder of his mother - over fifteen years 

before the time of writing the memoirs. These jumps from one event to another without 

chronological order make it impossible for the reader to make cause-and-effect relationships 

between the events, because we are often not certain in what order they occurred until it is 

revealed much later. 

In addition to the significant collapse of time and place, I argue that the narration in the 

novel also points to a trauma present in the novel. The narrative voices other than Pascual’s own 

voice present him as a violent monster without control over his murderous impulses. However, 

these narrators are already ideologically embedded in the Spanish reality of post-war Spain and 

are determined to label the rebellious peasant as a murderous animal instead of addressing the 

other abuses in society that were being institutionally silenced. In reality, Pascual never had a 

chance to defend himself in his writings, because all of the determiners of his fate were set 

against him and resolute to characterize him as a monster from the beginning (Gullón 2). His 

memoirs are enveloped by diverse types of documents included before and after Pascual’s text 

(the memoir itself, of course, is also edited by the transcriber).  

The narrators that communicate with the reader are members of the ruling Francoist 

group in Spain that affirm that Pascual’s evil nature is based on taking “la falsa atalaya del 
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intelectual imparcial, aduciendo dos testigos de cargo de gran parcialidad: el cura y un guardia 

civil” (Gullón 2) [the false role of the impartial intellectual, invoking two witnesses with 

enormous partiality: the priest and the civil guard]. It is no coincidence that the voices who are 

able to express themselves and write “freely” in this novel are members of the ruling class in 

post-war Spain: a landowning aristocrat, a clergyman, a member of Franco’s military, and the 

prudent transcriber who openly tells the reader that he cut out parts of Pascual’s writings. 

Although, because all the reader has is the syuzhet (plot), this claim is something of a red 

herring: the transcriber is more akin to an analyst who breaks the repetitions of Pascual’s acting 

out than to a censor who edits his ideological content. 

The transcriber acknowledges that he cut out parts of the memoirs, but he never states 

that he marks this elimination with ellipses – this appears to have been inferred by critics because 

it was a common practice in censored works. The problem here is that the transcriber is a 

fictional, diegetic editor and the marks on the page are also part of the diegesis. It is logical to 

assume that these gaps are the work of the transcriber, but I suggest that they also mark a broader 

allusion to silence, censorship, and trauma in the text that opens it for new interpretations. These 

ellipses are an example of affective stylistics that force the reader to question the presence of 

these gaps and consider the ways in which these formal idiosyncrasies move and affect them as 

readers. 

Regarding multiple narrators, Shoshana Feldman says that by using various voices and 

perspectives, “the story indeed originates in a frame through which it frames itself into losing its 

own origin: as is the case with the psychoanalytical story of the unconscious, it is here the very 

loss of the story’s origin which constitutes the origin of the story” (122). In her example, she 

describes a “prologue to the prologue” in Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw. A more 
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exaggerated collection of prologues and epilogues appears in The Family of Pascual Duarte. The 

1960 edition of the novel contains the following sections: a preface from Cela, a note from the 

transcriber, a dedicatory letter from Pascual, written instructions from the narratee (don Joaquín) 

about what to do with Pascual’s memoir, the memoirs themselves, another note from the 

transcriber, a letter from the priest, and a letter from the civil guard. This resonates with 

Shoshana Felman’s ideas about compounding documents that act “as if to make up for the 

missing origin or beginning but succeeding only in repeating, in beginning once again the tale of 

the constitutive loss of the tale’s beginning” (122). Felman continues that 

A narrative frame which thus incarnates the very principle of repetition of the story it 

contains, and, through that repetition, situates both the loss of the story’s origin and the 

story’s origin as its own loss, is clearly not a simple backdrop, staging, from the 

circumstantial outside, the inside of the story’s content, but constitutes rather a 

complication, a problematization of the relationship itself between the inside and the 

outside of the textual space. (123)  

Thus, the multiple, often contradictory narrators rupture the narrative and problematize the 

reader’s uninterrupted interaction with the narrative itself. These multiple narrators, along with 

the fragmented and censored form and the sporadic structure, all problematize the inside and 

outside of the text which pulls the reader into the work and makes a working through of trauma 

possible. The paratext is yet another disruption in the narrative and manipulation of the memoirs 

that the reader must work through. 

 All of these inconsistencies and manifestations of censorship (both in added and omitted 

documents) create an unconventional form and a complex paratext around Pascual’s memoirs 

that upset the tempo of the novel and force the reader to work through the trauma that is present 
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in the novel in its disruptions. Although it is never discussed in the memoirs and is only alluded 

to in the added documents, the revolutionary murder of don Jesús is the most historically-

significant event that the reader must construct on her own only after working through the 

complex plot of the novel that has crystalized around the true historical trauma underlying the 

text. 

Reconstructing a Historical Trauma 

Pascual’s final murder is never mentioned in the memoirs, but it is fundamental in shaping 

the plot of the novel. When the reader restructures some elements of the novel, the revolutionary 

murder of don Jesús may come into focus. The added notes written by the Francoist transcriber, 

priest, and Civil Guard are supposedly there to clarify the situation; however they “contain a 

number of discrepancies and raise, in fact, more questions than they answer” (Hoyle 12). The 

elements of the novel can lead the reader to a historical trauma and social problems that underlie 

the entire novel but are not mentioned explicitly. Patricia Santoro states that Pascual’s violent 

behavior is due to the problems of “the family (the apparent cause) and […] society (the hidden 

cause)” (76). This hidden cause, the corrupt and oppressive society, is the true demonized figure 

that results in Pascual Duarte’s violence and evokes trauma in the text. 

Pascual and his family are represented as hopeless, subjugated peasants under the wealthy 

landowner, don Jesús. Santoro refers to Pascual’s somber family situation and “their abject lack 

of opportunity in this backward rural society” (86). She states that “if hope is the last element 

that is lost, then they are indeed lost souls. They are peasants living in the shadow of their 

landlord as their fellow peasants have for centuries. Their culture is not designed to break the 

cycle of dependence” (86). This cycle of dependence and dismal working-class conditions led to 

the execution of a drastic change. This lack of opportunity and impossibility to solve their 
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problems under the system in place resulted in a revolt in many parts of Spain. The revolution 

that erupted from the social tensions is the historical referent of Pascual Duarte that is not 

recounted in the memoirs, but is the protagonist’s most significant murder that, in a way, 

structures the entire creation of the novel. The reader is required to construct the story of Pascual 

Duarte and discover the historical trauma of the revolution that underlies the text. 

The revolutionary violence is present in the novel only by silences and elusions by the 

other narrators, leaving gaps in the narration that I suggest enables working through the chaotic 

and traumatic historical context. These socio-political messages contain the historical trauma that 

the text is dealing with indirectly. Hoyle explores “a fundamental gap in the novel’s structure, 

between its text and context. On one side of the gap, we have a story of an individual in the past 

ending in matricide, on the other, a collective history in the present containing the shadowy 

outline of a revolutionary killing” (15). This collective history on the unspoken side of the gap is 

the historical trauma that may be worked through in the text by the reader. 

The hardly-mentioned murder of don Jesús reveals that the gaps are the most telling 

aspect of the text’s “working through” of the historical trauma in Spain. Pascual offers an 

admission of guilt, although not very prominent, in his dedication to “don Jesús González de la 

Riva, Conde de Torremejía, quien al irlo a rematar el autor de este escrito, le llamó Pascualillo y 

sonreía” (23) [to don Jesús González de la Riva, Count of Torremejía, who when the autor of this 

memoir went to finish him off, called him “little Pascual” and smiled]. The fact that there is no 

other mentions of this murder and very little about the figure of don Jesús indicates that it is a 

memory that he preferred to omit and forget. In fact, the murder of don Jesús is never narrated in 

the memoirs, which suggests that it was an unsymbolized action that was the epitome of his 

acting out. 
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 The most informative comments about don Jesús’ death are found in the transcriber’s 

second note and the Civil Guards letter, when they confirm that Pascual was don Jesús’ assassin. 

The transcriber points out the mystery of Pascual Duarte’s doings at the outset of the civil war, 

but “sobre lo que no hay manera humana de averiguar nada es sobre su actuación durante los 

quince días de revolución que pasaron sobre su pueblo; si hacemos excepción del asesinato del 

señor González de la Riva – del que nuestro personaje fue autor convicto y confeso” (181) [there 

is no means of discovering what part he played during the revolutionary period in his village, 

which lasted for a fortnight. Except for the murder of Señor Gonzalez de la Riva, to which he 

confessed]. This verifies that Pascual had been found guilty, imprisoned and garroted for the 

murder of don Jesús. The Civil Guard who worked at Pascual’s prison recounts that “martes 

había sido el día que matara al señor conde de Torremejía” (187) [Tuesday was the day that he 

killed the Count of Torremejía]. These assertions connect Pascual’s introductory, apologetic 

comments regarding the Count and these affirmations by the other narrators that he killed the 

landowner. Only at the final notes and letters does the reader discover that the memoirs were 

written during the imprisonment for the revolutionary murder of don Jesús and not for that of his 

mother. 

 According to Rafael Osuna, the assassination of Torremejilla is the only crime for which 

Pascual is repentant (88). I argue here that it is not a question of Pascual’s repentance, but rather 

it is a question of symbolization and symptomatically acting out in a resistance to facing his 

trauma. The murder of don Jesús is the culmination of the sequence of his violent gestures of 

acting out, all of which are impotent enactments toward a deaf big Other. On one hand, the 

murder of animals, men who attack Pascual’s honor, and a disgraceful Spanish woman are all 

violent acts that align Pascual’s actions with the traditional, machista Spanish discourse. Pascual 
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not only articulates these murders in his memoirs, but also describes them in great detail with a 

seeming pride and pleasure in his deeds. The murder of don Jesús, on the other hand, is never 

mentioned in the memoirs and functions outside of the Symbolic network. I propose that the 

unspoken murder of don Jesús is the link to a fundamental trauma in the text that the reader may 

construct when working through the trauma of the novel. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, both Pascual’s violent deeds and his memoirs are instances of acting out in 

which he directs his message to an Other that is deaf to his message. As a result, he is hopelessly 

trapped in his cycle of performances, which is an impotent attempt to prove or to defend his 

manhood to the big Other. However, the reader may be able to intervene in the novel in order to 

reshuffle the materials and identify a trauma that is underlying the story. The silences, 

fragmentation, paratext made up of added documents, and the censorship of the memoir itself 

render the trauma of the war and of the Revolution may be worked through as it bypassed certain 

resistances to remembering trauma. One of the diegetic readers-editors of the text, the 

transcriber, tells us that “la laguna que al final de sus días aparece no de otra forma que a base de 

cuento y de romance podría llenarse” (183, my emphasis) [there is no other way to fill the gap in 

his unfinished narrative than to invent a fictitious and hypothetical ending]. Similarly, the 

implied reader of the novel has no way of knowing the details of the Pascual’s actions that 

occurred during the Revolution. Therefore, the reader must work through the complicated 

materials in the novel to construct a story that is more comprehensible. The possibility of 

working through the trauma is even more powerful considering the fact that this was being 

disallowed by the institutional Francoist discourse about these events and its censorial machine. 

In this way, The Family of Pascual Duarte may become an ethical agent of the historical trauma 
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that was being silenced and avoided by the Francoist regime, including Camilo José Cela 

himself.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE CHILDREN OF WRATH (1944) SPEAK: WORKING THROUGH TRAUMA AND 
THE RESTRUCTURING OF POST-SPANISH CIVIL WAR POETIC EXPRESSION 

 

Immediately following the Spanish Civil War, the victorious Francoist regime portrayed 

the war as the triumph of heroic Spaniards who defended their motherland against foreign 

invaders. In order to validate this, many of the traumatic aspects of the war that contradicted this 

version of history were suppressed or modified. This silence was further supported by the much 

of the poetry of the time, which showed little interest in confronting the grave situation of the 

nation, the memories of the conflict that overwhelmed the country for three years (1936 – 1939), 

or the trauma belonging to the years that followed. One notable intellectual movement was that 

of neoclassicists who openly rejected modern writing styles and preferred to model their works 

after traditional poetry that focused on formal beauty, which was epitomized by the Spanish 

masters (Andrew Debicki 56). While this was not the only movement, neoclassical poetry that 

focused on imitation of the Golden Age poets and reinforced the ideology of the conservative, 

Francoist regime was a popular movement at that time. 

Damáso Alonso’s Children of Wrath [Hijos de la ira] – originally published in 1944 with 

a second edition appearing in 1946 – is typically considered either an exemplary existentialist 

work or one that reinforces the values of the Fascist dictatorship because of its redemptive, 

Christian resolution. Trauma in the work appears in the images, paradoxes, form and structure of 

the poems, which reveal the problematic nature of reducing this work to either concrete 

interpretation. In agreement with studies by scholars such as Miguel Flys, Elias Rivers, and 

Fanny Rubio, I claim that the collection is more engaged in the socio-historical situation of the 

Spanish reality than is usually considered; however, I claim that this is due to the country’s 
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profound trauma that was inscribed into the cultural discourse through its verses. In this way, 

Children of Wrath is one of the most important writings in 20th-century Spanish literature: it 

restructured the country’s poetic coordinates despite the repressive system that gripped Spain’s 

cultural production.  

Alonso’s post-war poetic project exploded onto the Spanish literary scene and caused a 

shift in the course of Spanish poetry. I suggest that this is because of three important aspects of 

the work, all relating to the trauma caused by the Spanish Civil War. The first is the formulation 

of myths that articulate the impossibility of expressing trauma itself. I identify two myths in the 

collection: the simultaneous desire/avoidance of death and the ambiguous position regarding the 

omniscience /nonexistence of God. The second factor that caused this collection to have such a 

profound impact is that it evokes traumatic materials that were otherwise concealed, which are 

the most explicit way that the war is implicated in the verses. The final aspect of the collection 

that I consider to be fundamental to the working through of trauma are the moments in which the 

poetic I recognizes himself as having been profoundly altered by a harrowing experience. In 

these ways, Children of Wrath disrupted the structures that silenced the trauma of the war and 

had lasting consequences on the production of Spanish literature. According the to sonata 

structure, the exposition is based on the multiple myths that repeat impossibility in language, the 

development is the anxiety that results from recognizing the impossibility of expressing a 

trauma, and the working through may very well be the narrator’s instances of full speech in 

which he appears to reinscribe himself into the trauma and into the repetition of myths. 

Dámaso Alonso was not an anti-Fascist poet who wrote Children of Wrath in an attempt 

to criticize the atrocities of the war or the repressive government that followed. On the contrary, 

Alonso was a highly regarded intellectual in the Francoist government – he was even appointed 
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to the Real Academia Española in 1945 and became its director in 1968. Therefore, in a similar 

way to the previous chapter about Camilo José Cela, I discuss the work itself as a text that works 

through the trauma and not the poet as an ethical-political actor. The distinction poet/poetry is 

important because the poet himself denied any resistance to the policies of the Francoist 

government and called Children of Wrath “a book of protest written when nobody was protesting 

in Spain. It is a book of protest and of probing. What does it protest against? Against everything. 

There is no point in trying to view it as a special protest against certain specific contemporary 

facts. It is much broader than that. It is a universal, cosmic protest” (“Prologue,” vii). In other 

words, Dámaso Alonso claimed to take an apolitical position regarding his work and rebuffed 

any claims that he was criticizing the socio-political situation in Spain or dealing with any 

silenced traumas. 

Despite the author’s assurance that his verses were not specifically targeting the Spanish 

socio-historical context, it is generally accepted that the publication of Children of Wrath 

changed the course of post-War poetry in Spain. Many respected intellectuals and scholars - 

Emilio Alarcos, Dionisio Ridruejo, Elías Rivers, Miguel J. Flys, among many others – agree that 

the collection’s appearance marked a disruption in conventional poetry of the time and paved the 

way for a new direction in Spanish poetry. A debate persists regarding the best way to classify 

and interpret this complicated and indeed chaotic poetry collection. The tension between 

differing interpretations has existed since its publication. Children of Wrath has been understood 

as both a representative example of religious poetry in line with the Fascist ideological 

tendencies of the age and, at the same time, as part of the existential literary movement occurring 

across Europe that often dismissed the existence of a higher power. Despite the fact that the 

collection is over 70 years old, the opposition between the differing literary framings continues 
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to be debated among scholars. In his monograph, titled Dámaso Alonso, Andrew Debicki insists 

that one of the prominent features of Alonso’s poetry in general is the pairing of oppositions 

(19); the contradictory nature of the poems that Debicki highlights is also reproduced in the 

opposing interpretations among scholars regarding the work. 

Many critics celebrate the work as a continuation of the Golden Age mystical tradition or 

as a vivid characterization of a man’s struggle to reconnect with God during a challenging time 

in European history. A contemporary of Alonso, José Luis Cano, praises the work, stating that, 

“Children of Wrath is a book of true religious poetry, religious poetry in its most pure and 

original sense, in its dramatic and anguished sense: man crying out to God, painfully pleading for 

His help” (5). This religious interpretation of the work is not surprising, considering that Alonso 

was an important intellectual under Franco’s Catholic, authoritarian regime and this 

interpretation would have been preferred by the Fascist dictatorship. The religious presence in 

the poetry is undeniable, as God is a central figure in almost every poem. Despite the explicit 

Catholic influence and imagery, Elias L. Rivers - one of the most important scholars and 

translators of Alonso’s works – calls Children of Wrath, “the prolonged monologue of a half-

atheist psalmist” (Dámaso 13). The debate about how literal the religious content should be 

taken and to what extent it works on the level of symbolism and iconography has not been 

resolved. In fact, this question continues to complicate academic criticism about the collection. 

Scholarship that considers the work to be a representative Catholic work is met by other 

readings that insist that the collection is an outpouring of existential distress in post-War Spain. 

For example, Guillermo Carnero notes the expression of “existential anguish and religious 

distress” in which Alonso “appeals to the figure of an indifferent God as he poses unanswerable, 

yet inevitable, questions concerning the meaning of life, solitude, and death” (643). Many 
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existentialist readings of the poems contradict the identification of Children of Wrath as an 

example of “pure” Christian poetry. In the introduction to Children of Wrath, Fanny Rubio 

agrees that the most common tendency internationally is to situate “this book within the popular 

existential currents in Europe in the 40s” (44). Undoubtedly, the work is an ambivalent – and, 

often, contradictory - oscillation between the existentialist crisis of a solitary man who denies the 

existence of a higher power and his simultaneous journey to reconnect with God, a contradiction 

that results in its wide array of analyses. I will argue that neither is sufficient and, in fact, the 

trauma that disrupts the poems is the most important socio-political aspect of the collection. 

 The opposition between differing interpretations about Children of Wrath repeats the 

trauma that permeates the work itself. Similarly, Slavoj Žižek discusses the various levels of 

monstrosity related to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (the creature in the story, the historical 

monsters underlying the book, and the novel itself as a chaotic assemblage). Žižek adds a fourth 

monstrosity to this list: the numerous, discordant interpretations about the novel. The result is “a 

multitude of meanings which do not form a harmonious whole, but just coexist side by side. The 

interpretation of monstrosity thus ends up in monstrosity (fancy) of interpretations” (In Defense, 

75). Following in this vein, I propose that Children of Wrath also resulted in a series of 

disharmonious interpretations that coexist and, by doing so, repeat, or perhaps act out, the 

irreconcilable tensions that can be found in the poems themselves. Thus, scholarship about 

Children of Wrath symptomatically reproduces the tension and opposition found within the 

collection itself. This impossible tension within the collection and the importance of the 

country’s trauma in the verses is what I will analyze in the following sections. 
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The Profound Impact of Children of Wrath 

When the Second Republic won the elections in 1931 and again in 1936, they threatened 

the unbridled dominant alliance of the aristocracy, the military, and the Catholic Church in 

Spain. As a reaction, the Nationalist movement (headed by many high-ranking military officials, 

including Francisco Franco) led a rebellion against the “irreverent” Republic. Of course, the 

rebels did not view themselves as such; they claimed to be participating in a religious and socio-

political crusade against these leftist agitators who belonged to an “anti-Spain.” The Fascists’ 

mission was to rid Spain of “the infidel, the anti-Christ, the godless Republic of ‘Jews, Masons 

and Communists,’ the unholy alliance of the enemies of ‘authentic, eternal Spain’” (Juan 

Lalaguna 189). This goal of preserving this mythical “eternal Spain” was achieved through tens 

of thousands of deaths, socio-political oppression and silence, and a strict censorship. The 

illusion of the “eternal Spain” could only be successfully maintained through exclusion of the 

Other, the “anti-Spain.” 

The victory of the Fascist regime over the Republic at the conclusion of the Spanish Civil 

War left the social, political, and cultural world in the hands of a conservative, Catholic 

authoritarian dictatorship that attempted to “reunite” the Spanish community that had been 

corrupted by “foreign,” progressive ideas. To accomplish this, atrocities of the war were denied 

as the Francoists rewrote the history of the conflict to corroborate their own version of the 

events. In Spain, as well as in other parts of Europe during this time, the Fascists attempted to 

unite their country often using questionable methods. In fact, “Fascist ideology ‘manipulates’ 

authentic popular longing for a true community and social solidarity against fierce competition 

and exploitation; of course it ‘distorts’ the expression of this longing in order to legitimize the 

continuation of the relations of social domination and exploitation” (Žižek, The Universal 152). 



65 

 

While Žižek speaks of Fascism in general, this notion of distorted longing for the past fits nicely 

with the Spanish situation during and following the war. In fact, the Francoist authoritarian 

regime that emerged after the Spanish Civil War attempted to legitimize the claim that their 

victory was really a courageous defense against a foreign intruder. 

After the Nationalist band emerged victorious in the Spanish Civil War over the 

Republican forces, there was a push to restore Spain to its glorious past as a unified Empire 

reminiscent of the Catholic Kings and the Spanish Empire. The conservative party of the time 

that was the most important for Franco’s regime, the Falange, even used the emblems of the 

Catholic Kings (yoke and arrows) as the symbol for their party. The way that Franco’s supreme 

ideal was to be executed seemed to be to disregard the centuries-long tension in Spain as well as 

the recent trauma of the civil war and return, in effect, to the fantasy of a harmonious Spanish 

community with a common race, religion, and language. 

 In line with this attempt to restore the past splendor, the regime’s preferred style of poetry 

and the most common of the early post-War Spanish period was neoclassicist, Garcilasian style 

that focused more on the formal beauty and discarded modernist themes or avant-garde styles. 

This imitation of the celebrated Spanish poet paralleled the general desire to restore the imagined 

origin of Spain’s glory. Antonio Vilanova, in January of 1944, wrote that in Spain: 

there remains nothing more than a group of Garcilasists, who stay on the paths of 

our poetry in a delicate, stagnant apathy and who are the base of this return to 

Garcilaso’s memory and the eternal nostalgia of his voice. A profound 

incomprehension of the advancements achieved in our poetry has led these poets 

to a cult governed by formal beauty and an excessive valorization of lyric 

virtuosity. (Pont 12) 



66 

 

Thus, the poetry of post-War Spain had been reduced to stagnant neoclassicists (specifically, 

Garcilasistas) who had chosen to ignore the poetic advances made in the 1920s and 1930s and 

preferred, rather, to nostalgically repeat the content and form of the Golden Age Spanish 

masters. This changed with the publication of Children of Wrath, which violently inscribed the 

unspoken trauma into the Spanish discourse that, until then, had previously avoided discussion of 

the Civil War and its damaging effects on the Spanish psyche in the early post-War years. This 

inscription of trauma sent waves through the current system of Spanish poetry and had a large 

impact on the literary scene in terms of content as well as style, prosody, and expression.  

Children of Wrath might at first appear to be a poetry collection that simply reinforces 

the system set in place, because it ultimately returns to a redemptive Christian message. In the 

final poem, “Dedicatoria final (Las alas),” the poet explains that the verses (“songs”) of the 

collection have brought him closer to his mother, to his wife, and to God. The narrator writes, 

“Alas, a child of wrath / was my song. / But now I’m better. / I had to sing to get well” (157). 

Through writing Children of Wrath, the narrator claims to have encountered the famous “talking 

cure.” This newfound wellness appears to result in his return to the status quo: the good son, the 

good husband, and the good Christian. He says that his wife and his mother sustain him, “so that 

when my God wills, I can win immortality through death, / so that God will love me, / so that my 

great God will receive me into his arms / so that I may sleep in his memory” (169).  Therefore, it 

appears that the narrator comes full circle in his verses; this validates – and, seemingly 

strengthens – the conservative Catholic ideology of the Francoist government.  

This collection cannot be reduced to a Catholic, pro-Francoist imposition, due to the 

formal and linguistic break with the poetry of the time as well as the profound impact that its 

publication had on later Spanish literature. The fact that this collection restructured Spanish 
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poetry indicates that there is something more in this text, something that has gone unnoticed yet 

demands recognition. In his study of various 20th Century Spanish poets, Francisco Javier Diez 

de Revenga affirms that “the apparition of Children of Wrath in Spain in 1944 constituted the 

poetic event of the epoch, which had been trapped, as has so often been stated, in the recovery of 

lost classicism” (131) and, moreover, “its publication came to break the curse that since the end 

of the Civil War had weighed on the poets that lived and wrote in Spain that seemed to deny 

them access to the immediate, direct, and brutal Spanish reality” (132). In other words, the 

apparition of this work becomes the poetic event of 1940s Spain and exposed the unpleasant 

reality that needed to be uncovered. As a result, Children of Wrath opened the door for later 

works to find a voice to express trauma within its verses.  

 For his part, Emilio Alarcos Llorach describes the publication of Children of Wrath as “a 

type of earthquake that subverted the poetic strata and brought the latent strata - which nobody 

spoke of - to light” (7). These “latent strata” explode onto the surface of the literary scene in 

Children of Wrath and break with the Neoclassicist and “pure poetry” styles that had dominated 

the Spanish poetic scene since the end of the war. As evidenced by the literary criticism 

mentioned here, the poems’ powerful appearance did not go unnoticed in Spain. In fact, the work 

is generally accepted as the revolutionary rupture with the poetic norms of post-Civil War Spain 

that resonated in later works. So what is it about the poetry that reordered the symbolic 

coordinates and redirected Spanish poetry in the 1940s? This turn “beyond the Symbolic” points 

towards a silenced trauma: the unspeakable, unrepresentable historical experience that appears in 

symptoms as well as in traces of the incomprehensible Spanish reality whose presence had a 

tremendous effect on the country’s cultural imaginary. 
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By tacitly articulating trauma in the collection, Children of Wrath returned the trauma of 

the Spanish Civil War back to country’s past; the poetry collection was so intrusive and 

transgressive that it ruptured the institutional silence and manipulation of the deep psychological 

impact of the Spanish Civil War. In In Defense of Lost Causes, Žižek indicates that “the primacy 

of repression emerges with the ‘reification’ of the Real into a Thing that resists symbolization – 

only then does it appear that the excluded/repressed real insists and repeats itself” and “the way 

to get rid of a past trauma is not to remember it, but to fully repeat it” (321). Considering Žižek’s 

notion the of necessary repetition of the incomprehensible experience, it becomes evident that 

this book of poetry repeats and manifests violent, intrusive, and impossible elements that point 

back to a trauma (all of which comprise an over-determined symptom formation). This repetition 

is “a reemergent failure to integrate some ‘impossible’ kernel of the Real” (Žižek, Enjoy 91). The 

poetry collection, through its repetition of the Real and circling around the unspeakable event, 

was a critical publication in Spain that managed to destabilize – albeit slightly - the Fascist 

stronghold on the country’s cultural production. 

While the originality of the collection’s unconventional style, the use of colloquial 

language, free verse and anguished content were recognized at the time of their publication, the 

work was not traditionally characterized as an evocation of trauma or as a revolutionary act. On 

the contrary, it was considered an innovative Christian existentialist expression whose style 

Alonso - who was more renowned as being a philologist than as a poet - denominated “poesía 

desarraigada” (uprooted poetry). He contrasted this with the “poesía arraigada” (rooted poetry), 

which was essentially the neoclassic poetry that dominated the Spanish literary scene for the 

half-decade following the war. Children of Wrath – along with Vicente Aleixandre’s Sombras de 

Paraiso (1944) – belongs to the newly-termed “poesía desarriagada,” which openly rejects this 
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“pure poetry” or the neoclassist poetry that nostalgically looks to the past for inspiration. Alonso 

describes the anguished mentality surrounding “poesía desarraigada” as an existential reflection 

of their belief that “the world is a chaos and anguish, and poetry is a frantic search for order and 

for an anchor” (Poetas 349). Clearly, the collection can be understood as existential post-war 

poetry but there is more to this collection than just an anguished existential outpouring, which I 

will explore in the textual analysis of the collection as a literary working through of Spanish 

Civil War trauma. 

Due to its publication under the repressive dictatorship of Franco, its formal and 

structural chaos (free verse and fragmented stanzas), its traumatic language, images of violence 

and fratricide, and the profound impact that it had on later poetry, Children of Wrath becomes a 

text that articulates a latent trauma underlying Spain’s post-war society and culture. Moreover, as 

I will argue at the end of this chapter, these seemingly redemptive lines (“alas, a child of wrath, 

was my song” (157) are an example of the poetic I recognizing himself (and recognizing the text) 

in the place of trauma (full speech), which actually renders the tacit trauma in the verses 

themselves. The very appearance of this new style was a type of trauma in that “it broke - with 

its impact, with ‘its impurity,’ and with its devastating and bitter expression of reality - the 

peaceful waters of the poetic panoramic of the time” (Díez Rodríguez 64). The rupture of this 

new type of poetry with the tranquil, neoclassical Francoist style indicates that Children of Wrath 

was a rejection of the imitation of conventional styles and themes. However, I suggest that it was 

not merely the existentialist themes, colloquial language, and free verse that made the work so 

different. The poetry collection is a work in which the truth was articulated through symptoms, 

symbolic disruptions and repetitions of trauma in repressive post-Civil War Spain. 
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Myths, Full Speech and Working Through 

As I will show in the following section, Children of Wrath is a poetry collection that 

works through the trauma of the war through mythic activity- reshuffling of (Imaginary) 

traumatic materials in the Symbolic (language) - and moments of full speech, in which the 

“poetic I” recognizes his place in the Symbolic network of social relations (i.e. the big Other). 

Accordingly, I will present the way in which Lacan's notion of empty speech and full speech can 

help us understand his formulation of myth and working through in the case of a traumatized 

individual. Empty speech refers to the conscious discourse that remains in the Imaginary register 

in which the subject does not recognize her place in the Symbolic network; in other words, 

empty speech is ego (conscious) discourse in which the subject continues to produce symptoms 

and to act out their trauma. Dylan Evans translates Lacan’s 1976 seminar in which he explains 

the two types of speech: "Full speech is a speech full of meaning. Empty speech is a speech 

which has only signification” (191). Thus, empty speech only adds to the fantasy that the 

individual constructs in order to avoid confronting the true nature of the traumatic experience 

that they have undergone. As Žižek puts it, "the more intensely the subject sticks to the empty 

form, the more traumatic the repressed content becomes" (The Plague, 226). In the course of 

psychoanalysis, the subject attempts to unmask the big Other and recover her place in the 

Symbolic network that determines her as a subject of language or, in this case, reinscribe herself 

in the place of trauma that had been corrupting her language.  

Trauma and working through involve all three Lacanian registers (that is Real, Imaginary, 

and Symbolic). Trauma is caused by an event that was incomprehensible at the time of its 

occurrence: it is an irruption in the inaccessible Real. This can be read as a dematerialization of 

history in that the subject must reconstruct the traumatic event in language in order to symbolize 
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it, even if the constructed event is not identical to its historical referent. The psychological 

wounds result in a scrambled – and constantly growing - assemblage of Imaginary materials 

(traumatic images) that the subject is unable to assimilate into the Symbolic network. In this 

way, the subject is unable to articulate trauma into language due to the shattering of her 

Symbolic world. After such an event, a traumatized individual must sort through these floating 

Imaginary materials and work them over (that is, she must recognize them as impossible or even 

as avoidances of trauma and consider the cause of anxiety in these materials). 

This re-organization of the traumatic materials into language occurs in what Lacan refers 

to as “mythic activity.” Darian Leader focuses on Lacan’s notion of “myth” in his contribution to 

The Cambridge Companion to Lacan, titled “Lacan’s Myths." In this formulation, mythic 

activity is the constant structuring and restructuring of different contradictory or paradoxical 

narrations that are a continuation of, or a crystallization around, the impossibility of articulation 

of the trauma itself. When I refer to structuring, I am taking  the Levi-Straussian idea of myths in 

which “the inability to connect two kinds of relationships is overcome (or rather replaced) by the 

assertion that contradictory relationships are identical inasmuch as they are both self-

contradictory in a similar way” (215-16). So, myths present multiple contradictions that 

complement each other in the sense that both are failures to account for another impossibility. 

Thus, the content of the myths is not extremely important, it is precisely the contradictory 

structures that indicate the presence of a failure in language. For his part, Lacan presents myths 

as a process of transformation in which “impasses inherent in the original situation [are] moved 

to another point in the mythic network” (414-15). The neurotic’s myth-work involves the 

interplay between the Imaginary and the Symbolic. On one hand, the Imaginary materials 

emerge in the Symbolic as new failures to make sense of the trauma in a distorted form: the 
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failure of expressing trauma is permutated and reproduced in other linguistic difficulties in the 

form of contradictions and paradoxes. On the other hand, myth takes place in the Symbolic as the 

subject struggles to organize these Imaginary materials in an organized way that may allow her 

to reinscribe herself back into the Symbolic network and, thus, into the traumatic past that had 

always been affecting her. 

Therefore, myth is the ongoing process in which the traumatized subject reshuffles and 

reorders imaginary materials in an attempt to align them or force them into correspondence. By 

circling around the repressed signifier, the subject may sift through the materials, perhaps 

without ever reaching it fully, without ever “closing the loop” (Lacan, “The Neurotic’s 415). A 

myth, in Lacan’s formulation, is made up of two sets of opposing elements: new contradictions 

are created to try to explain or reconcile another irresolvable impossibility.  

Regarding this constant process, Levi-Strauss explains that, “since the purpose of myth is 

to provide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction […] myth grows spiral-wise 

until the intellectual impulse which has originated it is exhausted. Its growth is a continuous 

process whereas its structure remains discontinuous” (229). Myth, then, is not full speech. In 

fact, myth is made up primarily of empty speech in which the subject continually articulates 

contradictions and paradoxes that cannot successfully be aligned with the trauma. To situate real 

elements in a new symbolic configuration, imaginary elements have to be reshuffled (Leader 41). 

Nevertheless, the recurrent practice of pronouncing myths may initiate “the difficult task of 

‘working through’ and the consequences of the subject’s ‘free association’” (Muller and 

Richardson 71). The ultimate goal of working through is to achieve the “‘full’ word” (72) in 

which the subject recognizes her own erasure from the Symbolic order as a result of the 

experience that was unassimilable to her previous understanding of reality. 
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When worked through full speech is achieved, there is an abandonment of imaginary 

identification – that is, the ego identification and the way the subject viewed herself. With this, 

there is possible integration into the symbolic order and recognition of the network of social 

relations that determines her place in that order as a subject of language. Rauol Moati suggests 

that in full speech: 

the big Other recognizes the subject, and it is in this recognition – which derives 

from a symbolic pact sealed with him, and despite him – that institutes the 

subjectivity which, in order to recover his true self beyond empty speech, he 

needs in order to understand how he has been recognized, to comprehend the 

modalities by which he makes himself known – in other words, to learn which 

previously-created symbolic pact his subjectivity has adhered to from the moment 

it has entered into language. (2) 

Once the subject is able to recognize her dependency on the big Other as a subject of language, 

she has the ability to utter “full speech.” As long as the she is engaged in empty speech (myths, 

sentimental discourses, and claims about the meaning of her words), the subject will be 

helplessly destined to misrecognize her subjectivity and the impact of trauma on her. 

 This articulation of worked through full speech opens up the possibility for a significant 

encounter with trauma instead of avoiding/circling around it endlessly. Adrian Johnston 

discusses the potential for true subjective change as a result of “full speech.” which he connects 

to “a performative speech act” (144). Johnston explains that Lacan’s earliest theories recognize 

the possibility of symbolic change in “a performative speech act, in which a speaker becomes 

what he or she says in the very act of saying it, is a form of creation ex nihilo, the inauguration 

out of nowhere of a new dimension of subjectivity” (144). Once this new subjectivity is created, 
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it opens the possibility to articulate full speech that have to potential to cause a change in 

subjectivity and can have repercussions in the Symbolic network itself. 

The ultimate goal of myth is to continually exhaust these articulated impossibilities until 

the moment that the subject begins to feel anxiety. Anxiety is an indicator that she is approaching 

the Real (the incomprehensible trauma), because the imaginary materials are – at least partially – 

reintegrated into the Symbolic network. As Lacan puts it, “once this image which had been 

rendered incomplete is completed, once the imaginary facet which was non-integrated, 

suppressed, repressed, looms up, anxiety then makes its appearance. This is the fertile moment” 

(187-8). This “fertile” moment - in which the Imaginary is integrated into the Symbolic and 

anxiety appears – may render a latent trauma that, until then, had only appeared in symptoms.  

 The traumatic imaginary materials that accompany anxiety are what the subject must 

work through. Once successful working through is completed, the subject can experience full 

speech. As the trauma is worked through by incorporating the imaginary into a myth, “the 

subject learns how to integrate the events of his life into a law, into a field of symbolic 

significations” (190-1). The completion of working through “accomplishes the reintegration of 

the past” and brings the Imaginary materials into the symbolic realm (190-1). This is the way in 

which the subject can end the constant circling around of the trauma and may successfully “close 

the loop” (Lacan, “The Neurotic’s” 215). At this point, the subject may be able to recognize her 

traumatization and the impact that trauma had on her behavior and her self-perception. 

According to this Lacanian understanding of trauma, there are numerous examples of 

myths and traumatic images that loom up in the verses of Children of Wrath; these unresolvable, 

contradictory elements may lead to working through and to achieving full speech. Contradictions 

are a main component of this poetry collection that works through the trauma of the post-War 
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period, a trauma that was not being discussed openly. The impossible myths that I will discuss in 

the poetry collection are: [1] the simultaneous fear of and desire for death and [2] the tension 

between an omniscient God and a nonexistent one. By creating myths, Children of Wrath 

appears in the literary scene as a poetic working through via the circling around unresolvable 

impossibilities that may lead to an encounter with country’s silenced trauma.  

The Death Paradox 

Throughout Children of Wrath, the poetic voice expresses a desire for death and a 

simultaneous fear of dying, a tension that is present throughout the book. In numerous poems, 

the narrator claims that death is preferable to living in the tormenting world and in others he 

expresses an avoidance of death and fear of death. In fact, this tension is occasionally present 

within the same poems, which exemplifies the poetic voice’s impossible position between the 

two poles. A few poems show this tension clearly, such as “Woman with Cruet,” “On All Soul’s 

Day,” “Getting Ready for the Journey,” and “My Soul was like a Little Green Frog,” each of 

which reveal the unbearable place between fear of death and desire for death.  

“Woman with Cruet,” a poem from the 1946 edition, marks a further step in the working 

through process of the collection. The poem contains two impossibilities (fear/desire for death 

and devotion/denial of God) that structurally parallel the impossibility of articulating the trauma 

of the Spanish Civil War. The inclusion of the myths I have just mentioned coupled with various 

elements of a hidden Real reinscribe trauma back into Spanish history. Toward the beginning, 

the poet describes the woman’s constant fear of death as she walks slowly, 

 pero llevada 

 por un terror 

 oscuro, 
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 por una voluntad 

 de esquivar algo horrible. (54) 

[but carried along / by a dark / terror, / by a desire / to avoid something 

horrible.]15 

In his detailed analysis of this poem, Miguel J. Flys highlights the existential content of this 

poem and explains that these lines illustrate the woman’s terror of death and that she spends her 

days avoiding her demise.  

This avoidance of death is important because it is met by an equally strong desire of 

death. Later in the poem, the woman’s misery resulting from her existential anguish on this long 

journey causes her to be “siempre con un ansia turbia, de bajar ella también, de quedare ella / 

también (61) [always with an obscure urge to disembark herself, to stay there herself]. Although 

these temptations cause anxiety in her, she feels an impulse to end the journey (i.e. to kill herself 

or, at the very least, let herself die). This anxiety is not surprising, because – as we have seen - 

anxiety may be an indicator that one is approaching an unpleasant trauma. The suicidal woman 

seems to experience anxiety at the thought of her own death. Here, the poem provides us with an 

important myth constructed by Alonso, one which cannot be resolved rationally. So, the poem 

expresses the woman’s fear of death and her constant avoidance of death. The paradox is that 

this fear is coupled with a second, contradictory element: the desire to die in order to escape the 

long, lonely journey that is her life. In other words, the woman does not want to die nor does she 

want to live – this is the unresolvable impossibility of her existence. 

 Another poem that expresses the paradoxical desire for death is “On All Soul’s Day.” In 

the first lines, we find a reference to the inhuman nature of human beings, something that I will 

discuss in more detail later in this chapter. The poetic voice says, “¡Oh! ¡No sois profundidad de 
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horror y sueño, / muertos diáfanos, muertos nítidos, / muertos inmortales, “ (10) [No, you are not 

the depth of horror and slumber, / diaphanous dead, gleaming dead ones, / immortal dead]. This 

apostrophe to the immortal dead is directed at the inhuman, the paradoxical “immortal dead” 

who are “…únicos seres / en quienes cada instatnte / no es una roja dentellada de tiburón, / un 

traidor zarpazo de tigre” (10). […the only beings / for whom each instant / is not a shark’s red 

flashing of fangs, / a tiger’s treacherous claw-slash]. Here, it appears that death is preferable to 

life because death offers an escape from the frightening and violent reality, described in terms of 

metaphorical shark’s fangs and tiger’s claws.  

He indicates that death is the only way that he can be whole, “¡Ay, yo no soy, / yo no sere 

/ hasta que sea / como vosotros, muertos!” [Alas, I am not, / I will not be / until I am / like you, 

dead ones!]. In this moment, he has been elevated after being touched by God. He changes 

directions again by claiming that “mañana, tal vez hoy, esta noche / (¿cuándo, cuándo, Dios 

mío?) / he de volver a ser como era antes, / hoja seca, lata vacía, estéril excrement” (16) 

[tomorrow, perhaps today, tonight / (when, when, oh God) / I’ll go back to being as I was before, 

/ a dry leaf, an empty tin can, sterile excrement]. These lines describe the poetic voice’s life full 

of misery and torment as he illustrates his disdain for life. He ultimately returns his verses to the 

undead “¡Ah, pero vosotros no podéis vivir, vosotros no vivís: vosotros sois. / Igual que Dios, 

que no vive, que es: igual que Dios. / Sólo allí donde hay muerte puede existir la vida, / oh 

muertos inmortales” (18) [Ah, but you cannot live, you do not live: you are. / The same as God, 

who does not live, who is: the same as God. / Only there where there is death can life exist, oh 

immortal dead]. This poem clearly expresses an abhorrence of life and desire for death, which is 

why he envies the dead who have successfully escaped life’s misery. The oxymoronic “only 
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there where there is death can life exist” echoes this tension between living and dying in the 

entire collection. 

 This tension is further complicated in “Getting Ready for the Journey,” in which the 

narrator explains how each person might experience death (stupefaction, refusal, scorn, anxiety, 

cursing God, weakness, acceptance, peacefully in their sleep, etc.) but he concludes that, “todos, 

todos se quedan / con los ojos abiertos. / Ojos abiertos, demesurados en el espanto ultimo” (30) 

[all of them, all of them end up / with their eyes open. / Eyes open, wide open at the final fright]. 

Here, we see the frightening and dreaded vision of death as the melancholic gaze of the 

individual in the moment of their death. The narrator explains that “”no hay Mirada más 

profunda ni más triste” (32) [there is no deeper or sadder gaze] than that of the person 

experiencing death. Similar to “On All Soul’s Day,” the poetic voice speaks to the dead but this 

time it is not with envy or eagerness but with inquisitiveness and dread. He says, “Ah, muertos, 

¿qué habéis visto / en la esquinada cruel, en el terrible momento del tránsito? / Ah, ¿qué habéis 

visto en ese instante del encontronazo con el camion / gris de la muerte?” (32) [Oh you, the dead, 

what did you see / at the cruel turning of the corner, at the terrible moment of transition? / Oh 

what did you see at that moment of collision with the gray truck of death?]. Of course, the poetic 

I is provided with no answer but he demonstrates a hesitation and uncertainty about death. The 

approach to death in “Getting Ready for the Journey” is in contrast to the eager vision of death in 

“On All Soul’s Day,” for example. 

 Another poem where the narrator seems to be portraying death as a curse is “Elegy to a 

Blue-Bottle Fly.” As the title indicates, the poem is dedicated to a fly that was killed by the 

narrator. The narrator regrets having killed the fly and says “¡Oh pobre ser, igual, igual tú y yo!” 
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(70) [Oh poor being, the same, you and I the same!]. He continues, pondering the fly’s 

motivation for living: 

“¿què aroma tentador  

te estaba dando 

esos tirones sordos 

que hacen que el caminante siga y siga 

(aun a pesar del frío del crepúsculo, 

eun a pesar del sueño), 

esos dulces clamores, 

esa necesidad de ser futuros 

que llamamos la vida (72) 

[what tempting aroma / was giving you / those gentle tugs / which make the 

wayfarer go on and on / (even in spite of the twilight’s chill, / even in spite of /  

sleepiness) / those sweet clamors, / that need to be in the future / which we call 

life] 

Here, though the allegory of the fly, the narrator is discussing life as a journey which is a 

constant pursuit of future temptations and goals. Life, here, although not presented as blissful, is 

portrayed as something valuable and worthwhile. The goals and aspirations for the future of this 

fly are shattered, “en aquel mismo instante / en que súbitamente el mundo se te hundió” (72) [at 

that very moment / when suddenly your world was shattered]. While the poetic voice often 

seems to value death over life, this poem portrays life as preferable to death. This is confirmed 

by the narrator when he ends the poem by lamenting, “¡Oh si pudiera ahora / darte otra vez la 

vida, / yo que te di la muerte!” (74) [Oh, if only I could now / give you life again, / I who gave 
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you death]. The poetic voice discusses the horror of living and the glory of death in other poems, 

but he clearly regrets having taken the life of an insect in this poem. 

 Perhaps the best example of the irreconcilable draw towards and simultaeous fear of 

death is found in “My Soul Was Just Like a Little Green Frog,” in which the frog sits for hours 

on the river bank and 

Desea el agua, y duda. La desea 

porque es el element para que fue criada, 

pero teme 

el bramador empuje del caudal, 

y, allá en en lo oscuro, aún ignorar querría 

aquel inmenso hervor que la puede apartar (ya sin retorno 

hacia el azar sin nombre) (108)  

[It desires the water, and it hesitates. It desires / because water is the element for 

which it was formed, but it fears / the bellowing surge of the current, / and over 

there in the darkness, the frog would still like to ignore / that immense turbulence 

that can sweep it away (without return, / toward nameless chance) / from the 

pleasant riverbank, from old habits] (109). 

This poem is another exemplary representation of the tension between a desire for death and an 

incapacitating hesitation about death. The frog, a simile for his soul, desires to plunge into the 

abyss from which it was formed (for the frog: water and for the soul: death). The poetic voice 

expresses the ambivalent attitude towards death that persists throughout the collection, which 

constitutes an important myth in Children of Wrath. 
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The (in)existence of a dead God 

The poetic voice also fluctuates between the omnipotent, omniscient God and the non-

existent, dead God. The poetry collection is often read as the poetic voice’s tormented journey 

that ultimately leads to his acceptance of God as salvation. As a result of the many references to 

God, Catholic imagery, and salvation, Children of Wrath has been read as a Catholic, existential 

poetry collection that demonstrates how man can maintain his faith in the wake of the miserable 

epoch in Spain. In his Spanish Poetry since 1939, Charles David Ley writes that in Children of 

Wrath and in Hombre y Dios (1955), “Alonso has shown how fine religious poetry can be 

written in modern Spain” (49). There are a number of references to the death, inexistence, or 

absence of God that contradict this reading of the collection. As a result of this impossibility, I 

believe that Children of Wrath’s religious imagery can be better understood as a myth-making 

endeavor: a working through of an impossible, underlying trauma. 

It is not necessary to identify the Catholic messages in the text, because they are 

numerous and quite apparent (almost every poem has some reference or cry out to God). 

Undoubtedly, the Catholic resolution in the final poem secured the publication of the collection 

under the strict Francoist censorship. Some of the more explicitly religious poems are “On All 

Soul’s Day,”  “Mother,” “The Island,” “De Profundis,” “To the Virgin Mary,” and “Final 

Dedication (The Wings).” It would be futile to deny the obvious religious elements to the 

collection and the poetic voice’s constant search for God and desire for God’s approval. What is 

of interest to this study are the various allusions to God’s inexistence, death, or absence that 

contradict the otherwise conventional Catholic – albeit existential – message. Therefore, the 

important moments in the collection that seem to destabilize the religious theme will be more 
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pertinent, because they become a vehicle to evoke the traumatic impossibility of dealing with the 

country’s painful situation.  

A notable example of an absent God can be found in the poem mentioned in the previous 

section: “Woman with Cruet.” This is the moment where the woman awoke during her journey 

and realized that she was completely alone. She looked around, moved through the aisles, yelled 

out, and screamed but continued to hear nothing: no employees, no homeless men hiding, no 

children, nobody: 

Yo no le ha contestado nadie, 

porque estaba sola, 

porque estaba sola. 

y ha seguido días y días, 

loca, frenética, 

en el enorme tren vacío, 

donde no va nadie, 

y no conduce nadie. (62) 

[And no one has answered her, / because she was all alone, / because she was all 

alone. / And she has gone on for days and days, / madly, frenetically, / in the 

enormous empty train, / on which no one is riding, which no one is steering.] 

Here, we see the woman’s existential crisis stemming from the realization that she is utterly 

alone, which is highlighted by the repetition of “she was all alone”. The poem not only refers to 

the passengers on the train but also a lack of a conductor. The missing conductor is the 

confirmation that not only is she alone on Earth but that there is no higher power looking over or 

guiding her. This is what M.J. Flys calls “the negation of God” (52). This moment of realization 
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that God is absent – something that is already hinted at in the first poem, “Insomnio” when the 

narrator calls out to God with no response – contradicts the Christian imagery that is used in 

other poems, such as the final, redemptive poem: “Final Dedication (Wings).” 

 In perhaps the most significant allusion to the absence of God can be found in “Man.” He 

describes man as a chaotic figure, 

melancólico grito, 

¡oh solitario y triste 

garlador!: ¿dices algo, tienes algo 

que decir a los hombres o a los cielos? 

¿Y no es esa amargura 

De tu grito, la densa pesadilla 

Del monólogo eterno y sin respuesta? (126) 

[a melancholy cry, / oh sad and solitary / babbler! are you saying anything, do you 

have anything / to say to men or to the heavens? / And isn’t the bitterness / of 

your cry the dense nightmare / of the monologue which is eternal and without 

reply?] 

Here, we see the poetic voice indicating that mankind is alone and his call towards the empty 

heavens is really just a monologue due to the absence of a celestial being.  

The poem goes further by comparing man to a whining, howling dog that has lost its 

master. The master was not lost; “No: se ha muerto” (126) [No: he has died]. The allusion to the 

death of God openly contradicts the fundamental Catholic notions of faith and salvation. He 

concludes that any efforts at calling out to Man’s master is futile. The narrator says, “Deja, deja 

ese grito, / ese inútil plañir, sin eco, en vaho. / Porque nadie te oirá. Solo. Estás solo” (126) 
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[Stop, stop that crying, / that useless lamenting, without echo, in the mist. / Because no one will 

hear you. Alone. You’re alone]. “Man” is located in the middle of the collection and it contrasts 

sharply with the constant apostrophes to God in the poems leading up to and following this one. 

It contrasts sharply with the Christian theme of the collection and, alongside “Woman with 

Cruet” expresses a paradoxical position of the emphasis on God and the absence or death of God. 

These contradictions are unresolvable and, consequently, create an impasse in the work. 

Therefore, the impossibilities are linked to other unresolvable contradictions. Specifically, the 

impossibility of articulating the trauma of the Spanish Civil War appears in symptoms within the 

poetry collection. This is the way that I view the desire of death and the fear of death as well as 

the omnipresence of God with the death/inexistence of God. These impossibilities circle around 

the real issue without reaching its true cause. These impossible myths are endowed with meaning 

when understood in conjunction with the presence of imaginary materials that point toward 

violence, fratricide, and a shattered and tortuous environment. The impossible myths analyzed in 

this section are working through the trauma but remain within empty speech, because the poetic 

voice does not recognize his place in that tension. In the following section, I will discuss 

moments in the text that can be considered full speech because the poetic voice seems to 

recognize his place in the trauma. This involves a reinscription of the poetic I in the painful past 

and an identification of himself as a subject in the monstrous present. 

Real Elements and Full Speech 

Myths are a fundamental part of the process leading to the possibility of worked through 

full speech. They remain at the level of the Symbolic although they circle around the real trauma 

that underlies the work. Children of Wrath not only manifests the trauma structurally, it also 

evidences an emergence of the Real through permutations of traumatic elements that make 
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themselves known through the verses. In the following section, I will analyze those moments 

where elements linked to the country’s trauma loom-up in the collection’s language. I consider 

these moments to be examples of what Žižek calls an inadvertent articulation of truth “in the 

guise of a lie” (The Plague 130). If myths that parallel the impossibility of trauma is the first 

phase of working through in the collection, the second phase consists of the imaginary traumatic 

elements that are articulated in the verses. These elements do not refer directly to the war, but 

they may eventually lead to full speech in that “the truth of my desire articulates itself in the very 

distortions of the ‘factual accuracy’ of my speech” (The Plague 37). I claim that these distortions 

are actually much closer to the “truth” than is normally considered, whose traumatic nature are 

also suggested by the prominence of myths in the collection. 

Children of Wrath evokes images of existential anxiety and the living dead, which 

renders a traumatic presence. The poems go further and reveal the problematic nature of the 

discursive oppression in Spain by debasing the Francoist illusion of the united Spanish nation. In 

fact, the poems often expose the Spanish community as made-up of “undead” corpses who 

cannot deal with their own reality. This alone does not constitute full speech, because the poetic I 

continually fails to realize that his “undead” neighbors are a projection or reflection of his own 

inhumanness. Eventually, these examples of traumatic imagery are converted into the poetic I’s 

moments of full speech in which he recognizes that he – along with his verses – was affected by 

the trauma that repeatedly invades the collection. I will discuss these moments of full speech in 

the final section of this chapter. I will first discuss these inadvertent articulations of truth (in the 

guise of a lie), which reveal elements of the trauma of the war and the effect that it has had on 

contemporary Spanish society, something that had been silenced in the socio-political sphere. 
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An important issue among the Fascists was the insistence on the creation of the “new 

man:” the masculine, strong, courageous hero who puts the collective good ahead of his own 

individual desires. Alain Badiou discusses the Fascist fantasy of the ironically-named “new 

man,” perceived as “the restitution of the man of old, of the man who had been eradicated, had 

disappeared, had been corrupted” (The Century, 65). Badiou continues that Fascist “purification” 

is “actually the more or less violent process of the return of a vanished origin” (The Century, 65). 

For the Francoist regime, this (imaginary) origin appears to involve the unification of Spain 

under the Catholic Kings 1479 and the subsequent “Reconquista” of Spain from the Moors, 

expulsion of the Jews, and “discovery” of the Americas in 1492 as well as the Spanish Empire 

that resulted from these events. 

Toward the end of the Spanish Civil War, Franco declared, "When one fights in the 

trenches as we are fighting now, when one dies as we are dying, when one defends Spain as the 

Falangists, Carlists and Soldiers defend it, there is a Race and there is a Pueblo" (my translation, 

qtd. in Zurdo and Gutierrez 34). Here we have a depiction by Franco himself of these heroic 

defenders of the Nation that triumphed over the foreign invaders. As discussed at the beginning 

of this chapter, the Neoclassic poetry of the time seemed to reinforce this continuum with the 

glorious past by imitating the poets of the Spanish Golden Age and by portraying a continuity 

with the “eternal Spain,” the unified Race, the harmonious Pueblo.  

These concepts of the unified Spanish Pueblo and “eternal Spain” are contradicted by the 

existential anguish expressed in Children of Wrath in which every man is hopelessly isolated 

from the world around him. Even the attempt to disregard Children of Wrath’s disruptive 

presence as nothing more than an aesthetic exercise influenced by the existentialist movement is 

futile, because the existential theme of these poems rejects this construction of the Spanish “new 
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man.” Žižek tells us that, for existentialists, man is what he makes of himself and “the 

[existential] anxiety of experiencing one’s freedom, the lack of one’s substantial determination, 

was the authentic moment at which the subject’s integration into fixity of its ideological universe 

is shattered” (First as Tragedy 64). Thus, the existential anxiety of this poetry collection is 

another way in which it ruptures the illusion of the naturalized, unified and harmonious post-War 

Spain. Fascism had not created the “new man” that sought a common good; in fact, the trauma of 

the war – albeit silenced - had created a society of alienated, anxious individuals who were 

struggling to deal with their daily lives. This isolating trauma was what the repressive regime 

simply stifled in order to maintain the appearance of a united Spain.  

This existential anxiety often revealed elements of the Real (Thing) in human beings: 

what Žižek refers to as the inhuman. In other words, the inhuman presence in Children of Wrath 

rejects the false human (i.e. the “new man”) constructed by the Fascists. Žižek stresses the need 

to avoid humanizing or domesticating the Neighbor to fit an ideal of “humanness”. On the 

contrary, we must recognize that “an alien traumatic kernel forever persists in my neighbor - the 

neighbor remains an inert, impenetrable, enigmatic presence that hystericizes me” (The 

Neighbor, 140). Žižek stresses that this inhumanness of our neighbor is not only an enigma for us 

to accept, “but also for the neighbor himself” (The Neighbor 141). In other words, the neighbor 

actually embodies the inhuman Thing that might force a subject to confront the dreaded 

traumatic Real underlying her own existence. This unpleasant identification of the inhuman in 

our neighbor and in ourselves “opens up a third domain which undermines the distinction 

between dead and non-dead (alive): the 'undead' are neither alive nor dead, they are precisely the 

monstrous 'living dead'” (Žižek, Less Than Nothing 166). This understanding of the inhumanness 
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of the human being is crucial to understanding the way that the Real underpins Spanish society 

of the post-war era despite being institutionally silenced. 

In the very first (and most recited) poem of the collection, “Insomnio,” the narrator resists 

humanization of himself or of others by embracing post-War civilization as the inhuman, living 

dead. He begins the poetry collection, “Madrid es una ciudad de más de un millón de cadaveres 

(2)” [Madrid is a city of more than a million corpses], all of which rot away hopelessly. The fact 

that the first word of the first poem of the collection is “Madrid” contradicts the poet’s claim that 

this work is a universal protest and indicates that the entire collection is rooted in the Spanish 

situation. The narrative voice says, “y paso largas horas oyendo gemir al huracán, ladrando como 

un perro / enfurecido, fluyendo como la leche de la ubre caliente de una gran vaca amarilla” (2) 

[and I spend long hours hearing the hurricane moan, barking like an angry / dog, flowing like 

milk from the hot udder of a great yellow cow]. He continues by explaining that he is looking for 

answers from God:  

Y paso largas horas preguntándole a Dios, preguntándole por qué se pudre 

 lentamente mi alma, 

  por qué se pudren más de un millón de cadaveres en esta ciudad de 

   Madrid, 

  por qué mil millones de cadaveres se pudren lentamente en el mundo. 

  Dime, ¿qué huerto quieres abonar con nuestra pobredumbre? (2) 

[And I spend long hours aking God, asking him why my soul is slowly / rotting 

away, / why more than a million corpses are rotting away in this city of Madrid, / 

why a billion corpses are slowly rotting away in the world. / Tell me, what garden 

do you want to fertilize with our rot?] 
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Ultimately, there is no answer and the poem ends with a sense of hopelessness and misery which 

establishes the tone of anguish, death, isolation, and violence for the entire collection. These 

rotting corpses in Madrid are the inhuman that are not human but are also not dead. The inhuman 

existence points to the Real, which is the impossible space between two opposites (living/dead) 

that most accurately depicts the inassimilable situation of an individual in post-Civil War Spain. 

This is precisely the inhuman ethics that “fearlessly takes into account the latent 

monstrosity of being-human” (In Defense, 166). In other words, it rejects the easy Imaginary-

Symbolic identification of humans who should unconditionally “Love Thy Neighbor,” on the 

grounds that we are “all human” and, in the case of Francoism, we are all part of the Spanish 

Pueblo. Opposed to this idealized perception of humanness, an individual who utters full speech 

becomes “the embodiment of inhuman excess, the abyss of subjectivity, which usually remains 

hidden behind symbolic and imaginary shields” (Tereza Stejskalová 64). A performative speech 

act breaks down these imaginary and symbolic shields and exposes the real monstrosity in 

humans and in society. The subject is monstrous precisely in that she becomes inhuman when 

“demand is not communicated through the symbolic order and that it why it emerges as 

monstrous,” because “no symmetrical dialogue, mediated by the symbolic order, is possible” 

(Žižek, Did Somebody Say 163). This is what happens in “Insomnio” and various other texts that 

deal with corpses, monsters, and mysterious shadows, all of which can be linked to the inhuman 

that rejects the Fascist illusion of the “New Man.” 

 When we consider the formal and linguistic aspects of the poetry along with the myths, 

the content of certain poems in the collection can also be seen as symptomatic of the Spanish 

Civil War. The myths circle around the “kernel” of the trauma without ever hitting it directly and 

the articulations of truth hit the target “in the guise of a lie” (Žižek, The Plague 130). In a poem 
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in the middle of the collection, we find perhaps the most explicit allusion to the historical trauma 

underlying this pain and suffering. This is found in the Biblical figure associated with civil war 

and fratricide: Cain. “The Last Cain” – a poem added in the 1946 edition - describes the 

tormenting experience of a man who murdered his own brother. The poetic voice follows the 

murderer who is trying to escape his past, escape his own memory of the fratricidal violence 

committed. This is particularly interesting because Cain is not a monster, cadaver or a ghost as is 

seen in other poems; nevertheless he represents a figure who has violently removed himself from 

the Symbolic order. There is specificity about Cain in relation to a gesture that disrupts the 

silence of the Spanish Civil War, because he is a different type of monster who inevitably 

reminds the reader of the fratricide and remorse of the war. 

 “The Last Cain” serves as an allegory for the working through process in that the 

character tries to run from the traumatic past without realizing that he is already trapped in the 

cycle of the trauma he is trying to forget. The poetic voice begins, “Ya asesinaste a tu postrer 

hermano: ya estás solo” (38) [Now you’ve murdered your last brother: / now you are alone]. He 

goes on to describe Cain’s attempt to run away but he is haunted by “fantasmas duros” (38) 

[harsh ghosts], which he cannot escape. The narrator then asks, “¿Adónde huirás, Caín, postrer 

Caín? / Huyes contra las sombras, huyendo de las sombras” (42) [Where will you run away to, 

Cain, last Cain? / You run into the shades while trying to run away from the shades]. Cain is not 

trying to escape persecution but rather the memory of the fratricide which is – of course – 

impossible. He continues, “huyes / cual quisieras huir de tu recuerdo, / pero ¿cómo asesinar al 

recuerdo / si es la bestia que ulula a un tiempo mismo” (42) [you run / as though you would like 

to run away from your memory, / but how can you murder memory / if it’s the beast that howls 
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at one and the same time]. This echoes the notion of reinscribing oneself into the traumatic past, 

because running away is futile as the traumatized subject is already trapped in the trauma. 

The poetic voice continues speaking to Cain, implicating him in the crime, in the ruins 

(the physical remnants of the experience), and in history, “Los huesos no se yerguen: 

calladamente acusan. / He ahí las ruinas. / He ahí la historia del hombre (sí, tu historia)” (44) 

[The bones don’t rise up; they accuse in silence. / Look at the ruins. / Look at the history of man 

(yes, your history)]. Cain continues to avoid the violent past but “Y a ti, Caín, el sordo horror te 

apalpa, / y huyes de nuevo, huyes” (46) [the muffled horror of it reaches out and touches you, 

Cain, / and you run away again, you run away]. The trauma of the violent event in the poem 

touches Cain, but Cain refuses to face it and obstinately attempts to escape it in order to avoid 

the anxiety of getting too near to the Real. 

The meter of the poem - along with Cain’s flight - diminishes to an eventual resolution. 

The poetic voice commands the murderer to confront the past, to reincribe himself fully into his 

own painful past, and allow for him to become what he always was. This is illustrated in the 

following quoted passage where Cain is referred to as a “sombras entre las sombras” (48) [ghost 

among ghosts]. This identification of Cain’s place as a “ghost among ghosts” is an example of 

the need for the figure to recognize his place in the big Other as inhuman. The poetic voice says: 

  Húndete, pues, con tu torva historia de crimenes, 

precipítate contra los vengadores fantasmas, 

gélida sombra entre las sombras, 

tú, maldición de Dios, 

postrer Cain, 

el hombre. (48) 
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[Sink down, then, with your dark history of crimes, / plunge against the avenging 

ghosts, / disappear, a ghost among ghosts, / frozen shade among shades, / you, 

God’s curse, / last Cain, / man (49).] 

This poem, in conjunction with other poems in the collection expressing trauma, suffering, 

violence and guilt, can be read an allegory for the country’s attempt to deny or escape the 

memory of the civil war. 

While it seems best to forget or to run away from the traumatic memory, the poetic I 

eventually tells Cain to stop running and “sink down” into his painful history to eventually 

disappear along with the syllables of the poem. This poem echoes Žižek’s comment in Enjoy 

Your Symptom about a character who performs an act, “running away from the oppressive social 

reality, she encounters something incomparably more horrifying, the Real” (49). This is what 

happens to the last Cain as well as the poetry collection: the more one tries to escape the tortuous 

Symbolic-Imaginary, the closer they may be getting to the Real. Both Cain and Children of 

Wrath have confronted the Symbolic order in their own way and, as a result, both came face-to-

face with the Real. The nearness to the historical events and the fact that Cain is a 

mythical/biblical figure, is it not the case that the apostrophes in the poem should rightly be 

considered as an apostrophe to the narrator himself, who is really attempting come to terms with 

the country’s fratricidal trauma? It is not yet an instance of full speech in which the “poetic I” 

recognizes his place, but rather a fictional character allegorically being situated by the poetic 

voice in relation to the big Other. 

While the myths and articulations of truth are highly important aspects of the trauma in 

the text, the poetic I exhibits moments of full speech. When one achieves full speech, one breaks 

out of the illusion of ego discourse (avoiding the trauma) and recognizes the often difficult 
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Symbolic network. As Raoul Maoti explains, “full speech supports the state of the following 

fact: the symbolic or illocutionary range of speech emanates from a source that is not in the 

subject, but in the big Other, who is positioned behind what Lacan calls the ‘wall of language’” 

(n. pag). When an individual sees herself from the position of the big Other, she manages to 

surpass empty speech (i.e. the wall of language) and encounters the Real (trauma). As Matthew 

Sharpe suggests, the ultimate goal of psychoanalysis is to lead the subject to “re-signify the 

signifier he had unconsciously been addressing to the Other in his symptoms, reducing their 

traumatic charge by integrating them into his symbolic (self-)understanding” (n. pag). With full 

speech, the trauma may be integrated into the subject’s symbolic self- understanding and she can 

begin to understand the effect that the trauma had on her language. These instances of full speech 

articulate the traumatization and evoke elements of the hidden kernel of the Real of the Spanish 

Civil War. 

A poem that deals with anguished images and leads to full speech is “Monsters,” in 

which the narrator describes his internal torment through his daily prayer to God: “no me 

atormentes más. / Dime qué significan / estos espantos que me rodean. Cercado estoy de 

monstrous” (76) [don’t torture me anymore. / Tell me what they mean, / those frights that 

surround me. / I am encircled by monsters]. Again, we have the image of a man being tortured 

by incomprehensible, inhuman creatures. In this case, the monsters “No me devoran. / Devoran 

mi reposo anelado, / me hacen ser una angustia que se desarrolla a sí misma” (76) [They don’t 

devour me. / They devour the peace that I long for, / they turn me into an anguish which unrolls 

itself].  Interestingly, the poetic voice seems to be talking directly to God, but again with no 

answer or explanation. Moreover, the narrator’s description of monsters is very similar to the 
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description of the overwhelming attacks of trauma that return to the victim in flashbacks, dreams 

or acting out, all of which disrupt the individual’s psychological and emotional stability.  

The poetic voice considers the monsters and then considers himself as a subject and the 

monsters “me hacen hombre, / monstruo entre monstruos” [turn me into a man, / a monster 

among monsters] (77). The poetic I understands that this inhumanness also resides in him and 

seems to realize that the distinction between man and monster is an imaginary one. This is a 

crucial moment in the collection and an instance of full speech articulated in the collection. 

Interestingly, the poetic voice changes the narration from first-person to third person using the 

proper name of the author of the collection in the following verses. I argue that the poem ends 

with a moment of full speech in which the narrator understands his own place in the Symbolic. 

He states, “No, ninguno tan horrible / como este Dámaso, / como este amarillo ciempiés que 

hacia tic lama con todos sus tentáculos / enloquecidos” (78) [No, none of them is so horrible / as 

this frenzied Dámaso, / as this yellow centipede that cries out to you with all his maddened / 

feelers] (79). The use of the third-person here is very interesting because the poetic voice is 

referring to Dámaso Alonso – the author of the verses who cries out to “you all”: i.e. the big 

Other. This complicates the poem, because it problematizes the distinction between Dámaso-

narrator and Dámaso-poet as two separate individuals.  

As the poem concludes, the narrator realizes that he is the most monstrous of all, “no, 

ninguno tan monstruoso / como esta alimaña que brama hacia ti, / como esta desgarrada 

incognita / que ahora te increpa con gemidos articulados” (78) [no, none so monstrous / as this 

wild animal bellowing at you, / as this soul-torn unknown / that now threatens you with articulate 

moans] (79). Therefore, the narrator implicates himself in the inhuman state of post-war Spain 

and even recognizes the fact that these verses are comprised of empty speech when he refers to 
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himself as a bellowing wild animal and soul-torn unknown. The last description of articulate 

moans that threaten the God constitute full speech in which his verses actually threaten the 

stability of the Symbolic order. 

 Another moment of full speech is found in the final poem – one that is often considered 

the redemptive Christian resolution. Here, we have a man who is seeking a conclusion to his 

versified existential and tormented journey. One noteworthy stanza is the moment when the 

poetic voice begins to near understanding of his relationship to the big Other/God/Father and the 

true nature of his verses. He begins the stanza by addressing is narrattee to whom he shows 

affection: “oh dulce Padre” (162) [oh, sweet Father]; this quickly changes to a more 

aggressive/neutral God that “con tu uña / como impasible medico / me has partido la bolsa de la 

bilis” (162) [with your fingernail, / like an impassive doctor, / you have broken my sac of bile]. 

This paradoxical position of God as sweet Father and harsh revealer of truth leads to the poetic I 

stating that “ay, hijo de la ira / era mi canto” (156). [Alas, a child of wrath / was my song]. This 

line indicates to the reader that the poetry collection is not simply about the Children of Wrath 

(anguished Spaniards) but, in actuality, the poetry collection itself is a child of wrath resulting 

from the incomprehensible trauma pervading Spain at the time. These verses – “a child of wrath / 

was my song” – imply a certain recognition on the part of the poetic I that his “song” is not 

coming directly from him but rather it came from a place of wrath or trauma. Under the guise of 

a Christian resolution to this existential journey, the poetic I makes an identification of his verses 

from the place of the big Other.  

These moments of full speech break through the imaginary wall of language in order that 

the subject be reinscribed into the Symbolic. In “Monsters,” the poetic “I” is able to identify the 

inhuman around him and, subsequently, his own inhumanness. Here, we can follow the 
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progression of identification of traumatized individuals that eventually leads to self-recognition 

within that same traumatized group. In the last poem of the collection, the poetic I identifies his 

own difficult relationship with the big Other (God/Father) and, eventually, articulates the fact 

that these verses are the product of his own suffering. These two moments suggest that the poetic 

I is able to escape the endless cycle of ego discourse and is able to articulate the truth from the 

position of the big Other. Only then is the Symbolic, which was shattered by a traumatic 

experience, visible and the subject can begin to understand the true damaging effect that the 

experience had. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, Children of Wrath was not disruptive due to its direct criticism of the 

Fascist regime’s repressive practices (according to the author, there were no critiques), but rather 

because it tacitly inscribed the trauma in its content, structure and form. This inscription 

managed to evoke materials and memories from the traumatic past that had previously been 

repressed, suppressed, or censored. As I have shown in this analysis of Children of Wrath, the 

poetry collection contains a number of traumatic elements that loom up in the text. It is not the 

Francoist intellectual poet, Dámaso Alonso, who was attempting to destabilize the silence of the 

Fascist regime. On the contrary, the work itself - through its explosive appearance into the 

Spanish literary scene, the collection’s impossible myths, and its traumatic imagery that 

enframes (and is enframed within) the poetry collection – articulates the trauma caused by the 

war and its aftermath. 

This approach to Children of Wrath not only gives us a new way of looking at the poetry 

collection, but also to the myriad, contradictory interpretation about the well-known text. The 

literary criticism about the poetry collection is symptomatic of the trauma in the work itself. 
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When we consider these interpretations as a creation of new myths (which are also made up of 

impossibilities and paradoxes) structuring around the impossibilities that are inscribed into the 

collection, we see how these failures can be seen as a crystallization around the unsuccessful 

attempts to express a trauma. We must read the literary criticism, then, as an extension of the 

ever-present trauma of the Spanish Civil War that left the poetry collection in an ambivalent and 

impossible place between existentialism and Christian redemptive poetry. 

Nevertheless, Children of Wrath manages to work through some aspects of the country’s 

trauma of the Spanish Civil War and to achieve full speech at various points in the collection, but 

fails to completely work through or to fully come to terms with the trauma that haunted the 

country. Full speech appears when the poetic voice seems to recognize his place in the Symbolic 

network and, occasionally, evokes the trauma that was disrupting the stability of post-Civil War 

Spain. Muller tells us that when “full speech” is achieved, “the recollection is articulated to 

another […] The process is ‘the birth of truth in speech.’ It is precisely the articulation that 

renders the past present” (72). This is precisely what occurred in Children of Wrath, the 

traumatic past was reinscribed into many of the poems, which caused a rupture – albeit minor - 

in the Fascist network under Franco. As a result of the myths, traumatic imagery, and full speech, 

Children of Wrath proved to be one of the most important publications of the 20th century that 

restructured the poetic system under the repressive dictatorship. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

TRAUMA SPACE AND THE RENDERING OF THE REAL: A LACANIAN 
APPROACH TO CARLOS SAURA’S LA CAZA (1965) 

 

 In 2009, a non-profit organization, “Arqueologia del punt de vista,” created the 

“Passejant Centelles,” a route of Barcelona that revisited the exact locations of iconic 

photographs taken during the Spanish Civil War by Agustín Centelles – a photographer who 

captured some of the most well-known images of the conflict.16 Some of the photographs were 

enlarged and placed at the site where the events occurred, thus recreating the very moment of 

their photographic immortalization. Ricard Martínez, a founder of the organization, explains that 

the purpose of this itinerary is “para recorder ambas metamorphosis – la de la persona y la del 

Estado” [to remember both metamorphoses – that of the person and that of the State]. Here, 

Martínez refers to a metamorphosis of Centelles and of the nation, both of which attest to the fact 

that such an event can have a profound psychological and personal impact on an individual and a 

country. Therefore, this itinerary attests to the lasting effect that the experience and outcome of 

the Civil War has had on the Spanish collective consciousness and demonstrates the continued 

need to revisit memories and elements of a painful past in situ. In this way, the “Passejant 

Centelles” highlights the significance of space and of revisiting certain locations that become 

important sites after painful events – painful for both the direct victims of the conflict and the 

various communities that have been shaped by the violent episodes that took place there.  

Likewise, in what follows, I will be discussing the metamorphoses of people and places in Spain 

as they become what I will call “trauma spaces” of the Spanish Civil War. 

 By “trauma space,” I mean the symbiotic relationship established through memory 

between a specific traumatic event and the location where it took place. Therefore, a trauma 
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space is both traumatized - with ruins or other vestiges of the past event – and traumatic - in that 

it may evoke symptoms and anxiety in the victims of trauma. The representation of a space can 

point back to, or uncover, the trauma that affected it in various ways. This is the case of the 

central Spanish territory in this study, as I will be particularly taking into account the relevance 

of Castile for Spanish discourses on national identity. Cultural production set in trauma spaces 

may have an effect within a repressive culture that denies the nation’s psychological wounds 

through censorship in art as well as in public discourse.  

Thus, texts set in or dealing with a trauma space may render traumatic elements to work 

through in order to look toward a future in which the historical trauma is re-inscribed into an 

individual or collective experience. Carlos Saura’s 1965 film La caza is an exemplary work that 

deals with the relationship between a battlefield in Castile, the body as a trauma space, the 

psychological consequences of the war, and the evocation (or rendering) of anxiety as a 

cinematic working through of Spanish Civil War trauma. 

 There are a variety of psychologistic studies that analyze the impact of victims who were 

removed from - or who are returning to - the place where a trauma occurred. For example, 

Gearoid Ó Tuathail and Carl Dahlman investigate the return of Bosnian refugees more than ten 

years after their displacement and the subjects’ psychological tendencies before and after the 

return. The difficulty of coming back to the place of trauma had many factors, but they found 

that “most importantly, the success of the returning process, albeit limited, required tremendous 

courage by ordinary Bosnians to return to devastated communities and rebuild their homes amid 

traumatic memories and hostile politics” (658). The most difficult aspect for the displaced 

refugees was, then, being in a place that embodied past trauma and that continues to suffer from 

socio-political enmity as a vestige and reminder of that experience.  
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Thus, the psychological study cited here found that the very experience of displacement 

comes with its own trauma, but neglects to analyze the role that remaining in, or returning to, the 

place has in the individual’s psychological state regarding the memory of the difficult event. I 

argue that remaining in a trauma space may allow (or force) the subject to remember aspects of 

the trauma because they are constantly surrounded by reminder of the event. However, in the 

case of Spain, the repression that the government enforced at the end of the war prohibited open 

discussion of the events of the civil war, making the trauma of that place even further repressed. 

In another fascinating study, Deniz Ergun, Mehmet Çakici, and Ebru Çakici compare the 

traumatic symptoms and experiences of displaced and non-displaced Turkish Cypriots from two 

separate confrontations (1964 and 1974) in which thousands of Cypriots were forced to relocate. 

The study discussed the difference between those who were displaced and those who remained in 

their homes throughout the decades. Interestingly, the study found that those who were displaced 

showed higher levels of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and more negative 

beliefs about reconciliation with the Greek Cypriots. However, the study notes that these same 

displaced subjects also reported having experienced more war-related traumas directly, so this 

may account for the higher levels of PTSD. 

Remarkably, and of most interest to this chapter, “non-displaced persons showed higher 

mean scores of somatization symptoms than displaced persons,” (24) despite the fact that they 

reported having experienced less war-related traumas directly. Psychological definitions of 

somatization vary, but the 2007 APA refers to it as “the organic expression of psychological 

disturbance” and continue that “some investigators use the word in reference not only to the 

physical symptoms that occur in almost every type of anxiety disorder” (874).  Yael Daniele 

discusses the “replacement of the pejorative label ‘hysteria’ with the term ‘somatization disorder’ 
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in DSM-III (APA, 1980), which reflects the definitional focus on the classic severe, pervasive 

pattern of multiple recurrent medically unexplained physical complaints” (144). Moreover, two 

of the most common disorders associated with somatization are depression and anxiety, although 

they are not the synonymous with somatization (James Levenson 265). Given that this study 

found that displaced persons were more prone to depression, the somatization of the non-

displaced persons very well might be associated with non-medically-based physical symptoms, 

such as anxiety. The fact that non-displaced victims displayed more somatization than those who 

were displaced despite having experienced less war-related traumas attests to the effect that 

remaining in a space associated with a traumatic event can have on an individual.  

My study is not about returning refugees from the war or displaced persons, rather it 

focuses on Spaniards who remained in the country for over thirty years of Francoist rule and who 

were forced to live surrounded by constant reminders of the painful recent past in a hostile 

political environment. I will examine how the places associated with violent, traumatic 

experiences – trauma spaces – become the trigger of symptoms, a lasting memorial to the 

incomprehensible events that occurred there, and may cause anxiety for those who return to 

those places. The trauma spaces discussed in the study of La caza are a battlefield in Castile that 

is now a hunting ground as well as the men’s bodies themselves, both of which were profoundly 

affected by the war. 

 While these aforementioned studies are of the psychologistic methodology, I take a 

psychoanalytic approach to the relationship between trauma, the traumatized individual(s), and 

the space where a trauma takes place. Hal Foster provides an explanation of the distance between 

the two frameworks, stating that “strictly in a psychoanalytic register there is no subject of 

trauma – the position is evacuated” (168). Foster contrasts the evacuated position of the subject 
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with the “psychologistic” approach, which elevates the subject to absolute authority that must 

read a story (168). The psychoanalytic view of trauma without a subject accounts for the 

presence of trauma in cultural production without discussing a traumatized subject (author, 

director, etc.). In fact, the work itself must be understood as symptomatic of trauma; this 

symptomatic manifestation of trauma occurs in La caza through narrative, misè-en-scene, sound, 

camera-work, and the representation of Castile as the setting of the action.  

 From a psychoanalytic perspective, the effect of trauma is a question of here (trauma) 

and return (the return of the trauma through symptoms or a return to the trauma space). In other 

words, the safety of the geographical distance from the trauma space results from a 

misrecognition: an unconscious formation that the traumatized individual constructs to avoid an 

encounter with the real (trauma). As I have mentioned in previous chapters, a return can only 

allow the traumatic past to “become what it always was” (Žižek The Sublime, 57). This amounts 

to a movement from “reality” to the real (the traumatic materials that we avoid in our reality). 

Cultural production at times re/presents a return to trauma spaces and, at other times, renders as 

real certain elements of the traumatic event otherwise concealed or manipulated by the 

dictatorship that gained control after the conclusion of the war. La caza both represents trauma 

spaces and renders the trauma of the war using a variety of cinematographic techniques, which I 

will discuss in this chapter using theories presented by psychoanalysis and more recent 

contributions from trauma theory.  

 In general, trauma theory understands the effects in terms of the relationship between 

traumatized individuals and her temporal experiences. I will continue to utilize LaCapra’s 

characterization of working through and acting out, as in previous chapters. However, in this 

chapter, I will explore the role of space in this working through process. While the temporal 
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dimension is undoubtedly a crucial aspect of the traumatic experience and of its symptoms, space 

also plays an important role in the way that the traumatized deal with and remember the event. 

This stems from a traumatic experience taking place at a specific location and, as Ruth Ginsberg 

suggests, “time is frozen in space […] in an untouchable memory, in a long, hesitant, present 

moment in front of ‘nothingness” (216). Even time can be understood in terms of space, which is 

paramount when discussing the experience of an individual who faced an overwhelming and 

violent shock. 

In psychoanalysis, the unconscious is likewise conceived in terms of space. Jacques 

Lacan posits that it must “be apprehended in its experience of rupture, between perception and 

consciousness, in that non-temporal locus” that he describes as “the idea of another locality, 

another space, another scene, the between perception and consciousness” (The Four, 56). The 

unconscious being a kind of liminal space of an individual, the imaginary materials associated 

with a geographic space become attached to other imaginary elements in the unconscious space 

of the psyche. The discourse of space can thus contribute to a more thorough understanding of 

the effects of a trauma and how certain artistic representations of spaces can affect their 

audiences and potentially play a role in the collective working through of historical trauma. 

Repression and Space 

 As I noted in previous chapters, after the Nationalist force emerged victorious from the 

Spanish Civil War, the Francoist regime implemented an institutional history comprised of a 

single version of events that systematically denied the wounds that the war had caused. This 

repressive government and its censorial machine refused to allow those defeated in the war to 

participate in the construction of the “official” institutional Francoist account of the events. 

However, as I have begun discussion in previous chapters and will continue in the current one 
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dealing with space, some of the cultural production created during the Francoist dictatorship was 

already uncovering and exposing the latent historical trauma caused by the war despite the 

social, political, and religious repression that held a stronghold over the country. These works 

participated in the construction of a new version of history in Spain in which the trauma of the 

war and its effect on the nation are acknowledged and reconsidered.  

 In her study of Spanish cinema and its relation to the construction of the nation, Anne-

Marie Jolivet refers to Spain as “that hunting ground where the memory of the civil war and the 

latent repressed and deadly feeling of guilt remain buried” (40). The Spanish Civil War left an 

enormous impact on the country and, as a result, the geographical territory is invested with 

memory and trauma of the violent event that left an open wound in the collective psyche but also 

a deep wound in the individuals who were directly involved in the violent conflict. More 

specifically, certain locations that hosted extraordinarily violent events take on a traumatic 

meaning that reveals the space’s erasure but also the space’s potential to preserve the memory of 

the difficult experience. This is the case of Castile - whose expansive plains witnessed some of 

the bloodiest battled of the Spanish Civil War – as well as the men’s bodies – that were wounded 

both physically and psychologically by the events. 

 In his article “The Place of Trauma,” Dylan Trigg applies the word “site” to the post-

traumatic geographical location due to its connotation of “being leveled-out, divested of its 

specificity and reduced to a non-place [that] serves to distance the remoteness and fragmentation 

of trauma with the felt experience of place” (89). Site is a place virtually erased by a traumatic 

event – along with the subjectivity of those affected by it. A “ruin,” on the other hand, resists 

erasure by maintaining visible marks of the event. The term “ruin” refers to any environment 

whose identity is marked by an event that “effectively undercuts a claim of temporal continuity 
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and, instead, offers a counter-narrative in which testimony becomes guided by voids rather than 

points of presence” (305). Ruins draw our attention to the remains and the absent: they spatially 

construct the story of the missing pieces caused by the trauma and refuse concealment of the 

effect of the past on the present. 

Not surprisingly, psychological studies on post-traumatic stress disorder observe that 

trauma victims tend to avoid the place where the traumatic event occurred. Moreover, the return 

to the geographical space and the repetition of similar situations can reactivate the symptoms in a 

victim (Deborah Langstaff 153). Both of these characteristics of the space of psychological 

trauma reinforce the claim that the Spanish Civil War resulted in the corruption of the 

countryside based on the lived, or inherited, experience there. Before the titular hunt of Saura’’s 

film begins, the men are walking and Enrique says “tengo la impression de haber estado aqui 

otras veces. Me gusta el calor, el olor del tomillo. ¡Que sensacion más extraña! ¿Cuando he 

estado yo en un sitio como este?” (Saura) [I have the impression of having been here previously. 

I like the heat, the smell of thyme. What a strange sensation! When have I been in a place like 

this one?]17”. While Enrique is the only hunter who was not in the war, he feels a nostalgia for 

this place which he cannot explain. In fact, the other hunters need Enrique’s innocent gaze to feel 

nostalgia, his gaze structures their nostalgia because he is able to see if from a viewpoint that 

vastly differs from their experience of this place. The viewer also identifies most closely with 

Enrique who is essentially an outside. Žižek tells us that in nostalgic films, “the real object of 

fascination is not he displayed scene but the gaze of the naïve ‘other’ absorbed, enchanted by it” 

(Looking 90). This nostalgia of the Spanish youth and the fact that La caza revolves around a 

hunt that occurs at the site of a Spanish Civil War battle clues the viewer into its connection with 
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the past conflict and the present state of these hunters. Therefore, space and narrative are closely 

connected and space plays a critical role in the film. 

Enrique, who is much younger than his companions, is “de la generación inocente que no 

conoció la guerra” (Jolivet 40) [the innocent generation that didn’t know the war]. This 

combination of characters who experienced the war first-hand with the younger Enrique is a 

microcosm of 1960s Spain that contains both veterans and the younger generations who cannot 

possibly understand what was felt at that time although they are undoubtedly affected by 

generational trauma or cultural trauma, which I will discuss later in this chapter. As Berthier and 

Seguín indicate with the concept of “el trauma nacional de la tierra,” [the national trauma of the 

land/earth] (40) the Civil War rendered much of Spain’s countryside a space of memory and 

guilt. While these critics do not develop this idea, it points to the social significance that 

battlefields and other significant places in Spain took on for those involved in the war. Of course, 

that fact that the space was a historical battlefield is very significant; in fact, Saura found the old 

Civil War battlefield during his shooting of his film, Llanto por un bandido, a few years before 

making La caza. He had decided that he would make a film that took place there  in order to 

evoke memories of the conflict (Sally Faulkner 461).  

Ruins and Silenced Trauma 

 In the case of the Spanish Civil War, the Francoist treatment of ruins paralleled the 

regime’s repressive treatment of historical memory. Bruce Wardropper compares the British and 

Spanish treatment of war ruins: in England, “when Coventry Cathedral was bombed in the 

Second World War, a new cathedral was built beside the ruins. When the Alcázar of Toledo was 

bombarded by artillery in the Spanish Civil War, it was […] reconstructed in its original form” 

(305). This replacement of ruins with a replica of the original structure leaves no vestiges to 
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demarcate the reality or occurrence of the event. Thus, the Francoist regime attempted to 

physically erase – or, at the very least, control - the memory of the traumatic past. Perhaps the 

term ‘control’ is more appropriate when discussing the Francoist handling of ruins, because other 

structures that were damaged by the Republican side were left as ruins to serve as a reminder of 

the barbarities committed by the irreverent anti-Spanish invaders. In the case of the Alcázar of 

Toledo that was reconstructed in its original form, the spatial ruins are denied the spectral 

qualities that could have otherwise opposed the one-sided story that the strategically-preserved 

ruins were telling. Similarly, Francoist censorship attempted to manipulate and silence the 

testimonies of the trauma that contradicted the institutionalized, Francoist version of the events. 

 If ruins are a means to remind of, and potentially to help victims deal with, past atrocities, 

some artistic productions also serve as ruins, a monument to the silenced trauma. Julian Bonder 

suggests that monuments and memorials are not just objects. Rather, “instead of a form, a shape, 

or an image, monumentality may well be a quality: the quality that some places or objects have 

to make us recall, evoke, think, and perceive something beyond themselves” (64) The trauma 

spaces analyzed in this study are neither constructed monuments nor are they memorials 

designed to pay homage to the victims. Nevertheless, they do share some monumental qualities 

in that they evoke a response in those who witness the site and, thus, this monumentality may 

forge a connection between the space and the unspeakable events that events – these events were 

unspeakable because of socio-political expression and because of the incomprehensibility of 

trauma. In the case of Spain’s repressive post-War policies, the monumental space may even 

challenge the problematic handling of the memory of the war for the decades that followed. 

 In fact, the notion of “sites” and “ruins” point back to a trauma and can even be 

connected to the processes of working through and acting out. I take a site to be the location 
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where the violent, painful, or incomprehensible event occurred. What distinguishes a ruin from a 

site is the simple fact that the ruin contains a monumental quality that reminds us of – or evokes 

memories of – the past event. The site is nothing more than the location of the event and has the 

potential to be the place of acting out or working through depending on whether the traumatic 

event that occurred there is acknowledged or disremembered. Those sites that are potential 

places of working through are “ruins,” because there is something there demarcates the present 

that is still being affected by the past. Ruins are like a symptom in that they exist in the present, 

but may force us to remember or recognize a past event or displaced materials that had been 

forgotten or repressed. In the presence of a ruin, the trauma may loom up and even cause anxiety 

due to the imaginary disturbances triggered by the (unconscious) reminder of something that 

occurred in a place. Therefore, when ruins are hidden or replaced, this can potentially retard the 

working through as it eliminates the feature that forces us to recognize the way that the past is 

still in the present.  

 In addition to the physical spaces, cultural production that evokes the real of trauma 

spaces also displays a monumental and ruin-like quality that may lead the audience to recall or 

confront the painful history of that place and, perhaps, recognize the distressing nature of the 

Spanish Civil War and its lasting effect on the current society. These works do not represent the 

experience in a conventional way in the plot (i.e. they are not mimetic of the traumatic 

experience) but rather render the memories and traces of an event that has been erased, 

manipulated, or repressed. In fact, both physical ruins and cultural production can render the real 

of a traumatic event. Walter Benjamin asserts that “allegories are, in the realm of thoughts, what 

ruins are in the realm of things” (178). In this way, artistic works may represent a trauma and 

others may render the traumatic materials. Both may become cultural “ruins” that evoke the 
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otherwise buried stories of trauma. Moreover, when works that render the real are set within a 

trauma space, sites of trauma may be reinscribed into the experience of the painful period in 

Spanish history that has been, in large part, erased from the institutionalized, official memory. 

Representations and Renderings of (Trauma) Spaces 

 In order to understand the significance of the relationship between La caza, affects, and 

trauma space, it must be stressed that the diverse post-Spanish Civil War works are not limited 

by their meanings. In fact, a work’s meaning is determined by the experience of the reader or 

viewer due to the fact that a work’s true meaning comes from what it does. To explore this, I will 

use Slavoj Žižek’s application of Michel Chion’s notion of rendu, which focuses on stylistic and 

formal idiosyncrasies that affect the audience. This is an important theoretical contribution to 

delineate an artistic work’s effects. According to Žižek’s elaboration of rendu, it describes the 

disruptive artistic element that “does not imitate or symbolize anything, but that ‘seizes’ us 

immediately, ‘renders’ immediately the thing” which is “the real of the ‘psychic reality’” 

(Looking Awry 141). Accordingly, Žižek describes formal experimentations which cannot be 

explained logically and, therefore, render real (i.e. traumatic) elements. The term rendu comes 

from Michel Chion’s use of the word in the context of audiovisual aspects that do not have a 

diegetic purpose and, due to their unsettling presence, render reality instead of “representing” it. 

 Rendu does not remind the audience of or point them toward symbolically-structured 

aspects of the Real; it forces the audience to confront the real behind it. This is done through “the 

prohibition of a formal element that is central constituent of the ‘normal’ narrative procedure of a 

sound film” (Žižek, Looking Awry 41). Rendu is fundamental in the relationship between cultural 

artifacts and a trauma. This effect on the audience it not caused by the “psychotic contents of 

these films, but in the way the content, far from being simply ‘depicted,’ is immediately 
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‘rendered’ by the very form of the film – here, the ‘message’ of the movie is immediately the 

form itself”  (43). According this concept, through the significance of trauma space and through 

certain formal elements, some aspects of post-Spanish Civil War cultural production evoke 

memories of trauma. This is especially important when the entire narrative takes place in a 

trauma space such as Castile that contains many unsettling scenes and disturbing objects that 

point back to a historical trauma. 

La caza provides a clear example of the effect that a trauma can have on space and the 

way in which a traumatic experience can completely shift the meaning of a location where it 

occurred. This is precisely what happened in Spain and many Spaniards after the country’s 

bloody civil war. These traumatic experiences converted much of the Castilian territories (among 

other regions) into battlefields marked by the painful memory of the war for those who witnessed 

or fought in the war. This conversion of Castile, and specifically of the battlefields, is 

demonstrated clearly in this film. 

The representation of Castile is of special interest in that it had already been established 

as an emblematic Spanish territory at the beginning of the 20th Century. Some of the most well-

known authors of Spanish modernism – also referred to as the Generation of ’98 – focused their 

attention on the Castilian plains in search of the restoration of the Spanish splendor. One of the 

most celebrated poetic works of this group is Antonio Machado’s poetry collection, Campos de 

Castilla18 – translated as Fields of Castile, in which Machado uses Castile as a metonym for the 

nation through the praise of the glorious past and lamentation of the bleak present state of the 

land. Other works that focus on Castile as the symbol of Spain’s glorious past and the potential 

for a better future are Miguel Unamuno’s poetry, his essay En torno al casticismo, and Azorín’s 
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book, titled simply: Castilla. This influx of writings and contemplations about Castile made the 

territory a recurring cultural topos in Spanish literature. 

These modernist writings are important for this study in that they provide a point of 

departure to analyze the marked difference in pre- and post-Spanish Civil War culture. The 

Spanish Civil War was a bloody, fratricidal conflict that resulted in a repressive dictatorship that 

governed for over three decades. In large part due to its central location and the fact that it 

completely surrounds the nation’s capital, Castile hosted some of the bloodiest battles of the 

Spanish Civil War and, therefore, contains several ruins – some of which are hidden ruins. For 

example, the Siege of the Toledo Alcázar was one of the first decisive Nationalist victories of the 

war, in the Battle at the Jarama River the number of deaths is estimated up to 20,000,19 and the 

Battle of Guadalajara was exceptionally devastating because the Nationalist side was supported 

by Italian tanks. The violence was not limited to the battlefields; for example, in New Castile 

over 2,000 members of the right were killed by the left throughout the war20. These are just some 

statistics that demonstrate the violent and traumatic experiences took place in Castile, a territory 

that witnessed many deaths. 

The painful events of Castile resulted in a number of poetic representations of the 

territory during the war. However, the already-established emblematic position of Castile as a 

metonym for the nation made it a crucial space from a propagandistic standpoint. One poem that 

contains a strong emotional element is Castilla y la guerra (1937) by Francisco Javier Martín 

Abril. Castilla y la guerra personifies Castile as a mourning mother anguished by the loss of her 

children. Here, the emotions that are associated with Castile are those of grief, anguish, and 

despair, affected by the loss and violence that occurred on Castilian soil.  
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In another poem about Castile, there is a more abstract representation of the territory that 

echoes the notion that a painful experience virtually erased the traumatic materials due to its 

overwhelming and inexpressible nature. In this poem, Castile is portrayed as inexistent after the 

war; Castile no longer exists, or at least exists only as an impossibility. In the immediate post-

war sonnet, “¿Existirá Castilla? (1942) [Will/Could Castile exist?],” Francisco Pino questions the 

existence of Castile at all. This poem seems to be the projection of the existential crisis of the 

poet projected onto his wounded Castilian homeland, finally determining that “No hay Castilla. 

Es Dios y nada” (14) [There is no Castile. It is God and nothing]. This non-space resulting from 

a trauma can be seen as what Ida Fink calls a ‘negative’ chronotope which is a “site of innocent 

‘nothing,’ covering up and silencing an act of annihilation, an act of eradication” (204) and “an 

ambivalent space that is and is not itself […] it structures a narrative that attempts to capture the 

moment of disappearance in a place charged with ‘not,’ a place under erasure” (205). In other 

words, the incomprehensibility of the traumatic experience renders the space itself 

incomprehensible and too painful to think of in conventional terms. However, by versifying the 

impossibility of the recognition of this space, the poem is attesting to its significance. 

As I have noted earlier, Castile continued to be an important space in cultural production 

after the war; however, in these new representations, the region takes on very different meanings. 

First, both sides of the war attempted to appropriate Castile as a symbol of their Spain. On both 

sides, many of these representations contained strong socio-political and ideological content. For 

example, in Federico de Urrutia’s Romance a Castilla en armas, Castile becomes a symbol for 

the Fascist cause and the Spanish glory that demands restoration at the hands of its loyal 

Castilian sons. Castile becomes the symbol of a strong, unified Spain and the site of a successful 

hierarchical system. For its part, José Herrera Petere’s “Si por el amor movidos…” describes a 
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“Castile without castles,” de-aristocraticizing the territory and linking it to the radical cause of a 

classless, castle-less Spain. Many other works treat Castile as a significant space for ideological 

purposes, however tacitly or explicitly articulated. 

 Leaving aside its ideologized usage, Castile also became a symbol for the absences and 

trauma of the war. Castile hosted some of the bloodiest battles of the Spanish Civil War, making 

it replete with painful memories of violence and loss. A traumatic event breaks the identity of a 

subject into two “selves” – before and after. As a result, “the void [between the two] gained the 

privileged, but wholly fragmented position of forming an intercession between time and place” 

(Dylan Trigg 94). In the case of the Spanish Civil War, this split is manifested in the cultural 

artifacts of the time. The Chilean poet Pablo Neruda explains how the war changed the way 

poetry was written because “there has not been an equally fertile essence for poets in intellectual 

history as the Spanish war. Spanish blood exercised a magnetism that made the poetry of a great 

epoch tremble” and the poet even claims that this impact was even more powerful than the 

Second World War (174). This break can be seen in traumatized individuals, cultural production, 

and in the representation of spaces which have taken on new meanings as a result of the events 

which occurred there. The ‘before’ and ‘after’ also affected the way that certain spaces were 

remembered in the context of the Spanish Civil War. In Senses of Place, Keith Basso and Steven 

Feld suggests that “place is the most fundamental form of embodied experience – the site of a 

powerful fusion of self, space and time” (9). The region, like the rest of Spain, became marked 

by the war, which is manifested in the transformation of artistic portrayals of Castile. 

 Castile remains a trauma space into the late Francoist period. This is evidenced in the fact 

that the territory continues to be an important topos in prose, photography, painting, poetry, and 

film: the region continues to have the ability to evoke repressed memories and symptoms in 
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traumatized individuals. This is precisely what occurs in the cinematic depiction of three war 

veterans’ return to Castile in La caza. However, the trauma of the war veterans and their hunting 

experience in the Castilian battlefield finds further expression in certain aspects of 

cinematography. Through the representation and rendering of this trauma space as a site of 

silenced, but dangerous memories, La caza may lead its audience to an encounter with the 

country’s trauma, which gives rise to anxiety. 

Anxiety, Working Through, and Trauma Space(s) in La caza 

 Anxiety, in psychoanalysis, is the feeling of fear whose object-cause is unknown to the 

individual. Sigmund Freud explains that “anxiety is the affect for which all ‘repressed’ affects 

are exchanged” (179). Jacques Lacan further claims that anxiety is “the central affect, the one 

around which everything is organized” (The Other Side, 144) and that it is “the only affect that 

does not deceive” (The Four, 41). It indicates that one is approaching the real of one’s own 

trauma and may allow the subject to begin to understand his or her own place in the past. 

According to Lacan, the purpose of working through is to bring the trauma to completion; 

anxiety makes its appearance “once this image which had been rendered incomplete is 

completed, once the imaginary facet which was non-integrated, suppressed, repressed, looms up” 

(Freud’s, 187-88). In this way, La caza deals with memories and the trauma of the war in a 

manner that exposes the anxiety in the characters upon their return to Castile. Here, ruins have a 

quality that may be able to evoke anxiety and force imaginary materials to loom up. In this case, 

Enrique’s gaze (who is an outsider to the group like the reader) structures the other hunters’ 

nostalgia and reaffirms this place as a ruin that has the potential to cause a working through. The 

film is also presented in a way that may provoke anxiety through the re-presentation of painful 

memories, of trauma spaces, and of reappearances of the “buried” past. 
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I accept the general interpretation of the film as an allegory of the war. However, I ask 

what the film does in 1965 Spain under Franco’s repressive dictatorship that lasted for over 35 

years. Through its allegorical references to the war, its overwhelming use of violence and fear, 

and its affective and traumatic narrative, La caza resists official, institutional history by 

representing the experiences of the war and its damaging effects on those who were affected by 

it. In the analysis of the film, I will discuss the representation of Castile, the disturbing events 

that take place on this former battlefield, the unsettling hunting scenes, and the symbolic objects 

located within this space that reaffirm the impact that the war had on Castile. 

 The film, which is staged at a Civil War battlefield in Castile represents three veterans 

who are returning to the Castilian site that triggers destructive symptoms with devastating 

consequences. When they arrive, Enrique asks if the caves are from the war. Luis answers, “Aquí 

murió mucha gente, a montones murieron aquí, y ahora solo quedan los agujeros. Buen lugar 

para matar” [here many people died, piles of people died here, and now all that remains are these 

holes. Good place for killing]. Luis later exclaims that ‘alguien dijo que la major caza es la caza 

del hombre” [someone said that the best hunt is that of man]. These lines reaffirm that the site is 

in fact a battlefield, draw attention to the lives that were taken here, and also foreshadow the 

final massacre of the hunters. This obsession with violence persists throughout the film, 

demonstrating that the war has left a psychological wound on these men. However, the audience 

is also violently transported to this trauma space and is forced to be present in the site, witness its 

ruins, and recognize the damaging effect it has already had on the characters – which only gets 

more intensified throughout the film. 

 The battlefield is not only significant for the men who fought in the war; it also takes on a 

trans-generational aspect when Enrique – the youngest hunter - looks around the Castilian plains 
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and feels an unexplainable nostalgia to this place. This figures the meaning that the space has in 

the present for the new generation that did not experience the war. Castile had become an 

important element of the Spanish imaginary that transcended the generational divide. This recalls 

Ron Eyerman’s definition of a “cultural trauma” as “a dramatic loss of identity and meaning, a 

tear in the social fabric, affecting a group of people who have achieved some degree of 

cohesion” (160). In other words, it is not only the veterans who were affected by the war, but the 

entire Spanish population – including the next generation of Spaniards – because of its 

incomparable impact on the country. Enrique’s feeling of déja vu, perhaps connected to the 

anxiety that is a reminder of the country’s hidden trauma, is an indication of the cultural and 

trans-generational traumatization embodied in this former battlefield. 

 There is another trauma space in the film besides the battlefield that I have yet to 

mention: the human body. This is an important element of this film that has been studied by 

other scholars because of the cinematographic attention dedicated to the corporeal features of the 

hunters. Specifically, there are various moments in which camera work, narrative, and lighting 

intentionally highlight the three veterans’ ageing bodies. Just as with the battleground, their 

bodies contain vestiges of trauma and tell the story of the war that they fought in as well as the 

subsequent consequences of the violent confrontation. The wounds that I discuss in the trauma 

space are both physical and psychological; the men exhibit scars and other war wounds, but they 

also demonstrate a psychological influence that affected their behavior, avoidance of the past, 

and their tumultuous relationships with one another.  

 The human body fits within the previous discussion of spatial analysis because it is a 

material space that is both affected by experience and also transforms space. Michael Friedman 

and Cathy van Ingen discuss the dominant spatial theory scholarship that has observed that, 
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“social life and nature have both temporal and cyclical rhythms, which act upon the body and are 

shaped and understood through the body” (90). In The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre says 

“that the body is a material reality and space is only produced in relation to the body. Therefore, 

the body is not separate from the various processes involved in the production of space, but is 

integral as ‘it is by means of the body that space is perceived, lived – and produced’” (Lefebvre 

162). In my discussion of trauma spaces, I also consider the bodies of these veterans as another 

site of trauma that holds an important role in the film as demonstrated through camera work and 

dialogue.  

 The relationship between the battleground and the characters’ bodies is made clear in the 

film. In 1958, before the director began La caza and even before finding the battlefield, Carlos 

Saura said: 

Intentaría un cine brutal, primitivo en sus personajes, un cine para rodar en la 

Serranía de Cuenca, en Castilla, en los Monegros, en los pueblos de Guadalajara, 

Teruel . . . allí donde el hombre y la tierra se identifican formando un todo. 

Seguramente sería un cine no conformista—aquí estaría lo aragonés—, directo, 

sencillo de forma y muy real. Real en la valoración de las pequeñas superficies: la 

piel, el tejido, la tierra, las gotas de sudor . . . . (as quoted in Sanchez-Vidal, 24). 

[I would try a brutal cinema, primitive in its characters, a film to shoot in the 

Cuenca Serrano, in Castile, Monegros, in the villages of Guadalajara, Teruel… 

where man and earth identify with one another forming a whole. Surely it would 

be a non-conformist film – here it would be Aragonese – direct, simple and very 

real. Real in the valuation of the small areas: skin, tissue, earth, drops of sweat…] 
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Here, Saura explicitly states his intention to create films in which the human body and the 

landscape are paralleled; as a result, both are highly important in the film. The men’s bodies 

during the siesta scene are shot in a similar way that the landscape is first shown. In fact, there is 

a slow pan across the landscape that shows the eroded earth and the bunkers that remained after 

the war. These bunkers are some of the earliest remnants, or ruins, from the battle that took place 

there. Immediately following this scene, there is another slow pan; this time, however, it is a 

close-up pan shot of the Paco and José’s bodies as they sleep their midday siesta. These scenes 

reinforce the parallel between the battlefield and the veterans, both of which suffered damage as 

a result of the war. Both of these spaces play important roles in this work and I argue that both 

were deeply affected by the Spanish Civil War; this is reinforced by the treatment of these spaces 

in the film. 

 The connection between the veterans and the battlefield is important because the 

agents/victims of the violence and the site of the violence come together to create a trauma space 

that may evokes memories of the painful experience. Sally Faulkner points out that “in the siesta 

sequence, form is all—body and land are equal. This leveling effect has quite startling 

implications: the landscape is personified, and the human body is, simultaneously, reified” (481). 

Thus, the battlefield becomes a character in the film that receives a lot of camera attention and 

the character’s corporeal materiality is a site that attests to the consequences of the war. Faulkner 

also suggests that: 

 Each wrinkle encodes passing human time, like each fold of the rocks in the 

 landscape indicates geological time. The scar on Mayo’s upper-left arm recalls the 

 bunkers we see on the hillside. We presume it is a war wound, like the one José 
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 complains of, so the scar, like the bunkers, is the trace which remains in space of 

 a human event in time (478). 

These men’s memories, their wounds, and the bunkers in the ground are witnesses to the 

violence that occurred in these fields that are now ruins of the war. These ruins receive a 

considerable amount of time on the screen, which highlights their significance in the film. 

 Faulkner mentions this relationship between the eroded landscape and the men’s ageing 

bodies to argue that the siesta scene and the slow shot of the men sleeping is another disruption 

in the narrative and an allegory for the now elderly Francisco Franco and his weakening regime. 

Even more likely, then, is that this parallel between landscape and body becomes even more 

significant when we consider that both spaces have been affected by the war physically (with 

wounds or damage) and psychologically (with the painful or repressed memories associated with 

the past). In other words, this leveling reminds us that both spaces, land and body, were deeply 

traumatized by the Spanish Civil War. The manifestations of the trauma is written on/in the 

men’s bodies: Paco’s scar that is visible in the siesta scene and José’s stomach pains that he has 

had “desde que me dieron el tiro” (465) [ever since they shot me]. These are the physical 

indicators that mark the men’s bodies like the bunkers and the soldier’s skeleton are physical 

vestiges of the war. There is a set of psychological wounds that we cannot visibly identify, yet 

the camera work, the dialogue, and the lighting tell the audience a story of trauma and the 

damage that it caused. 

The hunt and “rendu” 

 In addition to the significance of the battlefield and the hunters’ bodies, cinematography 

plays an important role in connection with the painful experience of this space. This is most 

prominent in the rabbit-hunt scenes, which do not simply remind the viewers of the violence of 
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the war; in fact, these scenes also affect the audience and may evoke certain memories or 

traumatic materials caused by the violent episode of Spanish history. The excessive realism of 

the rabbit hunts prohibits the audience from simply considering these scenes as just another part 

of the fiction of the film. In fact, the shots of the rabbits being slaughtered are actual videos of 

the animals being killed; this footage is then represented on the screen in a close-up shot, 

accompanied by the dying animals’ shrieks. As a result, the violence of the rabbit-hunts renders 

the trauma of the war by forcing the audience to witness real deaths, which results in a break 

from the fictional world of the film. Sally Faulkner states that the hunt scenes “violently interrupt 

the narrative and shake us out of our viewing complacency […] and force us to maintain a 

critical distance from the film” (461). These scenes force the viewer to react and, thus, mark a 

rupture in the symbolic-imaginary engagement with the narrative.  

 The violent interruption in the film’s narrative is an example of Slavoj Žižek’s concept of 

rendu that I mentioned previously. In the case of La caza, the viewer is affected by the disruptive 

images as well as the sound of the rabbit slaughter. In fact, Michel Chion’s original conception 

of rendu is related to sound, specifically those sounds that render reality by involving two senses 

that do not replicate the authentic experience exactly; on the contrary, the sounds of rendu 

manipulate the experience using nonconventional combinations of audio and camera-work to 

evoke disquieting reactions in the viewer. This idiosyncratic combination recreates the 

incomprehensible impact of the experience instead of mimetically representing the experience 

itself (71).  This is further connected to the hunt scenes, because Chion identifies the sound of 

physical blows or gunshots as ‘the canonical example of a rendering” (71). Thus, gunshots in a 

film are not necessarily faithfully represented audially or visually in a realist manner; rather, they 

may replicate the impact and sensation of a gunshot to render the real elements through multiple 
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senses simultaneously. This is the case of the hunt scenes in La caza, which are much more 

complex than a simple representation of war veterans embarking on a day of hunting. 

 Sound in the rabbit-hunts is as disturbing as the mise-en-scene of the dying animals. This 

not only refers to the sounds of the rabbits as they are mortally wounded, but also to the 

extradiegetic music that renders the real of the event and resists any attempt to deny the 

connection between the hunt and the Spanish Civil War. Gwynne Edwards described the music 

nicely during the hunt scenes of La caza: “the sequence begins with an insistent kettle-drum, 

and, as it develops, drum and piano combine to produce an increasingly jarring, discordant and 

frenetic rhythm” (194). Thus, camera work and soundtrack combine to become an example of 

rendu in the film that makes La caza one of the most intriguing and disturbing works produced 

in Spain in the 1960s. The seemingly unnecessary close-ups of the mortally wounded rabbits in 

their final moments, their loud shrieks as they are shot and the extradiegetic military music 

playing throughout the scenes force the viewer to forget the fictitious world of the film and to 

confront some of the real elements that pervade the film. Therefore, these hunts render a type of 

narrative trauma – a trauma to the narrative, even – in that they unsettle the viewing of the 

otherwise conventional narrative. Once the audience is shaken out of their complacent viewing, 

they may form connections between trauma, the battlefield, and the symbols of fear and anxiety. 

Fear and Anxiety 

 Throughout the film, the men complain about the discomfort and misery caused by the 

scorching, Spanish sun. In a voice-over, Paco thinks: “este sol me está poniendo nervioso” [this 

sun is making me nervous]. Shortly thereafter, Luis’ thoughts are also interrupted as he looks up 

at the sun and thinks, “este calor es insorportable” [this heat is unbearable]. Both men are being 

tormented by the sun and discuss its torment in their interior voice-over. Similarly, as Paco is 
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contemplating how much he and his old friends have changed over the years, he stops and 

laments to himself, “Nos estamos asando vivos” [we’re being roasted alive]. As can been seen in 

these voice-over scenes, the sun and the heat caused by the sun become an incessant and 

torturous presence in the film that causes anxiety in the characters. As we have seen, anxiety is 

the key affect in identifying the presence of a repressed trauma. Another example of the sun’s 

role as an anxiety-evoking object can be found in camera work, which is constantly capturing 

close-ups of the men’s miserable, sweating faces as they look for rabbits. Many of these multiple 

close-up scenes are intensified by a background that is undulating to create the effect of nausea 

or even of heat-stroke. While this latter example of mise-en-scéne communicates to the viewer 

that the heat is causing this undulation, it also unsettles the audience much like the disturbing 

rabbit hunt scenes. I suggest that the ever-present, inescapable sun is the manifestation of the 

men’s anxiety. The men’s anxiety has no avoidable object (in the same way that they cannot 

escape the sun, which seems to be tormenting them without escape). More precisely, the object 

of anxiety is unidentifiable because it is located in the Real, the same register where trauma 

originates. 

 Finally, the men find a physical remnant of the war: the skeleton of a dead Republican 

soldier. This reminds both the characters and the viewers of the losses of the war that have been 

“forgotten” by the institutional version of Spanish history. José takes Paco to the cave where he 

has discovered the skeleton and Paco quickly leaves, disgusted. Again, anxiety is the fear whose 

object is unknown, an indication that one is dangerously close to recollecting something from the 

Real; this appears to be the case of Paco, who experiences discomfort and perhaps guilt at too 

close of a reminder of the historical trauma. However, this is not the case, because the film 

presents an avoidable object in the skeleton, thus converting anxiety into phobia (fear). In 
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psychoanalysis, “should one manage to locate the object so eagerly sought, another dimension is 

reached and one is in the presence of fear” (Roberto Harari 31). The fear caused by the skeleton 

is linked to the country’s hidden past, which was repressed and/or silenced. José even asks, 

“¿porque no lo entierras como Dios manda?” [why don’t you bury him as God intends]” and then 

says, “¿desde cuándo te dedicas a coleccionar muertos. Yo no aguanto aquí ni un minuto más.” 

[Since when did you start collecting dead bodies? I won’t stay here one more minute]. The cause 

of anxiety is embodied in the skeleton – allowing the historical trauma to be objectified 

cinematically and, thus, avoided by the characters. Therefore, disruptive scenes (the rabbit-hunt 

sequences) and trauma space (the eroding caves, the men’s wounded bodies, and the agonizing 

yet inescapable sun with its undulating backgrounds) evoke anxiety, while the discovery of the 

skeleton articulates the consequences of a return to Castile for both the characters and the 

audience.  

 However, the skeleton is not explicitly identified as a victim of the Spanish Civil War, 

probably because of censorial reasons, which forces the audience to make the connection that it 

happened during the war. Paco explains that José took him to the caves to see the dead body 

from the war. Throughout the film, Enrique is attempting to find out more information about the 

men’s past as well as about the fourth member of the group, Arturo, who killed himself after 

committing a fraud. Enrique’s questions are almost always ignored, as is the case here. The 

dialogue goes as follows: 

 Paco: Un muerto de la guerra que éste tiene escondido ahí dentro. 

 Enrique: ¿Cómo?, ¿de qué guerra? 

 Luis: De cualquiera, qué más te da. 
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 [Paco: A dead body from the war that’s hidden inside there/ Enrique: What? From 

 which war? / Luis: From any war, what’s it matter to you?].  

The skeleton provides a real, avoidable object of fear that can be identified with the Spanish 

Civil War, unlike the sun that seems to make the men nervous without any identifiable cause. 

The veterans seem to prefer to ignore the object of the war, as well as discussion or remembering 

the war itself. They are constantly angered by Enrique’s questions about their past and are upset 

by allusions to different people who they once knew, which indicated that they are feeling fear 

and anxiety about the past that is being constantly evoked in this battlefield.  

 In the end, La caza erupts into a bloodbath between the three veterans on the Castilian 

battlefield. The tension between the veterans had been building throughout the film comes to a 

culmination. A few examples of this tension are when José asks Paco for a loan and being 

denied, José physically assaulting Luis, Paco shooting the ferrets used for hunting, and Luis 

quitting his job with José and accepting a job with Paco toward the end of the film. All of these 

disputes form part of the narrative of the film, which are primarily financial issues that the men 

are having and the feelings of resentment or paranoia that result from their respective financial 

situations. However, the tension between these men finds new meaning when we remember that 

they fought (and won) the war together and all of them benefitted financially from fighting for 

the Nationalist side. Nevertheless, these men exhibit symptoms of having suffered psychological 

trauma that had been building for decades and their reunion and return to the battlefield 

culminated at the end. Ultimately, all three men are killed in a shootout and Enrique, in a panic, 

sprints away from the scene as the film ends on a freeze-frame of his terrified face.  

 It is tempting to interpret Enrique’s escape as an overcoming of the dark shadow of the 

Spanish Civil War that led to these older men’s demise. However, the close-up on Enrique’s face 
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that ends the film also creates a claustrophobic effect, which indicates that he is trapped and 

might reproduce the violence of these men as he has inherited that trauma that they violently 

escaped through their deaths. Therefore, there is no relief from anxiety at the end of the film. A 

few scenes prior to the triple murder, Paco states ‘I don’t know what has happened to us today’. 

As I have argued in this chapter, the answer lies in the overwhelming influence of the memories 

that these men have managed to keep repressed but which their reunion and their return to the 

battlefield has caused. 

Conclusion 

 La caza – as well as being read as an allegory for the Spanish Civil War – can be 

understood as a cinematic working through of the nation’s repressed and silenced trauma of the 

war. The characters do not work through their trauma but rather act it out, lashing out against 

each other. However, the film itself exposes the presence of trauma in the Spanish collective 

memory and the potential danger of the repressed materials in relation to a site of trauma. Thus, 

La caza – the film itself and not the characters within the film - works through the historical 

trauma with its allegorical representation of the war and its unsettling narrative and 

cinematography that renders traumatic materials. Trigg explains that, “the return to a space 

between identities emerges as an attempt to give back a presence, both spatial and temporal, to a 

non-experience. To give back a presence to an event means, above all, to place the event in time, 

an event that […] has no place in time” (97). Space is a significant component in working 

through as Castile is endowed with memories and feelings that were previously repressed or 

displaced, marked by the appearance of anxiety and fear. The men’s tragic return to Castile 

becomes the film’s vehicle to place the trauma in time, thereby confronting the effect of the war 

and dictatorship on the country. This cinematographic return to a trauma space allows for the 
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reinscription of space within the story of Spanish Civil War and the historical events that 

occurred there. 

 Space in cultural production can re-present memories and effects that a trauma has had on 

the individual and collective imaginary. While exile is often necessary and many trauma 

survivors of the Spanish Civil War were able to work through the difficult experience from 

abroad, those who remained in the country were forced to live among trauma spaces despite the 

socio-political manipulation of the historical memory. Thus, the place where a traumatic event 

occurred can play an important role in coming to terms with the reality of the trauma. By 

situating the action of the film in a trauma space such as Castile and by rendering the trauma, a 

cultural artifact becomes a cultural ruin or monument that connects the voids in the historical 

memory for both those displaced Spaniards as well as those who remained in the country under 

Franco. Analogous to the “Passejant Centelles,” this film takes its audience on an itinerary of 

painful memories of a traumatic event that have been erased or forgotten but which must be 

revisited and recognized as a trauma space in order to place the event in time. Revisiting the site 

of repressed memories and the resulting anxiety are conditions of possibility for a cultural 

artifact to become a counter-narrative and help its audience work through aspects of historical 

trauma. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SHIFTING FORM, TRAUMATIC EKPHRASIS, AND INTERSUBJETIVE WORKING 
THROUGH IN “EL NIÑO QUE TENÍA UN OSO DE TRAPO” (1968) 

 

Slavoj Žižek claims that “Freud’s famous motto ‘what we do not remember, we are 

compelled to repeat’ should thus be turned upside down: what we are unable to repeat, we are 

haunted by and are compelled to remember” (In Defense of Lost Causes, 321). He continues by 

saying that “the way to get rid of a past trauma is not to remember it, but to fully repeat it” (321). 

This is the case of the artistic representations that return again and again to the traumatic 

historical event that is the focus of this study: the German bombing of the Basque city of 

Gernika21 in 1937. These numerous works become a cultural monument of an event that changed 

the course of European history22 in the twentieth century; all texts engaging with the 

bombardment deal with a notorious event and are affected by prior artistic creations. By 

repeating the distressing nature of the bombing in differing ways, artistic renditions of the attack 

on Gernika somehow establish an intertextual dialogue with one another.  

In this chapter, I will focus on a short story titled “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” 23 

(1968) by Manuel Lueiro Rey that deals with the Gernika bombardment by using images and 

characteristics from Pablo Picasso’s painting, Guernica (1937). It is not, however, the content or 

images from the painting that enable working through of the trauma. That is, the short story’s 

condition of possibility is not the representation of violence based on the painting, but rather a 

shift from prose to poetry and the use of fragmentation that comprises a formal rupture. This 

disruption in the narrative breaks the narrative meter and evokes anxiety in the reader. I will 

explore how “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” ekphrastically repeats many features of the 

painting but, through its fragmentation and unstable genres, may also become part of an 
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intersubjective project of working through that refuses an historical amnesia imposed by the 

Spanish fascist state regarding the attack on the city. This is done following the same sonata 

structure that we have utilized in the previous chapters: the prose in the first section creates a 

structural inertia, which is met by a deformation of the form into verse during the bombing and 

finally a recapitulation where prose is restored – the question that I will explore is whether this 

recapitulation indicates a successful working through. 

The process of working through is carried out by the affective mechanisms found in the 

works of art themselves. In her 2005 book, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and Contemporary 

Art, Jill Bennet analyzes the role of affect in art that establishes connections among individuals 

impacted by the painful experience. As she explains, "art is a vehicle for the interpersonal 

transmission of experience" (6-7) and "trauma-related art is best understood as transactive rather 

than communicative" (7). Instead of communicating the message directly, transactive art has the 

potential to affect – specifically, to cause anxiety - in the audience that may lead to a personal 

experience with the work of art and a subsequent connection with a historical trauma. I will 

explore how works of art that deal with the same traumatic event can be transactive as well as 

intersubjective. In addition, I claim that intertextual works can be understood as an attempt to 

work through the trauma in ways that are shaped by prior representations of the same event when 

they cause anxiety instead of avoiding or trying to resolve the tension caused by approaching the 

memory of a traumatic event. 

The notions of intertextuality and intersubjectivity are fundamental to this chapter, 

because I claim that many of the features of “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” - such as 

fragmentation and transgression of traditional genres - are remnants of the traces of trauma in 

Guernica. In “Narrating Trauma and Suffering: Towards Understanding Intersubjectively 



129 

 

Constituted Memory,” Jan Coetzee and Asta Rau posit that memory involves “a triangulation 

between the experiences of the past, the set of circumstances within which these experiences 

occur and the way in which the individual reflects on these experiences” (4). This triangulation 

highlights the fact that memories are not a simple recall of past events, but rather it is a 

construction of the past that is influenced by later event that affect the way that these experiences 

are recalled and repeated. In terms of traumatic events, Kai Erikson points out the intersubjective 

aspect of memories of a painful past in that “otherwise unconnected persons who share a 

traumatic experience seek one another out and develop a form of fellowship on the strength of 

that common tie” (232). Following these ideas, the Gernika bombardment was a trauma that 

affected many individuals in Spain and, to some extent, created a common tie. More specifically, 

Picasso’s Guernica became emblematic of the event while later intertextual engagements with 

the painting illustrate the intersubjectivity of trauma.24 In this chapter, I will examine the 

intertextual nature of trauma in Rey’s ekphrastic short story as entangled with Picasso’s 

Guernica. 

Picasso painted his mural in order to depict the chaos of the bombardment of the Basque 

city in a primarily propagandistic act. In fact, Nicolas Cull refers to Guernica as “one of the best-

known examples of art as propaganda” (156). However, as I will discuss, the work is much more 

than a propagandistic instrument and, during the decades after its creation, Guernica has become 

a cultural icon that has taken on a universal criticism about brutality and war, in general. I will 

explore the way in which an artistically-memorialized historical trauma may continue to appear 

in subsequent works, countersigning new meanings, and contributing to a further step in the 

working through process related to a specific event. 
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Intertextual engagements with Picasso’s masterpiece are not limited to prose and poems 

like the short story that I chose for my study. There are many ekphrastic works based on 

Guernica in various genres. For example, the Catalan composer Leonardo Balada wrote an 

orchestral piece, also called Guernica. The work “portrays musically not so much what happened 

in that Basque town in 1937 in a devastating German bombing raid during the Spanish Civil 

War, but, as he states explicitly, how his compatriot Pablo Picasso visually depicted the event in 

his famous canvas” (Siglind Bruhn 30). As I will discuss, “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” 

also reproduces the traumatic event primarily by using images of Picasso’s painting. In a short 

film by Alain Renais, also titled Guernica, “Picasso’s famous image is never shown whole, but 

fragmented throughout, thus underscoring the film’s atmosphere of violence and destruction” 

(Laura Seiger Eidt 43). Renais’ eponymous film, like the short story analyzed here, includes 

fragmented flashes of the painting in order to incorporate it without representing it in its entirety. 

These examples, among many others in literature as well as other genres, demonstrate the wide 

spectrum of intertextuality that the world-renowned painting has triggered and how they made 

build off of each other in order to continue articulating the trauma in a variety of artistic media.  

In her unpublished conference presentation (and one of the only available studies about 

“El niño que tenía un oso de trapo”), Daniela Giraud states that to fully appreciate the story, “es 

necesario que el lector, aunque sea intuitivamente, establezca relaciones intertextuales, 

interdiscursivas y sobre todo interartísticas” (5) [it’s necessary that the reader, even if only 

intuitively, establishes intertextual, interdiscursive, and above all interartistic relations]. I agree 

with Giraud’s statements and I look at precisely the connections between Picasso’s painting and 

the short story to better understand the work. However, Giraud focuses on the similarities 

between the short story, Picasso’s painting, and a poem by Pablo Neruda without exploring the 
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role that trauma plays in these “interartistic relations” (5). I claim that the trauma of the event 

plays a fundamental role in the Guernica as well as the way that the short story recreates images 

and characteristics with the painting in a fragmented and disruptive way. 

As I will explore in this chapter, the return of the repressed, that is, the reappearance of 

trauma, occurs in “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo.” I suggest that this happens through an 

effective alternation of poetry and prose that makes palpable the horrific psychological 

consequences that the bombardment of Gernika by the Nazis had in the collective consciousness 

of Spanish (Basque) society. To this effect, however, the story neither uses images from 

historical accounts nor from the news reports of the bombing to narrate the story, but rather a 

verbal imagery that closely recalls Picasso’s famous painting. The result is a highly chaotic, 

affective, and traumatic short story that is, in large part, a repetition of the trauma previously 

captured in Picasso’s masterwork. It is affective in the sense that it is written in such a way that 

the reader is presented with violent images via fragments and shifting genres that disrupts the 

passive reading process and affects the way that they interact with the story. The affect that I will 

be dealing with here is anxiety, which I connect with Dominick LaCapra’s notion of 

unsettlement. The case of “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” is an example of how an artistic 

depiction of a traumatic event can be repeated, worked over, and worked through in later texts in 

ways that involve intersubjectivity and listening to another’s trauma. 

The intersubjective nature of trauma of the bombing of Gernika appears and reappears 

throughout decades in different cultural forms, including in a recently-posted slideshow video on 

YouTube.com. This video – posted on October 8, 2012 – is one of innumerable amateur 

slideshows on the internet that juxtapose images, music, and lines from a song, poem, or 

narrative. This particular video repeats Lueiro Rey’s title, takes direct quotes from his short 
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story, and displays various images of Picasso’s painting that interact with one another over a 

melancholic violin tune. Specifically, the first half of the slideshow contains diverse images that 

correspond to the words from the story (images of a child, pictures of a teddy bear, photos of 

buildings in ruins, a mother mourning her dead child, etc.); then, the second half displays images 

of Picasso’s Guernica. The penultimate scene displays the image of a casket with the teddy bear 

on the outside which transitions to the final scene - a photo of a child embracing his bear.  

This slideshow, a homemade compilation that was posted on YouTube, is a 21st version 

of intertextuality that evidences the intersubjective nature of trauma that accumulates materials 

from previous works and adds to the continuous, compounding works that engage with other 

works based on a similar historical trauma. This slideshow is not on the same level as “El niño 

que tenía un oso de trapo” or Guernica in terms of artistic prestige but it does demonstrate how 

the intersubjectivity of the trauma snowballs and changes forms while dealing with the same 

event through previous works, even in the 21st century social media world. However, I claim that 

this slideshow does not further work through the trauma because it seems to cling to the 

sentimentality of the story and simply recreates images from the painting and the story. Based on 

my framework, in order to further the working through of a trauma, there has to be new elements 

introduced that disrupt the narrative, create anxiety and further evoke elements of the event. In 

the following section, I will consider features of the short story that repeat the images from 

Guernica very literally, others that focus on sentimental idealization of the protagonist, ekphrasis 

repetition of fragmentation in the painting, and shifting genres in order to determine whether this 

short story can be considered a successful working through. 
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Empathic Unsettlement 

In order to understand working through in this story, I will attempt to make use of 

Dominick LaCapra’s notion of empathic unsettlement. LaCapra claims that the task of the 

investigator of a trauma is to encounter another’s trauma in a way that avoids conflation and 

objectification – that is, an encounter without taking the place of the victim and/or objectifying 

those who are traumatized (History 135). In my analysis below, with LaCapra, I take the crucial 

affective response to trauma to be unsettlement, which I connect to anxiety. As I noted in 

previous chapters, anxiety is the affective response that allows working through trauma. LaCapra 

insists on “the need for empathic unsettlement, and the discursive inscription of that 

unsettlement, in the response to traumatic events or conditions” (Writing xxxi). For LaCapra, 

then, the key to artistic works is to deny the audience the ability to easily over-identify with the 

trauma and, at the same time, disallows them from viewing the trauma as completely 

objectivized and resolved – there must be some unsettlement or anxiety. 

With this notion in mind, I argue that Picasso’s Guernica and “El niño que tenía un oso 

de trapo” are so effective precisely because they create an empathic unsettlement in the audience, 

which includes those works that engage inter-textually with the painting. Despite the threat of 

appropriation of trauma by the audience, there must also be some affective link. In order to have 

an effect that goes beyond the reading or viewing experience itself, the audience must sense the 

trauma through their unsettlement that comes from the disruptive elements of certain artistic 

creations. LaCapra states that empathic unsettlement should “affect the mode of representation in 

different, nonlegislated ways, but still in a fashion that inhibits or prevents extreme 

objectification and harmonizing narratives” (Writing 103). Through empathic unsettlement in the 

audience, certain works may cause us to think critically about the experience that is causing 
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anxiety in us. As Emy Koopman states, “it is easier to take pleasure in our sympathy (i.e. I feel 

sorry for you) than in our empathy (i.e. I feel your sorrow)” (235). By creating empathic 

unsettlement, a text may work through a collective trauma, such as the atrocity in Gernika. I 

claim that this is done in “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” – and in Picasso’s Guernica - by 

depicting chaos, violence, and suffering of a traumatic experience in a nonconventional and 

frenzied way. 

In Chapter 1, I mentioned Stanley Fish’s notion of affective stylistics, which is a way of 

talking about LaCapra’s empathic unsettlement aesthetically. As we recall, affective stylistics is 

based in reader-response theory and refers to the textual peculiarities that break the audience out 

of a complacent reading experience. When the reader is not given answers in a text, she is forced 

to fill in the gaps. By thinking about affective stylistics, we can question the effects that this 

change to verse can have on the audience because irregular elements at the level of the plot and 

narrative can affect readers or viewers. Affective stylistics will be even more apparent when the 

lines shift from prose to verse, including the description of the bombardment that is also 

expressed in disjointed verses. Affective stylistics, paired with the traumatic content, has the 

ability to create an empathic unsettlement that puts the reader in an ambivalent position where 

they are required to actively work in order to follow the narrative. 

Gernika/Guernica: The Cruelty and the Creation 

In 1937, Francisco Franco and the Nationalist regime requested reinforcements from the 

Nazi German Luftwaffe to help them gain an advantage on the seemingly insurmountable 

Basque resistance. On April 26, the German Condor Legion arrived to the small town of Gernika 

and attacked the civilians below. The attack was delivered using machine guns as well as 

explosive and incendiary bombs that killed many inhabitants and demolished the city (Preston 
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267). The exact number of casualties is disputed, ranging from hundreds of deaths to 

thousands;25 regardless, the bombardment destroyed the Basque city that held large symbolic 

significance, yet was neither a significant Republican supplier nor a military stronghold. The 

news of the callous bombing spread, but the Fascists denied participation and claimed that the 

Basques themselves caused the destruction in order to demonize their enemies.26 

Earlier in that same year, the already famous Picasso, was commissioned by the Spanish 

Republic to create a work with an anti-Fascist and pro-Spanish Republic message for the World 

Fair in Paris. The news of the relentless bombing of civilians in the Basque village of Gernika by 

German forces inspired Picasso to make a painting that captured the chaos, fear, desperation, and 

pain of the event (Russel Martin 52). The highly complex painting contains a myriad of 

fragmented, snarled and distressing images using a neutral color palette: gray, black, and white. 

The images are too many to name and any attempt to assign meaning to the individual figures 

would be to reduce the work to a fraction of its multifarious meaning. In his study of Guernica, 

Gijs van Hensenberg observes that the painting “refuses to yield and drown under the weight of 

its own ubiquity” (6) and “despite the marketing and the myriad psychological, sociological, 

historical and art historical interpretations – enough to fill an entire library – it can still be 

guaranteed to stun the viewer into silence as he witnesses it afresh” (6-7). According to the ideas 

presented by van Hensenberg, there is something in Guernica that cannot be categorized or 

demarcated by any interpretation; it is beyond articulation and theorization. Nevertheless, many 

scholars have attempted to identify the different figures as symbols for various causes but they 

ultimately fail to reach agreement on any single meaning, echoing the disparate interpretations of 

Children of Wrath we saw in chapter two of this dissertation. 
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The fact that the meanings of many of the figures in Guernica are disputed attests to the 

complexity of the work, a complexity that would be repeated in many of the artistic creations 

that were inspired by – or engaged with - the painting. Some of the images in Guernica have 

received extra attention for their disturbing presence in the work. Two of the figures that stand-

out in the work are the animals that hold a special importance in the Spanish cultural imaginary: 

a lanced horse with its head thrown into the air and a bull hovering over a woman with her dead 

child in her arms. These images, and the many others in the work, are presented in a cubist and 

often surrealist manner that resists an easy interpretation of the attack or its representation. By 

presenting the figures in this way, the painting forces the observer to consider what they are 

viewing and engage with the material on the canvas more actively.  

In fact, I will explore the various ways in which the viewer is affected or unsettled by 

Picasso’s painting and the way that the short story engages it. Ekphrastic representation of 

Guernica is especially interesting, because the original painting in question deals with a highly 

traumatic event that was synchronically shrouded by the perpetrators of the attack. The painting 

does not deal with the trauma by explicitly criticizing the brutality of the attack or making a 

direct representation of the bombardment, yet it effectively renders the trauma of the event 

through the structural fragmentation of the narrative, the use of color, and the extreme violence 

of its imagery. 

Jill Bennett argues that the “instantaneous, affective response, triggered by an image, 

viewed under controlled conditions, may mimic the sudden impact of trauma, or the quality of a 

post-traumatic memory, characterized by the involuntary repetition of an experience that the 

mind fails to process in the normal way” (11). While Bennett does not discuss what types of 

controlled conditions are necessary to have this mimesis, it is this type of affective response to a 
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painting that characterizes the intense reaction to Picasso’s mural; it is a painting that produces 

an anxious response in the viewer, without necessarily demanding an informed knowledge of the 

historical event it commands. However, the painting is not a mimetic representation of the 

bombardment; it is, as Bennett posits, a mimesis of the disruptive impact of trauma itself.  

As I noted in previous chapters, in psychoanalytical terms, anxiety is the affect felt when 

one is approaching a trauma. Lacan discusses the inaccessibility of trauma when there is “the 

revelation of that which is least penetrable in the real, of the real lacking any possible mediation, 

of the ultimate real, of the essential object which isn’t an object any longer, but this something 

faced with which all words cease and all categories fail, the object of anxiety par excellence” 

(The Ego 164). When one is approaching a trauma, anxiety appears as a fear (not) without an 

object and the subject must question the cause of anxiety to enable working through. Similarly, 

Dominick LaCapra explains that working through, “requires the recognition of both the dubious 

nature of ultimate solutions and the necessary anxiety that cannot be eliminated from the self or 

projected onto others” (58). Guernica is a painting that may provoke anxiety in its audience due, 

in part, to its rejection of la belle peinture (aesthetic beauty was considered a necessary part of a 

“good” work in most artistic circles of the time)27 and its lack of realistic or historical figures. In 

the place of beauty and realism, Picasso endows the painting with tragedy, confusion, pain, and 

an assemblage of destroyed buildings, wounded animals, and body parts which avoids easy 

identification or explanation by the spectator. Thus, I claim that Guernica was created in a way 

that invites anxiety and “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” creates a similar effect in certain 

sections of its content, structure, and form. 

In the Spanish pavilion in the Paris World Fair, Amadée Ozenfant – a French painter - 

reported overhearing a woman’s disconcerted reaction to the painting. The woman, without any 
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knowledge of the historical context of the painting, seemed to understand the anti-war and anti-

Fascist message that underlay the work. Ozenfant recounts that the woman looked at Guernica, 

then turned to her child and said, “I don’t understand what’s going on there, but it makes me feel 

awful. It’s strange, it really makes me feel as if I were being chopped to pieces. Come on, let’s 

go. War is a terrible thing. Poor Spain” (as quoted in Martin, Picasso’s War, 121-122). This 

description of the woman’s disquiet is a very powerful response to a painting; it is a reaction that 

closely resembles the discussion of anxiety-provoking works such as La caza in Chapter 3 of this 

dissertation. In other words, Picasso’s Guernica is able to render the trauma of an event for a 

spectator without explicitly referencing concrete aspects of the historical moment. 

While trauma constitutes a crucial position in Picasso’s painting, Guernica also serves as 

a memorial of the ferocious bombardment. Art scholar Donald Kuspit views Picasso’s painting 

not as a direct confrontation of the trauma, but rather a “monumentalization of an immediate 

event to prevent it from being repressed, and so to preclude examination of its unconscious 

meaning” (181). According to Kuspit, then, Picasso was publicly displaying the atrocities in 

order to capture the moment in history despite the fact that its full traumatic impact could not be 

comprehended at the time of its occurrence. Almost certainly unforeseen to Picasso during the 

creation of the painting, this artistic monumentalization allowed for later, intertextual repetitions 

of the painful event. Specifically, certain features of this painting delineate the way that these 

works will portray the trauma in similar but also modified ways.  

Despite its current renown, a fairly common criticism of Guernica at the time of its 

appearance was that it did not engage with the terrible Spanish situation directly enough. In fact, 

many Republican supporters believed that Picasso’s mural should be removed from the Spanish 

pavilion and replaced by a work that explicitly reinforced the Republican cause (Martin 124-
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125). Most of the painting’s notoriety came after its arrival to the United States in 1939, 

spending most of its time in the Museum of Modern Art in New York until 1981 when it was 

transported to Spain. Even this return to Spain was an ideological move, because Picasso 

mandated that the painting not be taken to Spain until the fall of the Fascist stronghold and when 

the country was a proven, stable democracy (Martin 128). Despite the fact that the painting was 

not on Spanish soil, the painting held a central place within the post-civil war Spanish imaginary 

and many subsequent works are inter-textually connected to the painting. 

In his study of theatrical representations based on the bombardment and/or the painting, 

Pedro Barea explains that,  

[Un] elemento que caracteriza el recuerdo histórico del bombardeo de Guernika 

es la vampirizacion que el cuadro de Pablo Picasso ha producido sobre aquel 

hecho histórico. El bombardeo de la ciudad vasca de Gernika es El Guernica. Los 

iconos de la memoria colectiva son los del Picasso. Es la estampa aceptada, la 

expresión melancólica del victimismo vasco, el referente iconográfico más 

internacional que los propios vascos han hecho suyo. (586) 

[An] element that characterizes the historical memory of the bombardment of 

Guernika is the vampirization that Pablo Picasso’s painting has produced over 

that historical event. The bombardment of the Basque city of Guernika is 

Guernica. The icons of collective memory are those of Picasso. It is the accepted 

stamp, the melancholic expression of Basque victimization, the most international 

iconographic referent that the very Basques have made their own.] 

In many ways, the painting has transcended the event that triggered its own production. In fact, 

Picasso’s masterpiece is perhaps better known than its historical referent. As Barea explains in 
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the passage above, Picasso has created icons that became part of a collective imaginary, 

including those of the Basque people who were directly emotionally and psychologically 

disturbed by the attack.  

The painting, which in many ways has overwritten the historical memory of the attack, 

has become a sort of a cultural fetish. As Barea states, “Guernika – y el cuadro – se han 

convertido en símbolo. Su nombre es martirio. Las imágenes del cuadro, fetiche” (584) 

[Guernika – and the painting – have been converted into a symbol. Its name is martyr. The 

images of the painting, a fetish]. The images contained in the work are of fictional casualties of 

the attack, but they have become integrated as powerful and permanent figures for the memory 

of the bombardment. Many of the well-known images from the painting have become so iconic 

and fetishistic that they have appeared in other works that deal with the same bombardment. 

Guernica is a work that survived the test of time and continued to reappear in subsequent works, 

such as the short story that I will discuss in the remainder of this chapter.  

“El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” and Traumatic Ekphrasis 

 Before I begin my textual analysis of “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo,” I should define 

a term that I have created to describe a phenomenon in the short story: I use the term “traumatic 

ekphrasis.” I use the term to describe the ekphrastic representation of a work of art that deals 

with a painful event or personal experience in a way that evokes the original trauma produced by 

the event. Thus, “traumatic ekphrasis” refers to a process of verbal representation of a visual 

work of art that both includes some sort of traumatic experience and its ability to recall the 

memory of it.  

In general terms, ekphrasis is the verbal representation of a visual text (architecture, 

painting, sculpture, etc.) that seeks to explore the topics limited by certain restrictions 
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characteristic of the original medium of expression. According to G.E. Lessing, painting “can 

use but a single moment of an action, and must therefore choose the most pregnant one, the one 

most suggestive of what has gone before and what is to follow” (93). This “pregnant” moment 

can be seized by a literary text through ekphrasis. In line with the theories postulated by Lessing 

centuries before, James Heffernan notes that “ekphrastic literature typically delivers from the 

pregnant moment of graphic art its embryonically narrative impulse, and thus makes explicit the 

story that graphic art tells only by implication” (301). Picasso’s Guernica differs from the typical 

works of graphic art that Heffernan describes here, because this painting effectively (and 

affectively) challenges the spatial limitations normally associated with painting using a variety of 

avant-garde mechanisms and experimental forms.  

Nevertheless, our short story, “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo,” manages to elaborate 

the story of chaos and destruction embedded in the painting with a new narrative, which also 

challenges the conventional features of writing a short story. Manuel Leuiro Rey’s verbal 

rendition of the painting shifts from prose to prose poetry to poetry in order to create instability 

of form (genre) and rhythm. The juxtaposition of literary registers originates a new hybrid type 

of discourse that denies a simple reading of a narrative that they are accustomed to and, just like 

Picasso’s painting, goes beyond the plot of the story to affect its audience. 

The major part of the narration consists of a description of the relationship between the 

boy and the bear against the backdrop of a beautiful market day in order to provoke an emotional 

response in the reader. This prosaic (bordering on poetic prose) section is not ekphrastic, because 

this is an original addition by the author of the short story. The ekphrastic moment appears like a 

poetic intrusion, immediately following a vivid announcement in prose of the arriving aerial 

attack over the city. Rey’s formal transition from prose to poetry is perhaps the most significant 
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aspect of his writing; I would suggest that this shift in form is due to the fact that poetic 

discourse facilitates the ekphrastic expression and verse seems more fitting to describe a cubist 

painting. Margaret Persin, for example, explores the poetic possibilities of ekphrasis, because it 

allows the work “‘to speak for itself’ within the problematically ruptured framework of the 

poetic text” (18). Likewise, Brian Glavey explains that ekphrastic representations are effective 

precisely because they bridge the separation between “motion and stasis that aestheticizes 

moments of loss and withdrawal, giving aesthetic form to experiences of stigma in order to 

transfigure—but not transcend—them” (4). It is precisely through ekphrasis that a text is able to 

repeat a visual work of art in order to transfigure or explore an image or multiple images that 

were previously stagnant and motionless, giving them new life and meaning. This is precisely 

what happens in the intertextuality between “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” and Guernica. 

Through ekphrasis, the story fills in some of the gaps in Picasso’s anti-realist painting of the 

historical event with fictional accounts of the event but provides its own poetic ruptures that 

repeat the confusion and chaos of the original work. 

Ekphrasis is, indeed, a type of repetition of a previous work of art. However, as is the 

case in all kind of aesthetic repetition, it necessarily includes some variations. This new 

repetition coincides with the psychoanalytic vision of traumatized individuals’ experiences with 

symptoms. As Bruce Fink explains, “repetition seems to be something of a misnomer, consisting 

in return, not of the same, but of the different – the return of something else, something other” 

(223). Therefore, repetition is not the traumatic event itself returning, but rather traces of the 

experience that were not assimilated into the psyche at the time of its occurrence which appear in 

new manifestations. Jacques Lacan also observes that “repetition demands the new” (62) and 

therefore the “variation [from the original event] makes one forget the aim of the significance by 
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transforming its act into a game, and giving it certain outlets that go some way to satisfying the 

pleasure principle” (62). Thus, the repetition of the trauma in “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” 

is not a literary replica of Picasso’s painting but rather a reworking of certain traumatic elements 

from the painting into new structures, forms and genres. 

This ekphrasis, linking text to painting, is what connects both works through the 

representation of the highly traumatic event: the bombing of Gernika. Thus, the works are united 

in a collective project of representing and rendering an event that, even in 1968, was still 

shrouded with silence and opposing accounts. Cathy Caruth explains that “one’s own trauma is 

tied up with the trauma of another, the way in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter 

with another, is through the very possibility and surprise of listening to another’s wound” (8). In 

this way, “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” connects its own trauma with that of Guernica and 

is a repetition of the original trauma that both works return to the Spanish cultural imaginary. As 

I mentioned, the short story is primarily written in prose or poetic prose, but the ekphrastic 

descriptions are written in verse leading to a hybrid text that reflects the incomprehensibility and 

multifaceted trauma of the short story itself. The formal structure of the text (shifting registers 

and formal discourses) - that is, the space of the page – recalls the same fragmented distribution 

of traumatic elements in Picasso’s painting by refusing to organize the verses into aligned 

stanzas. Hybrid genre and fragmented arrangement of the narrative make-up the formal element 

of ekphrasis in the text, but there are also moments in the story that recall Picasso’s powerful 

images; all of these factors work together to enable a possible working through of the traumatic 

event. By rendering the chaos and traumatic nature of the event, the story deals with the wounds 

by way of working through. Therefore, a text can confront a historical trauma or, as in the case 
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of this story, confront a previous representation of a harrowing moment in history that still had 

not been fully dealt with in the cultural imaginary of the nation.  

In a study of post-traumatic stress disorder, investigators found that traumatized subjects 

initially “had no narrative memory of the event” (van der Kolk, Burbridge, and Suzuki 102) and, 

in fact, they found “the very nature of traumatic memory to be dissociated and to be initially 

stored as sensory fragments that have few or no linguistic components” (104). In a similar 

fashion, Guernica uses a non-linguistic depiction that echoes a traumatic experience by using 

disjointed images, fragmentation, and a lack of color; providing a dreamlike - or nightmare-like - 

element to the work. Rey’s ekphrastic writing in verse corresponds to Picasso’s initial goal of 

visually recreating the chaos of the bombardment. In doing so, “El niño que tenía un oso de 

trapo” has the potential to affect its audience through content, structure, form, rhythm, genre, as 

well as its intertexuality with the celebrated painting. The effect that it has, I suggest, is that of 

anxiety and unsettlement that has the potential to work through the trauma of the bombardment. 

The author of “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo,” Manuel Lueiro Rey, is a celebrated 

author in Galicia, but is not normally counted among the canonical authors of the Francoist 

period. Luiero Rey was born and raised in different cities in Galicia. He was a left-wing activist 

before the war and when the war broke out “tivo que fuxir ó monte, perseguido polos falanxistas. 

No ano 1942 integrouse na célula pontevedresa do Partido Comunista; […] formou parte da 

estructura deapoio á guerrilla antifranquista e foi correspondente de Radio España Indepen- 

diente (a mítica Pirenaica)” (GaliciaDigital.com np) [he had to flee to the mountains, chased by 

the Falangists. In 1942, he joined the Pontevedra cell of the Communist Party; […] he formed 

part of the supporting structure for the anti-francoist guerillas and was a correspondent of 

“Independent Spain Radio” (the mythic Pirenean). After this, he began his literary career in 
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which he wrote poetry, short stories, and novels. He was the winner of the “Ciudad de Oviedo” 

award in 1966, among other less-known literary awards (Jesús Alonso Montero 7). Almost all of 

his writings reflect his left-wing, communist, an even anti-Francoist ideology in his impressive 

use of modern realism that his writing embodied (Alonso Montero 11). 

Very little research is available regarding “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” or the 

collection in which it appears, Vicente y el otro: Relatos [Vicente and the Other: Stories]. “El 

nino” is the only text in the dissertation that was not published in Spain; Vicente y el otro was 

published by Editorial OBERON in Buenos Aires, Argentina in 1968. Before publication of the 

collection, the story from which the title of the collection came, “Vicente y el otro,” had won the 

VI Certamen Internacional de cuentos de Valladolid [6th International Contest of Short Stories in 

Valladolid] in 1967 (Jesús Alonso Montero 9). As I noted, Daniela Giraud presented on some 

interartistic connections between this story, a poem by Pablo Neruda, and Picasso’s Guernica. 

Giraud makes some valuable observations about the artistic similarities to the story, the extreme 

innocence of the boy and his teddy bear, and the way that the short story provides a humanized 

protagonist who is not just another statistic in the bombardment (4). Other than this, very little 

has been written about the story and this lack of literary criticism is something that deserves 

questioning. It is not clear why the work has not been studied more, because it appears to be one 

of the most effective and formally-similar literary works that ekphrastically deals with Picasso’s 

Guernica. I will try to make-up for some of this lack in literary criticism here and I hope that 

more research can be done in the future, because this complex short story contains many 

elements of trauma that needs to be questioned.  

In the first line of the story, Lueiro Rey writes a dedication to the famous painter, “a 

Pablo Picasso, con esperanza, siempre con esperanza” (42) [to Pablo Picasso, with hope, always 
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with hope]. At the outset, the link to the world-renowned painter is unknown, because the title of 

the story says nothing about Gernika, the bombing, or violence in general. In fact, the title 

misleadingly prepares the reader for a pleasant childhood experience; this title is, of course, 

contrasted with the story’s tragic and chaotic tone, which compliments the formal shifts that also 

disrupt the tempo and the reader’s expectations. 

This dedication to Picasso draws attention to the connection felt by the narrator/author to 

the famous painter and creator of Guernica. The dedication also highlights the intersubjective 

nature of a traumatic experience and the way that working through can occur in the intersection 

of two separate artistic creations. Carolyn Zaikowski tells us that:  

fiction can act as a witness, and in doing so, it can allow its readers to become 

witnesses—both to the fictional characters, and to the realities those characters 

represent in the world beyond the book. This is how witnessing begets witnessing, 

how traumatized bodies can help one another re-integrate, re-embody, and re-

inscribe their narratives. (214) 

Picasso’s visual representation of Guernica, it appears from the story’s dedication, played an 

important role in its witnessing of the traumatic nature of the bombing and the short story’s re-

integration into the Symbolic order. Moreover, the dedication to Picasso is a message of hope in 

a type of mutual support between two artists who are basing their works on the same historical 

atrocity. Therefore, the dedication  suggest that the painting, which was created 30 years prior, 

played a fundamental role in the new artistic expression of the same harrowing event, this time in 

written form. The literary reworking of the massive mural contains many modifications but also 

maintains multiple visual reproductions of Picasso’s powerful work. 
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The story can be divided into four parts: the introductory dedication to Picasso (one line), 

the idealization of the little boy and his bear, the shift to verse including an ekphrastic depiction 

of Picasso’s Guernica with the boy’s epitaph that historically contextualizes the story, and a 

prose reiteration of the boy’s idealization that brings the story full circle. This structure 

encourages us to consider the “law of three quarters” first articulated by Soviet structuralist Yuri 

Lotman. According to this notion, if in a given text “the first two quarters establish a structural 

intertia … the third [quarter] violates it, and the fourth reestablishes the original pattern 

preserving, however, some token of its deformation” (50, my emphasis)28. The “law of three 

quarters” is a rather precise textual analogy to working through, in which structures of repetition 

first characterize the traumatized neurotic subject, a productive (re-)intrusion of trauma occurs at 

the “three-quarter” point, after which a new structure may arise, characterized by a deformation 

(a mark of the trauma) that denotes working through. As I discussed in chapter 1, Darian Leader 

notes the Freudian connection between working through and music in which the theme “is 

disintegrated into its constituent parts and these are then combined and varied before returning, 

in the final cadence, to the original key of the introduction” (1). If working through occurs, the 

return to the original key should be altered by the disruption that introduces trauma in the text. In 

the following analysis, I will show the way that “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” follows a 

similar pattern. I will question whether the text demonstrates a successful working through given 

that it continues in more or less the same “key” as the first sections. 

As the title indicates, the story depicts a young protagonist, a six year-old boy with a 

teddy bear. However, from the first lines of the narration, we know that it is not of childish 

games, but rather that of tragedy and loss. The text begins with the affirmation of an unrealized 

future using the pluperfect subjunctive: “Si el niño hubiese llegado a hombre […]” (43) [If the 
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child had arrived to manhood]. The choice of the hypothetical verb tense in the first line 

indicates to its reader that the child will never reach adulthood, a future that – as will later be 

revealed - was cut short by the bombings.  

The sentimentality of the short story would not seem a promising vehicle for working 

through, because it does not incite anxiety. On the contrary, this story of the innocent boy and his 

bear appear to be an imaginary lure to avoid anxiety and evoke feelings of pity or sadness. The 

narrator does not stop at telling the reader that the boy will not arrive to adulthood, he goes much 

further by idealizing this boy as the potential savior of civilization. Throughout the first prose 

section, the boy represents a lost and unrecoverable morally-correct possibility for Spain and for 

the world. A few lines following this idealization, the narrator seems to make an ideological 

gesture involving the tension of the Spanish Civil War. He states that “amaría el fuego, la energía 

que se esconde en la naturaleza viva, las voces humanas de los vecinos, el trabajo eficiente de 

todos, el bien colectivo…” (my emphasis, 71-72) [he would love fire, the energy hidden in the 

living nature, the human voices of the neighbors, the efficient work of everyone, the collective 

good…]. These lines recall the program of economic collectivization characteristic of the 

anarcho-syndicalist movement during the years leading up to and during the Spanish Civil War. 

While both sides claimed to be striving toward the “collective good,” the Republicans placed 

emphasis on the laborer and even the collectivization of property: a significant portion of their 

forces was made up of anarcho-syndicalists who believed that peasants who collectivized were 

the key for a better Spain. 

This use of the boy as a symbol of the innocent victims of the attack as well as his 

character development is the aspect that most sets this text apart from Picasso’s work. Thus, the 

brief but sentimental characterization of the boy and his unconditional love for his stuffed bear 
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forces the reader to feel sympathy for this child, which may allow for an avoidance of anxiety. 

The fact that the boy only owned one toy suggests that the boy did not come from a wealthy 

background. The six year-old boy was unable to understand the civil unrest and violence that was 

occurring in Spain, and in the Basque country in particular at this time. By reiterating the boy’s 

goodness, innocence, and unconditional love for his bear, the affective impact of the story might 

be magnified during the bombardment. 

The boy tells his bear “cuando yo me muera de viejo quiero que te entierren conmigo” 

(72) [When I die of old age I want them to bury you with me.]. This prosaic portion of the story 

is replete with sentimental insistences on the boy’s purity, which I claim is an avoidance of 

anxiety. What this portion of the story does is establish the prosaic form and set a meter for the 

story, which is disrupted at the moment when the story turns from the boy/bear to the bombing 

and from prose to verse, respectively. The narrator immediately confirms that the boy will not be 

buried with his bear: “no fue así. No. No fue así como el niño pensaba. / ¡Un día alguien trajo la 

muerte!” (72) [but it wasn’t so. No. It wasn’t the way the child thought. / One day someone 

brought death!]. As confirmed in these lines, the boy’s hopes for the future will never be realized 

because an external force killed him. In other words, no individual or group was explicitly 

accused in the story, rather “someone brought death” to the boy. This election to uphold the 

perpetrator’s anonymity in this line establishes a new relationship with Picasso, echoing this time 

a major criticism of the painting: its failure to explicitly accuse the Nazis for the destruction 

caused. Significantly, Picasso’s painting did not “directly and accurately blame the Nazis for 

their deplorable crimes” (Martin 125). It is only after the ekphrastic portion of the story ends that 

there is a direct implication of the Nazis in the boy’s epitaph. 
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Everything except for the narration of the bombing is made up of prose, which contains 

elements that foreshadow the imminent change to poetry such as repetition of words, poetic 

language, and some sentence fragments in this description of the protagonist of the story. The 

prose in the story – at various points – could be classified as poetic prose, yet another hybrid 

literary form. The story’s combination of prose, poetic prose, and poetry is a refusal to adhere to 

a single literary genre rather like Picasso’s painting ambivalently crossed the line between mural, 

testimonial art and propaganda. However, the bombing itself was a result of the unresolvable 

tension between two opposing socio-political forces. Barea states that, “Gernika es contraste de 

dos mundos irreconciliables: democracia y fascismo. La sinrazón de la guerra frente a la 

aflicción en las situaciones intimas o dometsticas” (589) [Gernika is a contrast of two 

unreconcilable worlds: democracy and fascism. The senselessness of the war faced with the 

distress in intimate and domestic situations]. Barea observes that those theatrical works that 

engage with Guernica/Gernika, present a dichotomy that cannot be reconciled and, therefore, 

prevent a redemptive conclusion (589). Thus, the impossible tension that caused the war as well 

as the bombardment results in other paradoxical dichotomies that become manifested in works 

that were influenced by the event. 

The very ambivalence of forms in “El nino que tenia un oso de trapo” is another strength 

of the short story that links it to the attack and to the painting. Barea identifies the essence of 

Gernika in “el terror y el descoyuntamiento físico del cuadro de Pablo Picasso” (589) [the terror 

and the disjointedness of Pablo Picasso’s work]. Because of the incomprehensible nature of the 

attack and the chaos inscribed in the painting, “no ha dado lugar a dramas realistas o naturalistas: 

Guernika es épica o lírica, epopeya, sensación, grito y emblema sin muchos conceptos. La lógica 

no tenía lugar” (589) [it has not given way to realist or naturalist dramas: Gernika is epic or lyric, 
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epopee, sensation, screaming and emblem without many concepts. Logic had no place]. By 

hybridizing and juxtaposing genres, the story avoids traditional norms that would allow the 

reader to ground themselves in reality or convention. Realism is incapable of capturing the terror, 

confusion and trauma that the bombardment caused; Picasso’s vampiric mural monumentalized 

this event in unusual and chaotic forms shortly after its occurrence. As a result of the work’s 

importance to the memory of the event, the short story fluctuates between - and hybridizes – 

poetry, prose poetry, and prose that reflects the unreal nature of the attack and of Picasso’s 

surrealist painting. 

The “arrival of death” – the beginning of the “third-quarter” point in Lotman’s terms, the 

moment of (re-)intrusion of trauma – marks the transition from the story of the boy and his bear 

to the recounting of the day of the bombardment; this moment also marks the transition from 

prose to poetry in the story. I suggest that this is the section that disrupts the narrative flow and 

may make working through possible in that it marks the symptomatic appearance of trauma. The 

following part of the story creates an impossible tension in content, but also in form, which I 

consider to be the true condition of possibility in the story. The first versified section quickly 

changes to short verses in a creationist/ultraist style: 

  ¡Libre era todo! 

   ¡La voz del hombre!... 

    ¡el juego del niño!... 

     ¡el agua!... 

      ¡El viento!... 

       ¡La luz!... 

        ¡El sol!... 
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  ¡Libre era todo! (73) 

[All was free! / The man’s voice!... / The child’s game!... / The water!... / The 
wind!... / The light!... / The sun!... / All was free!] 
 

This description is the first change into a fragmented poem that describes the perfect, “free” day. 

At first, it might seem that the fragmentation of the poem contributes a jovial and worry-free 

tone of the beautiful spring day. However, the reader discovered in the preceding lines that death 

was coming so it becomes clear that these broken verses would fulfill a rather different function 

within the story. This shift to fragmented verse might cause a change in the reader and the formal 

violence has more potential for change than the representation of violence.  

 Despite its idyllic description in the first versified lines, the abrupt change to fragmented 

poetry is the cause of anxiety that unsettles the reader for what is to come. That is, the 

combination of the foreshadowing of the boy’s death and the shift in form is an example of 

“affective stylistics,” which I discussed previously. This content of the versified idealism of the 

market day contrasts directly with the subsequent verses that describe the aerial attack. The only 

thing separating the two moments is the short line that metaphorically introduces the German 

planes into the market day. In the prosaic transition from these two sections, the narrator states 

that, “De pronto, un vuelo de cuervos dejó caer la muerte desde el cielo. La muerte caía desde el 

cielo sobre los tejados de las casas del pueblo en forma de metralla…” (73) [Suddenly, a flight of 

crows dropped death from the sky. Death fell from the sky over the roofs of the village houses in 

the form of shrapnel…]. The incompletion of this verse and subsequent verses in this section are 

marked by the ellipses; these sentence fragments add to the unnerving tone of this work that will 

continue until the end of the text. These crows are, of course, the metaphoric representation of 

the German planes that attacked the city. These crows dropped “death” from the sky in form of 

machine guns and shrapnel, alluding to the initial phase of the destruction of Gernika: machine 
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gun fire on the civilians. The arrival of the planes becomes the turning point from the narration 

of a boy playing in the marked to an incoherent ekphrastic portrayal of the events using 

chaotically dispersed sentence fragments separated by ellipses. This shift is also marked by a 

return to poetry, although this time the verses are much more tragic than the previous versified 

description of the “free” market day. 

In the ekphrastic portrayal of the bombardment, the formal construction of the narrative 

parallels the fragmentation of Picasso’s Guernica. This reflects the traumatic nature of both the 

confusion of the bombing and the painting with its flash of multiple and disjointed images. This 

repetition of fragmentation and chaos in the story helps to further reinforce the link between the 

1937 painting and the 1968 text in both form and structure. This section of the story contains the 

amalgamation of the visual trauma of Guernica with textual and formal trauma of “El niño que 

tenía un oso de trapo.” This amalgamation is what I refer to as “traumatic ekphrasis.” The text 

relates the bombing in a chaotic and panic-stricken confusion that can similarly be found in the 

painting. Again, the use of verse in this description is another example of affective stylistics in 

which the reader is forced to acknowledge a fundamental change in the text, both in content as 

well as in form and structure.  

This change is comprised of a series of incomplete, fragmentary verses ending with 

ellipses which reflect the chaos and confusion of the day of the attack, beginning in the following 

way: 

   Y entonces...  

hubo un caballo desventrado,  

atravesado por una lanza... 29 (73) 

[and then… / there was a gutted horse, / pierced by a lance…] 
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This ekphrasic poetry begins with perhaps the most haunting and memorable figure of Guernica: 

the panic-stricken horse. The short verses with ellipses are scattered throughout the space of the 

page, creating a chaotic poem embedded in an otherwise prosaic short story. This tension 

between the two literary forms within the same work creates an anxiety similar to Guernica that 

juxtaposes multiple oppositions. For example, the painting juxtaposes images that would indicate 

that the painting was indoors (windows and light bulbs); however, one can also observe entire 

burning buildings in the scene that would suggest that the figures were in the open air during the 

bombing. Another example is the placement of a light bulb (in the shape of a human eye) next to 

a candle which is also next to an open window, creating an ambivalence regarding the source of 

light in the painting. These juxtapositions of opposites contribute to the tension in the painting in 

a similar way that the juxtaposing genre amplifies the tension in the story. 

With the inclusion of the image of the horse being lanced, the ekphrastic representation 

of the painting begins. This ekphrasis of various figures from Guernica utilizes polysyndeton of 

the conjunction “y” [“and”] to create a distressing rhythm as it carries on in its wounded form 

and structure. The narrator paints a textual picture of the chaotic scene:  

y una casa en llamas… 

y esparcidos la cabeza y los brazos de  

un hombre muerto…  

y una mano empuñado una espada  

rota… (73)  

[and a house in flames… / and the head and arms / of a dead man scattered… / and a 
hand grasping a broken / sword…] 
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The content evokes more images from Picassso’s Guernica. However, the repetition, here 

manifested in polysyndeton is a way of rendering “the real cause of repetition” – the trauma.  

Thus, it is not the represented content, but rather the form in these verses that evokes the 

trauma as the return of the same signifier in the failed attempt to articulate the trauma. Bruce 

Fink explains that “it is the non-representational nature of the real that brings on repetition, 

requiring the subject to return to that place of the lost object […] and the subject repetitively 

returns to the site of that absence in the hope of obtaining the real Thing, and yet forever missing 

it” (Reading 228). As the content is literally representing the images from Guernica, it would not 

enable working through if not for certain formal features. In addition to the fragmented form, the 

polysyndeton here is a repetition that “involves something which, try as one might, cannot be 

remembered” (Fink 225) and “involves the ‘impossible to think’ and ‘the impossible to say’” 

(226). Thus, I suggest that this formal repetition is a type of return of the same signifier in 

another failure of articulating a trauma. However, just as with other failures in language within 

the texts studied here, these disruptive aspects in the verses, may render an unspeakable trauma. 

 While the short story recreates the effect of cubism in its formal fragmentation and chaos, 

the very literal ekphrasis of the painting’s content in certain verses may be a reduction of the 

anxiety in its content. In other words, the images from the painting of the lanced horse and 

burning house (among others) are taken directly from the painting and are putting the chaotic 

materials into language. Instead of recreating effect of the painting on the audience, the short 

story seems to be representing the anxiety from the painting in its content. As I noted, the 

representation of anxiety will not lead to a working through; rather, the elements that evoke 

anxiety are the structural elements of a text that can work through, such as the shift to poetry. 
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 Continuing with this very literal ekphrastic representation, the following lines describe 

the civilian casualties depicted in Picasso’s mural, all of whom are women and children. In the 

first verses of this section, the narrator describes numerous women from the painting, all of 

which represent the defenseless victims of the bombing. The three women are described with 

their suffering bodies contorted, continuing with the same polysyndeton:  

  Y una mujer desnuda a rastras… 

  Y en una ventana un perfil gigante de  

otra mujer llorando, con los pechos y las manos  

separadas encima del alféizar… 

 y un brazo extendido hacia fuera sosteniendo una antorcha encendida… 

 y otra mujer, rodeada de llamas, levantando los brazos al cielo… (73 – 74) 

[and a woman dragged naked… / and in a window / a giant profile of another woman 
crying, with her breasts and hands / separated over the windowsill… / and an arm 
extended outward holding a ignited torch… / and other woman, engulfed in flamed, 
raising her arms to the sky…] 
 

All of the women depicted in this section are physically and psychologically tormented. The 

violent treatment of these women forces the reader to consider their pain and anguish during the 

bombardment.  

 The fragmented verses continue in the same pattern, depicting another haunting image 

from the painting: the bull. The narrator continues his description, still beginning with the same 

conjunction:  

y un toro en actitud belicosa, con la cabeza vuelta hacia un lado y  

la cola levantada…  (74).  

[and a bull in bellicose attitude, with is head turned to one side and / his tail 
raised…] 
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The aggressive bull, like the women described previously, has its body contorted. However, the 

importance of the bull - which holds a fundamental role in the painting - is played down in the 

story. In fact, the bull’s most important function in the story is the protective position that it 

holds over the fourth, agonized woman. He concludes the polisindeton by stating, “y delante del 

toro, otra mujer gritando porque llevaba en los brazos al niño muerto…” (74) [and before the 

bull, another woman screaming because in her arms she held / her dead child…]. The weeping 

woman has a dead child in her arms; although it is not explicitly stated, this child from the 

painting is very likely the child described in the story. Significantly, the death of the child is not 

explained. The child was last described playing in the market, in the following section the planes 

arrived, created the ekphrastic panic, and finally a child is found dead in his mother’s arms – 

based on this, it is reasonable to argue that the child is our protagonist although his teddy bear is 

nowhere to be found in the painting.  

This ekphrastic representation of the historical trauma fashions the formal reconstruction 

of the event using short, incomplete verses, alliterations, and ellipses that create a fragmentary 

and indeed anxiety-causing work. This is a manifestation of the psychological latency of the 

event, which cannot be recounted in any other way than that of a wounded, broken, panic-

stricken text, just as the memory of a traumatic event is only available through flashbacks, 

dreams, or other intrusive events. The poetic voice concludes the ekphrastic representation of the 

experience in its chaos and destruction, finally arriving to the dead boy that he portrays in the 

arms of his screaming mother from Picasso’s painting. 

The story articulates the collective psychological wounds left by the aerial attacks that are 

embodied in the death of the young protagonist of the story. Upon becoming victims of the war, 

the country suffered a loss, not only of innocent people, friends, and family members, but also a 
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loss of a possibility of a better future. In this way, the story of the boy is about much more than 

the loss of an innocent child. The boy represents the unfulfilled possibilities for a better future. 

The short story laments the loss of the child protagonist, thereby becoming a witness of the 

suffering that was also rendered in Guernica. 

The ekphrastic representation links the text visually with the painting, but it goes further 

by working through and analyzing the tragic nature of these losses. Immediately preceding the 

epitaph, the narration returns to prose for a single line. The narrator informs the reader that “Al 

niño lo enterraron sin el oso de trapo” (74) [They buried the boy without his teddy bear]. The 

boy was robbed of his life, but he was also deprived of his final wish to be buried with his 

beloved companion, echoing the many unrealized futures and unfulfilled dreams of the victims 

of the attack. While describing the burial of the little boy, he says “un puñado de tierra, un 

puñado de silencio” (74) [a handful of earth, a handful of silence]. This is a beautifully described 

scene of the burial, containing equal parts dirt and silence. This framing of the boy’s death 

contrasts with the description of the boy’s youth in the beginning, “Un puñado de horas, un breve 

puñado, / un puñado de barro, un puñado de sal” (72) [a handful of hours, a brief handful, / a 

handful of mud, a handful of salt] – another moment that contributes to the circularity of the 

story. The boy’s handful of hours on the earth reminds us of his youth and innocence. The 

handful of mud and salt now becomes contrasted by a handful of dirt that buries his body and 

silence at his funeral. Of course, the silence lends to the somber tone of the child’s death, but this 

“handful of silence” might also direct the reader to search for that which cannot be said about the 

boy’s death, for psychological reasons, politico-censorial reasons, or both. 

The importance of the traumatic ekphrasis is that it links two artists through a shared 

collective trauma via visual mechanisms. The dedication to Picasso “always with hope” indicates 
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that he witnessed the wounds in Picasso’s painting, which led to an encounter between the 

painting and the short story. Guernica is the motivation, or at least a foundation, for “El niño que 

tenía un oso de trapo,” with the alteration that the narrator develops a protagonist that the reader 

is permitted to know as opposed to the anonymous dead child in the painting. Due to the fact that 

the narrator provides a background story for the little boy, the reader is forced to imagine a 

fictional loss of a better future. 

The story becomes a witness of the trauma monumentalized in Picasso’s Guernica. The 

trauma scholar, E. Ann Kaplan, affirms that this witnessing has ethical implications as well, in 

that it “involves wanting to change the kind of world where injustice, of whatever kind, is 

common” (122). Before the boy’s epitaph, there is a final ekphrastic image that conveys a 

message of hope for a more just future. The final ekphrastic verses immediately following the 

description of the dead boy in his mother’s arms are followed by the description of another 

important symbol from the painting: a flower growing through the blood-stained soil. The poetic 

voice describes the following:  

¡En el suelo oscuro, llenos de sangre inocente, una flor, solo  

una flor…! (45). 

[On the dark ground, covered in innocent blood, a flower, only / one flower] 

Here, we have a description of the flower in Picasso’s painting that many scholars and observers 

interpret as the sign for hope in the wake of a disaster, the possibility of new life sprouting from 

destruction and desolation. 

The paradox here is that the flower representing hope is growing out of the innocent 

blood. Through its development of the young character, ekphrastic representation of Guernica, 

dedication to Picasso, and death of the boy, the story is revisiting old wounds of the attack that 
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might have been forgotten or silenced since the thirty years of its occurrence. All of these 

elements help to contribute to the intertextual engagement with the painting, but they reproduce 

the images from the painting without affecting the reader in new ways in order to work through. 

Nevertheless, the depiction of the flower is somehow exposing the new hope for an improved 

future on different terms despite the losses and historical traumas. This also comes back to the 

dedication to Picasso at the beginning, “with hope, always with hope.” Therefore, despite the fact 

that the boy is denied the chance to make the world a better place and is denied his last wish to 

be buried with his bear, there is still an underlying message of hope in the story.  

Near the end of the story, the narrator reveals the historical context through the 

inscription on the boy’s tomb confirming the date, location, and circumstances that led to the 

fictional child’s death, stating: 

Antonio Zabalgoitia Echevarría 

Muerto en el bombardeo 

de los aviones alemanes 

el día 26 de abril de 1937. 

GUERNICA (74) 

[The child / Antonio Zabalagoitta Echevarría / Died in the bombardment / of 
German planes / on the day of April 26, 1937 / GUERNICA] 
 

This epitaph retroactively confirms the connection with the dedication to Pablo Picasso at the 

beginning of the story, reaffirming the relationship between the short story, the painting, and the 

trauma that binds them.  

In this inscription, it is not the narrator who relates this information to us, for the tomb 

itself speaks and the reader becomes the puppet for the tomb’s voice. The written epitaph on the 

child’s tomb that is included in this short story becomes the way that the story gains meaning in 
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the context of the historical trauma. In his study of reading in Ancient Greece, Jesper Svenbro 

discusses the way that an inscription is mute until it is met by the voice of the reader at which 

point “the inscription finds, or recovers, the interlocutor that it needs” (62) and, therefore, “the 

reader who puts his ‘voice at the service of the stone’ helps to produce, or reproduce, its 

meaning” (62). In the same way that the inscription below a statute of Apollo requires a reader, 

the literary inscription of this boy’s tomb needs a reader in order to “give it a voice.” Therefore, 

at the point where the reader’s voice is placed at the service of the stone, she may be reinscribing 

herself at the place of trauma. In other words, the reader’s intervention in the text (that has 

already been disrupted through fragmentation and shifts in form) may lead to a reinscription of 

the historical trauma that had been largely dismissed in the Francoist discourse. The combination 

of these factors contribute to this short story’s possibility of working through the trauma of the 

bombing of Gernika and the trauma embodied in Picasso’s Guernica. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, “El niño que tenía un oso de trapo” is a complex text that, through 

traumatic ekphrasis, hybrid literary form and an inscription of the historical context, is able to 

render the historical trauma of the bombing of Gernika. The story evokes a traumatic event 

previously depicted by Pablo Picasso, entangling itself intertextually with the well-known 

painting. The case of Gernika is a remarkable example of the way that artwork dealing with a 

trauma enters into dialogue with other works that manifest the trauma in new, but related ways. 

This suggests that the working through process is an intersubjective one and previous cultural 

production can serve as a vehicle for other individuals to confront the same traumatic experience 

or event. We must continue to consider the way in which various texts that deal with a trauma 

(Spanish or otherwise) enter into dialogue with one another and the way in which the 
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intersubjectivity of trauma affects the collective working through process of the cultural 

production surrounding an incomprehensible historical event. 

Ultimately, we must question whether the story actually works through the trauma of 

Gernika or not. The short story’s sentimental insistence on the boy’s innocence and literal 

representation of the painting’s images suggest an acting out and imaginary attempt to avoid 

anxiety than a working through. Nevertheless, the representation of the painting is an instance of 

“traumatic ekphrasis” in that it repeats the cubist style in its disjointedness and fragmentation. 

Therefore, the versified sections leading up to the ekphrasis as well as the representation of the 

painting constitute a shift from the sentimental, prosaic description of the boy into a fragmented, 

violent form. This feature of the work represents the possibility of working through, but the story 

itself seems to remain trapped in the insistence on the boy’s innocence and hope for a better 

future. This is evidenced by the fact that the conclusion continues to insist on what he could have 

done if he had lived. Despite the fact that “El niño que tenia un oso de trapo” may have failed to 

work through the trauma diegetically, perhaps its violent form, its shift in form, and its epitaph 

that returns the reader to the place of trauma are the elements that successfully evoke anxiety and 

enable the working through of trauma for certain readers and even for future intertextual 

engagements with this story. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation, I have shown that some texts began dealing with Spanish Civil War 

trauma earlier than is normally considered in literary criticism. Cultural production created 

between 1939 and 1975 is too often dismissed for being censored or propagandistic and, as a 

result, its artistic complexity, subversive potential, and interaction with the country’s trauma are 

overlooked. Janet Perez explains that “Francoist censorship – officially non-existent – 

scrutinized everything printed in Spain, from playing cards and matchbooks to newspapers. A 

censorial triumvirate enforced political, religious, and ‘moral’ orthodoxy, prohibiting criticism of 

the government, its functionaries, the police, military, or Falangist party” (628). Even if these 

texts do not discuss the war or its impact directly, through a variety of disruptions in the narrative 

flow and through textual incoherencies, they exhibit traces of historical atrocities that were 

silenced or manipulated by the institutional discourse. Instead of disregarding these works as 

propagandistic or censored, my research has shown that they must be considered in the context 

of a trauma and must be analyzed for their potential as ethical and political agents of a historical 

trauma (LaCapra 144) - including those works created by Francoist authors and artists. The 

findings in this dissertation suggest that post-war texts should be read in a way that searches for 

irregularities or idiosyncrasies which indicate something that is being left out or mark something 

that cannot be expressed directly. These texts contain traces of trauma that may be worked 

through by a narrator or a future reader of the text, thereby rupturing the institutional silence 

surrounding these events in Francoist Spain. 

In her monograph, Ann Kaplan explains that a culture, like an individual, may “‘forget’ 

horrendous actions performed in the past and simply split off from the daily consciousness” (68). 
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She refers to this as a “trauma culture,” because of the violent split between the historical events 

and the present society that denies or ignores the impact of trauma. This seems to be the case of 

the Spanish culture after the civil war, which represented a rupture in memory as well as in 

narratives of personal and collective identity (Michael Richards 198). This historical trauma 

created a fissure in the fabric of Spanish society and culture, which is why it served as a violent 

rupture in memory and narratives. Kaplan explains that this separation present in a trauma 

culture is met with resistance because “the impact of past crimes in a nation-state may evidence 

itself in the form of cultural ‘symptoms’ analogous to those in individuals” (68). As I have 

analyzed throughout these chapters, these cultural symptoms in certain texts work through a 

trauma, or at least make working through possible. 

In each chapter, I analyzed different types of cultural production to show the way that 

disruptions and inconsistencies are the condition of possibility for the texts’ working through of 

trauma. These disruptions are symptoms of an overwhelming event that was not “integrated into 

the verbalized system of the subject” and have not even attained signification (Lacan, Freud’s 

190). I have identified symptomatic holes and other disturbances in the verbalized system of the 

texts. However, the obstacles in language are not the full potential of the trauma in the text, 

because the impact of the unspeakable trauma “re-emerges in the course of the subject’s progress 

into a symbolic world which is more and more organized” (Lacan, Freud’s 190). The return of 

certain traumatic materials into language causes the fragmentary and chaotic impression that 

must be reshuffled and organized. This organization and reconstruction of fragmented materials 

closely resembles the working through process as executed through cultural production. 

The symptoms that appear in cultural production point to something beyond language 

that is underlying the text and gives these works a new meaning in light of the trauma culture in 
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which they were created. In The Sublime Object of Ideology, Slavoj Žižek identifies the basic 

paradox about reconstructing the past: 

the subject is confronted with a scene from the past that he wants to change, to 

meddle with, to intervene in; he takes a journey into the past, intervenes in the 

scene and it is not that he ‘cannot change anything’ – quite the contrary, only 

through his intervention does the scene from the past become what it always was: 

his intervention was from the beginning comprised, included (58-59). 

This is the way that the subject reinscribes herself into the traumatic past; instead of simply 

reconstructing the events of a historical trauma, she must recognize how that trauma affected her 

in the past and in the present. In essence, she must construct an historical trauma while counting 

herself among those affected thereby making her “a subject with a history” (Lacan, Freud’s 197). 

Similarly, the trauma gets inscribed in the text through the disruptions, myths, violent images, 

and other narrative ruptures although these traces of trauma often go unnoticed; these unsettling 

elements of the text, with the intervention of the (real, implied or diegetic) reader, can work 

through some of the historical events in the past to recognize the trauma’s true impact on the 

audience and on Spain’s society and culture. 

 Thus, irregularities or excesses in a text not only symptomatically repeat a trauma but 

also force the audience to reconsider what they are reading/viewing, may cause anxiety, and even 

lead to a return of trauma and a reinscription of the subject into that trauma. When we consider 

these texts and their unsettling aspects, we see that certain texts under Franco were already 

evoking historical events whose public discussion was prohibited. Unlike the view that in the 

“immediate postwar years, the novels portray a conventional view of the ‘winners,’ and a self-

justification and praise on behalf of the side that ‘won’” (Juanjo Igartua and Dario Paz 83), this 
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dissertation has attempted to show that trauma is an underlying presence in texts that rupture the 

silence of the institutional discourse. Even those authors who aligned themselves with the new 

regime’s ideology produced texts in which the trauma symptomatically appeared in 

manifestations that exceeded authorial intent. Later works whose anti-Francoist sentiments are 

more obvious also deserve to be analyzed using the same methodology that I used on my 1960s 

texts: by looking beyond the content in order to recognize the way that trauma appears through 

fragmentation, inconsistencies, disjointed structure, as well as modified perspectives and tempos. 

In my first chapter, I analyzed the much-studied post-Spanish Civil War novel, La familia 

de Pascual Duarte (1942), which exhibits traces of trauma in its explicit silences, disjointed 

structure, and conflicting narrators. Despite the fact that the protagonist acts out his trauma, the 

novel’s complexity and the intrusion of different narrative voices make working through the 

trauma of the Spanish Civil War possible. In reality, the fact that the most historically significant 

murder was omitted in the prisoner’s memoirs forces the reader to construct the pieces of the 

intricate story and reinscribe the historical trauma into the past. In Chapter 2, I use Children of 

Wrath (1944) to show the way that contradictions in a poetry collection may actually be 

symptomatic of a trauma and that these myths are created as structural counterparts of the 

inexpressibility of trauma itself. In Children of Wrath, however, there are signs of a working 

through such as the poetic voice’s recognition of himself as a monster who suffers alongside 

many others and in the final poem’s revelatory line that indicates that the text is a product of 

trauma: “a child of wrath was my song.” Children of Wrath marks a shift in Spanish poetry 

precisely because of its ability to articulate a trauma that was being silenced and even reinscribe 

itself into that trauma by recognizing itself as a product of the experience. In both of these works, 
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subsequent literary criticism’s inability to agree on a meaning for these works are examples of 

how the disruptive impact of trauma is reproduced in later readings. 

In the third chapter, I revisit Carlos Saura’s La caza (1965) in order to show that this film 

is a product of the trauma of the war, which is shown through the miserable, ageing war veterans, 

the scorching hot Spanish sun, and the battlefield that still contains traces of the violence. Above 

all, though, the hunt scenes are so violent and intense - through their use of loud military music, 

real footage of rabbits being shot, close-ups of the hunters, and the screeching of the animals - 

that they rip the audience out of the film’s narrative and conjure the trauma that symptomatically 

returns. I connected this hunting scene to Slavoj Zizek’s notion of rendu, which is the rendering 

of a trauma through idiosyncratic sound or other peculiar elements that disrupt the narrative.  

In the fourth and final chapter, I discuss the way that the short story, “El niño que tenia 

un oso de trapo” (1968), changes from prose to fragmented verse, which precludes an easy 

reading of the text. The story intertextually engages with Picasso’s 1937 painting, Guernica, and 

suggests an intersubjective element of a trauma. The fragmentation of the versified sections even 

reproduces the cubist style of the violent Picasso painting that it ekphrastically represents. I 

claim that, despite its insistence on the sentimentality of the young protagonist and the literal 

representation of images from the painting, “El niño que tenia un oso de trapo” makes working 

through possible in its formal violence. That is, through its shift from prose to verse as well as its 

fragmentation, the story breaks the narrative tempo and may cause anxiety in its reader and may 

even lead to a working through. 

In all of these cases, the disruptions in the narrative not only show the traces of trauma 

but also call the reader to intervene in order to work through the trauma that is articulated in a 

complex and indirect way or even recognize the way that some texts work through in their 
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language that is deformed by an encounter with trauma. Based on my observations in this 

dissertation, I claim that this is how many post-war and Francoist texts should be read when they 

contain idiosyncratic elements that cannot be explained logically within the narrative. Moreover, 

I claim that the texts produced after Franco’s death (which have received much more critical 

attention from a trauma theory perspective) should be considered a continuation, repetition, or 

return to the trauma that was being worked through almost as soon as the war ended and during 

the entire Francoist period. All disruptive cultural production or projects – those produced under 

Franco, those created after his death, and even the more recent attempts to come to terms with 

the trauma (the ARMH and the Law of Historical Memory) - are symptomatic of the painful 

experience of these difficult years of war and repression. These symptoms demonstrate the 

continued need to confront the trauma of the events. The texts that deal with these historical 

events may even acquire an intersubjective element in which they are influenced by one another 

and linked together by a trauma that was never dealt with properly. 

For this project, I used two texts from the early post-war period in order to explore some 

of the earliest instances of working through and two works from the later Francoist period to 

analyze how the treatment and articulation of trauma changed with two decades of distance as 

well as with the lightening of censorship and public policies. While the later works more 

explicitly articulate historical events from the Spanish Civil War and Francoism, the formal and 

structural features of the texts are quite similar to those that preceded them in their fragmented 

and convoluted language, which continues on in works produced long after Franco’s death. One 

potential criticism of this dissertation may be the lack of texts from the 1950s. Texts from this 

decade were not intentionally eluded and they are only absent here in order to focus on texts 

from early and late Francoist cultural production. In fact, there are many works that share similar 
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characteristics as the texts chosen for this study. Furthermore, future analyses of works such as 

Surcos (1951), El Jarama (1955), or Muerte de un ciclista (1955) may very well enrich my 

argument given that they exhibit similar as well as new features that disrupt the narrative flow 

and work through certain traumas. 

It is my hope that this dissertation serves as a starting point for the exploration of trauma 

and working through of traumatic materials in cultural production in Spain as well as in other 

countries that experienced a painful event - especially when the ensuing government silenced 

and censored many aspects of its violent history. Trauma is articulated in cultural production in a 

variety of ways, some of which are able to work through the trauma diegetically and others that 

render the trauma but leave the working through up to its readers. Regardless, the trauma refuses 

to be silenced and it forces its way into language through a variety of disruptive elements and 

violent images that cause anxiety and negates a passive reading experience. Even texts that 

possess a redemptive ending, like “El ñino que tenia un oso de trapo,” may contain traces of 

trauma and can cause anxiety in its audience. This type of approach helps us to understand the 

way in which a trauma may symptomatically appear in cultural production and this may lead to a 

working through. 

The next step in this line of research is to find later works, from the end of the Francoist 

period into the Transition to democracy (1970s and early 1980s), that repeat these symptomatic 

repetitions of trauma and continue working through the trauma of the Spanish Civil War as well 

as the repressive dictatorship. The trauma of the war was not dealt with institutionally until much 

later and I believe that these later works can be better understood in inter-textual dialogue with 

the works being produced in the first three decades after the war. In fact, I suggest that the 

trauma in these later works may be worked through in very similar ways to those early post-war 
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texts. In summation, some post-Spanish Civil War cultural production began articulating and 

working through the trauma of the war as soon as the conflict ended despite the institutional 

silencing of many historical traumas. In this way, these texts become ethical agents of Spanish 

history and may have played a role in working through of the trauma after Franco’s death and 

even more recent projects of dealing with the trauma in contemporary times.  

This project has juxtaposed ideas from cultural studies, structuralism, and Lacanian 

psychoanalysis in order to consider the ways in which texts work through trauma. It is my hope 

that the findings in this dissertation lead to new studies that analyze a variety of works created in 

a trauma culture. When we recognize the significance of myths, anxiety, return, and 

reinscription, we can see that trauma is present in unexpected forms that may give us new insight 

into that culture and the way that trauma can be studied, even in those works where we might not 

expect to find trauma.  

In a recent example of a text that deals with the trauma of the war and the Francoist 

dictatorship, Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) not only contains disruptive elements in the narrative, but 

also allegorically parallels the process of working through as I have characterized it in this 

dissertation. The young protagonist, Ofelia, attempts to understand her traumatic reality that 

consists of a pregnant mother, a mysteriously deceased biological father in the war, socio-

political repression, and a tyrannical, Francoist father figure. Instead of avoiding this traumatic 

reality, she works through the trauma by reconstructing fantastical myths that she is constantly 

altering. In fact, she finds herself in different, dreamlike quests: a giant toad that is stealing 

nutrients from a tree, a living root that protects her unborn brother, an elegant feast that is 

protected by a creature that sees with its hands, and a return to a faraway land where she reigns 

as a princess. Of course, the meaning of these quests could be read as metaphors for various 
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historical elements. However, I do not try to assign meaning to these unreal elements, but rather I 

view them as impossible myths that must be eliminated by the subject in order to work through 

and reinscribe herself into the trauma. 

In the most disturbing and anxiety-causing scenes of the film, Ofelia’s new step-father 

kills a rabbit hunter by striking him ruthlessly with the handle of his handgun. This scene and its 

graphic violence is akin to the hunt scenes in La caza that break the audience of the viewing 

experience and reaffirms the traumatic nature of the film. This violent disruption in the narrative 

is an inscription of trauma in the film, but the film goes further as Ofelia creates multiple myths 

and overcomes these impossible situations until the final scene where she returns to the labyrinth 

where she is met by the faun who had served as her guide.  

Ultimately, she dies in the center of the labyrinth (the locus of trauma) while saving her 

brother. In the final scene, she finds herself at the throne in the faraway land with her father and 

her mother. In this way, the film creates anxiety with the scene with the rabbit hunter and Ofelia 

goes through a series of impossible situations (myths) in which she ultimately returns to the 

labyrinth (the place of trauma) and reinscribes herself into the trauma that had been deforming 

her reality. Therefore, the film is the perfect example of working through with an anxiety-

provoking scene, impossible myths, and a protagonist that returns to the reconstructed place of 

trauma and reinscribes herself into that trauma. Like Pan’s Labyrinth, the texts that I have 

studied in this dissertation create impossible structures and forms, cause anxiety, and/or render 

real elements of the trauma despite the censorial machine in place at the time of their production. 

Thus, instead of “Twenty-Five Years of Spanish Peace,” the Francoist period could better be 

characterized as the years of impasses, distorted language, anxiety, violence, and unresolved 

trauma. 
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APPENDIX 

TRANSLATION OF “EL NIÑO QUE TENÍA UN OSO DE TRAPO”30 

 

THE BOY WHO HAD A TEDDY BEAR 
 
 
To Pablo Picasso, with hope, always with hope…. 
 
If the child had arrived to manhood, I know that he would try to forcefully humanize the 
disgusting material that still remains scattered throughout the wide world in which we live.  
 
The child would go walking on the world’s paths, making attempts to open new horizons to the 
blind gazes of the blind people.  
  
If the child had arrived to manhood, I know that he would love the rock and the tree, the water of 
the torrents, the ripe wheat sprig, the helpful force of the wind, the clean blades of the windmills 
of Castile… 
 
In each item – earth!... water!... bread! – he would boldly search the good for which man must 
fight.  
 
If the child had arrived at manhood, I know that he would love the dog that defends the 
farmhouse, the draft horse, the domestic chickens from the small chicken coup; he would love 
the sheep and the bee – the wool!... the honey!... – the mice-hunting cats, the free birds, the cold 
fish from the river, the innocent pigeon/doves, the plateau and the mountain, the seafoam,… 
 
If the child had arrived to manhood, he would love fire, the energy hidden in the living nature, 
the human voices of the neighbors, the efficient work of everyone, the collective good… 
 
But that child 
Was only six years old 
A handful of hours, a brief handful, 
A handful of mud, a handful of salt, 
Y he loved his teddy bear… 
 
The teddy bear was the only toy that he owned. The teddy bear was the truth of his time. The 
teddy bear was always with him. The two saw how the days passed maturing his instincts…  
 
The child knew that the bear was a stuffed animal, enjoying his innocent passions, penetrating 
his secrets, present in his overflowing desires.  
 
The teddy bear, without knowing it, already had a little piece of the child’s heart. He had given it 
to the bear. A piece of his heart that was beating to the same rhythm of the child’s heart. 
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In the fabric of its legs, in the curve of its back, in the shining of its glass eyes, in the 
incomprehensible silence of the sawdust of its stuffing, had already penetrated the life of the 
child like a beautiful latent mystery… 
He was a small bear, harmless, a white rag bear. But he already had a piece of the child’s heart… 
 
One time when the child was playing at the door of his house, seated on the stone of his 
sidewalk, his asked his rag bear: 
- When I die…. What will you do? 

The bear said nothing. He bent his head over the innocent hand of the child and he stared at him 
with his glass eyes.  
 
The child then said to him: 
- Silly!... When I die of old age I want them to bury you with me. 

 
…But it wasn’t so. No. It wasn’t the way the child thought. 
One day someone brought death! 

The child was playing in the village plaza… upon the ground of the village plaza…. 
Enjoying the clear, April sun…. 

Between the trees’ branches, with the fresh sap, the chirp of free birds sounded… and the 
sun beat against the crystal of the free windows… and the air jostled the free hair of the 
children… and the women shouted freely in the village market…  

All was free! 
  The man’s voice! 
    The child’s game! 
    The water! 
     The wind! 
      The light! 
       The sun!... 
    
All was free! 

Suddenly, a flight of crows dropped death from the sky. Death fell from the sky over the 
roofs of the village houses in the form of shrapnel… 
          
 and then… 
 there was a gutted horse, 
 pierced by a lance… 
 and a house in flames… 
 and the head and arms 
 of a dead man scattered… 
 and a hand grasping a  

broken spear… 
and a woman dragged naked… 
and in a window 
a giant profile of another woman crying, with her breasts and hands separated over the 
windowsill… 
and an arm extended outward holding a ignited torch… 
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and other woman, engulfed in flamed, raising her arms to the sky… 
and a bull in bellicose attitude, with is head turned to one side and his tail 
 raised… 
and a bird stretching his neck, with his beak opened… 
and before the bull, another woman screaming because in her arms she held her dead 
child… 
In the dark soil, saturated with innocent blood, a flower, a single flower…! 
 

They buried the child without his teddy bear. On the plaque that marks his grave – a handful of 
dirt, a handful of silence – it reads:  
                                          
                                                            The child 
                                          Antonio Zabalagoitta Echevarría 
                                             Died in the bombardment 

of German planes 
                                                   On the day of April 26, 1937 
                                                           GUERNICA 
  
 
But I know that if the boy had reached manhood, he would continue walking the earth boldly, 
searching new paths, because he had eyes filled with hope. 

                                                                                                        Manuel Lueiro Rey 
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NOTES 

1 )n the Official Bulletin of the State, Franco decreed that: el gobierno y el pueblo de España deben aprestarse 

a conmemorar una efemerides de tan grata recordación en cuanto que significa el comienzo de una era de paz 

y trabajo determinante de una prosperidad antes nunca conocida por nuestra Patria  BOE / / 9 3  [the 
Government and the Spanish people  must be prepared to commemorate an anniversary of very gratifying 

remembrance in that it means the beginning of an era of peace and work that are decisive of a prosperity that 

our Patria has never before seen].  
2 To avoid using masculine pronouns as default and avoid writing both pronouns each time, I will use the 

feminine pronouns throughout the dissertation when discussing a hypothetical subject who is working 

through, reinscribing herself in the trauma, or acting out. The only time I will use masculine pronouns is when 

I am referring to a male character or narrator. 
3
 Labanyi, Jo. Memory and Modernity in Democratic Spain: The Difficulty of Coming to Terms with the Spanish Civil War.  Poetics Today 28.1 (2007): 89-116. 

4 In Spanish, this is referred to as El Plan Nacional de Estabilización Economica de 1959.  
5 Works regarding the war and its suffering began appearing very early. One of the first examples of this is Pablo Picasso s 93  painting, Guernica, which uses form to express the incomprehensibility and chaos of the 

event. I will discuss Guernica in Chapter 4 of this dissertation when I discuss the way that intertextuality is 

related to trauma and literature dealing with a traumatic event. 
6 Here I am primarily referring to the so-called garcilacistas, who imitated the celebrated Golden Age poet, 

Garcilaco de la Vega. 
7 The notion of the inhuman comes from Slavoj Zizekto describe the position between living and dead that is 

often associated with trauma, because of the impossible pairs that makes up myths. It is particularly fitting 

for Children of Wrath, because of the constant images of ghosts, living cadavers, and monsters. For a  more 

detailed description of the inhuman, see Zizek Next Than Nothing 166-167. 
8 All translations from Spanish to English are mine unless otherwise noted. 
9 Labanyi, Jo. (istory and (auntology; or, What Does One Do with the Ghosts of the Past? Reflections on 
Spanish Film and Fiction of the Post-Franco Period.  Disremembering the Dictatorship: The Politics of Memory 

in the Spanish Transition to Democracy. Ed. Joan Ramon Resina. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000, 65 – 82. Print. 
10 LaCapra bases his notion of acting out on those set forth by Freud, who describes it as the process in which the subject reproduces [repressed materials] not as a memory but as an action; he repeats it, without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it  . The focus here is that instead of remembering  the event as a 
past event that has ended, it is enacted in the present as if it were still happening.  
11 The English translation that I am using is by John Marks in the first published English translation: Cela, 

Camilo José. Pascual Duarte’s Family. London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1946. 
12 )n this quote and the following one in the encounter with El Estirao, Marks  translation leaves out his references to his manhood in favor of his pride  or talking too big for his size.  )n order to draw attention to 
what I find to be significant, I have provided a translation that more precisely identifies his fixation on 

proving his manhood. 
13 This discourse was given by Jose Primo de Rivera on October 29, 1933. In a particular section that is very telling, Primo de Rivera said: ¿Quién ha dicho que cuando insultan nuestros sentimientos, antes que 

reaccionar como hombres, estamos obligados a ser amables? Bien está, sí, la dialéctica como primer 

instrumento de comunicación. Pero no hay más dialéctica admisible que la dialéctica de los puños y de las pistolas cuando se ofende a la justicia o a la Patria  3-74, as quoted in Luis Mariano Gonzalez). [Who said 

that when they insult our feelings, instead of reacting like men, we are obliged to be friendly? Fine, yes, 

dialectics may be the first instrument of communication. But there is no dialectic more admissible than that of 

fists and pistols when justice or the nation are offended]. 
14 This new preface comes from a later version of the text that does not have an English translation, these 

translations are also mine. 
15 The English translations come from Elias River s 9  translation, listed in the Works Cited under Dámaso 

Alonso. 
16 This information was taken off of the Arqueologia del punt de vista  website, which includes photos, 
interviews, publications, and more information about the group. All of the English translations are mine. 
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17 To my knowledge, there is no version of this film with English dubbing or subtitles. Therefore, all English 

translations of La caza are mine.  
18 I derive the title of this project - Campos de heridas, Fields of Wounds - from Machado s poetry collection -
Campos de Castilla, Fields of Castile - in relation to the trauma endured by Machado s beloved territory during 
the Spanish Civil War.  
19 Beevor, Antony. The Battle for Spain: The Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939. 
20 Beevor, Antony. The Battle for Spain: The Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939. 
21 In order to avoid confusion, I will refer to the Basque city that was attacked in its Euskera spelling, Gernika,  and the Picasso painting based on the attack as Guernica, in its Spanish (Castilian) title. 
22 Guernica was a testing ground for Hitler s new, experimental aerial fighting methods that he would later 
use in World War II and was one of the most notable examples of total war, in which civilians and civilian structures were indiscriminately attacked along with soldiers. See James Wyllie s Goering and Goering for a direct quote of the Nuremburg trials in which the head of the Luftwaffe explains that, we had nowhere else to try our machines  . For a detailed account of total war and the position of Guernica as the symbol of 
this type of combat, see The Shadows of Total War by Klaus A. Mier, 287-293. 
23 This story comes from Vicente y el otro (1968), a collection of short stories. Because there is no published 

English translation, all translations of the story (and the title) are mine. 
24 There are multiple references to the painting in different genres. )n his study Guernika y El Guernica,  
Pedro Barea discusses the various manifestations of the paintings in contemporary works of theater. In this 

chapter, I am only going to be focusing on the painting, the short story, and I will mention a YouTube video 

that has recently been posted. 
25 Herbert Southworth discusses possible reasons for the multiple impasses in calculating the number of 

victims in the attack in his book, Guernica! Guernica!: A Study of Journalism, Diplomacy, Propaganda, and 

History, 353-54. 
26 Russell Martin, Picasso’s War, 52-53. 
27 Martin, Picasso’s War, 126. 
28 Lotman s Analysis of the Poetic Text is a more approachable take including poetic examples of ideas later 

described in the more theoretical edition published in 1977. See Lotman, Yury. The Structure of the Artistic 

Text. Ann Arbor: Dept. of Slavic Languages and Literature], University of Michigan, 1977. Print. 
29 I separated the verses in order to show the way that the verses are distributed on the page. 
30 Because no English translation exists, I have created a translation for the readers of this dissertation to use 

as a reference and a resource. 
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