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Then I will become that very Liberty you adore! . . .
Pedro, I want to die for what you do not,
for the pure ideal that shone in your eyes.

111, 8)

Mariana is “crazed and delirious, in a heightened state of passion and anguish,” as
Lorca describes her when she utters these words. Later, as she heads for the
gallows, she has her apotheosis:

I am Liberty because love demanded it!
Liberty for which you abandoned me, Pedro.
I am Liberty, wounded by men!

1L, 9)

Mariana goes to her death with heroic stoicism, in part a victim of her self-deception
about the man’s love. Her sacrifice supersedes personal love and so her immolation
becomes heroic. Nonetheless, the play ends on a pathetic note:

Oh, such a sad day it was in Granada,

that even the stones were crying,

on seeing Marianita was dying

on the scaffold for not testifying!
(111, 9)

As she requested—“Tell my sad story to the children that may come by”—Mariana’s
tale of courage has been retold many times over,? and today her statue oversees a
Granadine plaza named in her honor. In her case, immolation deleted her existence
but not her memory. Her heroism is like that of Antigone, defiant in the face of
corrupt, oppressive authority.

The memory of the protagonist of The Love of Don Perlimplin with
Belisa in Her Garden (written 1928; produced 1933) will also persevere after his
demise, but through different means. In this serio-comic work the playwright presents
a commonplace theme—the marriage of an “old” man to a young woman. Belisa,
the lusty ingenue of the piece, is an egocentric, narcissistic beauty who agrees to
marry the “beast” Don Perlimplin because of the arrangements made by her greedy
mother (and because she intends to cuckold her husband with her current lovers).
Realizing that he must win Belisa’s imagination in order to bring about a change in
her egocentric attitude, Don Perlimplin embarks on an adventure to that end. He
begins to write her love letters under an assumed identity and Belisa falls in love
with her unknown admirer; and when Perlimplin is sympathetic to her needs, she
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reveals that she loves the secret suitor because:

these letters from him . . . speak of me, of my body. ... There’s no
doubt that he loves me as I want to be loved.
(Scene 2)

Pleased with the result of his deception, Perlimplin proclaims enigmatically:

Since I am old, I want to sacrifice myself for you. ... WhatIam
doing, no one else has done. ButI am already beyond the world
and the ridiculous morality of people. Goodbye.

(Scene 2)

The meeting with the secret lover arranged, Perlimplin reveals the motivation for the
mysterious plan that he has set in motion:

I'want her to love that young man more than her own body. And
there’s no doubt that she loves him.
(Scene 3)

His is an altruism of the highest order for it involves the element of self-sacrifice—
by giving way to the new lover. The tryst is late at night in the garden. Belisa
enters, glimpses her would-be lover from a distance and, when confronted by her
husband, speaks frankly, recognizing in him a truly generous nature:

The scent of his flesh passes through his clothing. I love him!
Perlimplin, I love him! I seem to be another woman!
(Scene 4)

Elated over her admission, Perlimplin proceeds to elucidate on the play-within-a-
play he has concocted, with Belisa as an audience of one. But suddenly his earlier
largesse takes on a radically different aspect. Perlimplin now shows Belisa the
dagger he plans to implant in the chest of her pretender. The husband then declares
his true intent:

Now I will help you to mourn him. . .. Since you love him so
much, I don’t want him to leave you. And so that he can be
yours completely, it has occurred to me that the best thing is to
stick this dagger into his gallant heart.

(Scene 4)
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Thus his fantasy and hers appear to be destined for a tragic conclusion. She pleads
for her unknown lover’s life but Perlimplin remains resolute:

He’ll love you with the infinite love of the dead and I’ll be free of
the dark nightmare of your magnificent body . . . Your body! . . .
Which I’ve never been able to fathom!!!

(Scene 4)

He leaps into the shrubbery, and moments later a red-caped figure stumbles into
the garden, Perlimplin’s dagger in his heart. As Belisa takes the dying lover in her
arms, he reveals his identity. It is Perlimplin himself that Belisa nestles in the
crescent of her arms. Speaking as the young man who wooed her away from her
narcissism, Perlimplin explains:

Your husband has just killed me . . . He ran through the field and
you’ll never see him again. He killed me because he knew I loved
you like no one else. As he killed me he shouted: “Now Belisa
hasasoul!”...Iam my soul and you are your body . . . Since you
have loved me so much, let me die embracing it in this final
moment.

(Scene 4)

He does die embracing the body of Belisa, to which he has added a soul born out of
his imagination.

Don Perlimplin’s immolation is a ritual of suicide. Yet its end is not self-
serving but altruistic for he has sought, and obtained, the goal of having Belisa
love another more than herself. And yet, has he not left her also to mourn the death
of the “new” lover? The play, of course, is a manipulation of “Beauty and the
Beast” with a different kind of happy ending—one in which the sacrificial immolation
has brought about the apotheosis of Belisa. Thus, in a broad manner, the play
exemplifies patterns of ritual self-sacrifice found throughout Greek tragedy and in
the Old Testament, while the theme of Belisa as Narcissus also has its roots in
classical myth.

The subject of self-immolation, which turns The Love of Don Perlimplin
with Belisa in Her Garden from a comedy of manners into a play of serious
dimensions, is treated very differently in Lorca’s other dramatic works.

Doftia Rosita la soltera (Dofia Rosita the Spinster, 1935) presents
immolation at the hands of time, which sees the protagonist become ever more
enmeshed in the hopelessness of waiting for the man she loves to return and make
her his bride. Like the flower after which she’s named, Rosita has her blossoming
and her moment of splendor but as the years of quiet desperation set in, she begins
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dressed in white and, poignantly, recalls the last lines of the poem about the Rosa
Mutabile. The depetalling of Rosita has begun as the play ends. Rosita has been
sacrificed. In her steadfast love and self-immolation, Rosita resembles Penelope;
however, Rosita’s suffering does not come to a fortunate end because, unlike
Ulysses, her beloved never returns.

The tenor of immolation in Asi que pasen cinco afios (When Five Years
Pass, circa 1930) is distinctive in that its foundation is surrealism, an artistic
movement whose premise is the subconscious mind, out of which arise automatism,
the disassociated image, the dream, the nightmare, timelessness, displacement, the
eternal return. . .. The final tableau of the play is set in the library of the house of
El Joven (The Young Man); there is played out a vicious game of cards whose sole
end is the termination of the young man’s life. The three players who arrive together
are as one in their pursuit of the same end:

We play and we win; but how difficult it is! The cards drink
savory blood while being held and it is hard to cut the thread
which unites them.

(111, 2)

Their plot against El Joven requires special care, however. But they know that in his
case, their cunning will draw out his lifesaving card:

Player 2: But with this one . . . I don’t think we will fail.

Player 3: I’m not so sure.

Player 1: You’ll never learn to understand your clients. This one?
His life escapes him through the eyes . . .

Player 2: We must be very cautious with him to avoid a
reaction. . .

Player 1: It wouldn’t be a bad idea to play our cards quickly . . .

Player 2: He has an Ace.

Player 3: A young heart against which it’s more than likely that
arrows will falter.

{1, 2)

Because El Joven holds such a powerful Ace, the first player reveals that he has
brought a secret weapon: arrows that penetrate any target, be it hard as iron or soft
as gauze. And so, when El Joven re-enters, the game of life begins. Eager to
accomplish their purpose, the sinister players proceed with dispatch. But El Joven
stalls with orders to his butler to bring liqueurs or whiskey. The players, however,
will not be put off; they importune El Joven with their demands:
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New Directions, 1955).

8. All of Garcia Lorca’s titles in English and all textual translations throughout are
mine unless otherwise specified.

9. See José Martin Recuerda, The Inmates of the Convent of Saint Mary Egyptian,
trans. Robert Lima from Las arrecogias del beaterio de Santa Maria Egipciaca, Marion P. Holt,
ed., Drama Contemporary: Spain (New York: Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1985) 97-138.

10. Euripides’ The Trojan Women (circa 415 B.C.E.) depicts the plight of the women who
have lost their men after the Athenian massacre of the male population of Melos, a neutral city. See
Fifteen Greek Plays and Seven Famous Greek Plays.

11. See Robert Lima, “Blood Spilt and Unspilt: Primal Sacrifice in Lorca’s Bodas de sangre,”
Letras Peninsulares Fall-Winter (1995-1996) 255-59.

12. See Robert Lima, “Toward the Dionysiac: Pagan Elements and Rites in Yerma.”
Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 4.2 (Spring 1990) 63-82. Also in Robert Lima, Dark
Prisms. Occultism in Hispanic Drama (Lexington: UP of Kentucky, 1995) 69-87.

13. Judith 13, in Holy Bible 563.

14. Sophocles, Antigone, trans. F. Storr (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1951).





