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<f_c JACINTO BENAVENTE 



Social sitt1.a tions and t he manner in which they a re r-1et 

b:,; U:ose about whom they center, have long held m:l nttenti on . 

Tlrn choice, t \',e y, e:f'o..,.,e , of social dr ama as the fie ld for my 

research work may be 1·egarded as n. natural resul t. 

In 13ena,:en te ' s dr2.1"las I found many problems real i sti ca l ly 

a:vic~ icL a li s t ic a l J :I treated . The ac e ompanying s tudy is based 

on those of bis plays containing more than one act , there being 

Rn excess of sj_xt y s-.wi-,_ . I }1av0 dealt with none of ris trans -

lu.tjons . 

Th0 greater port1on of m7r ri i nor wor k \"/8 s done in the field 

of social drama and covers a period paralleling that of Bena ­

vente . For this r eason atten tion hns been given to deve lopments 

in tb.e French drama con temporary with tha t of the Spanish . r,~ en­

t 1on onl y has been made of t he Engl ish and Scandinavian i nflu ­

ences found i n Benavente ' s t heatre, s i nce my research ha s been 

conf i n0d to Spanish an d Fr ench drama . 

To Dr , Rebecca Switzer I owe de epest gratitud9 for the 

faith reposed i n me as evidenced by her sancti on of my d esire 

to pursl1e, as I h ave, my s tudy j_n this phase of Spanish lite r ­

ature . At all times she has been i n t ere s ted in my wor k, and 

continously has offered t he mos t cla~ifying ·sug~es t i ons . 



iv 

Ano ther instru ctor to whom I shou ld like to expre s s my 

appreti ation is Mis s Maude Wallin who generously render ed 

as sistance during Dr . Switz e r 's illnes s , enabling me throughout 

that period to c arry my work f orward without de l ay . 

I a l so wa n t to t hank t h e library staff for the many cour ­

tesies and privileg3s extended to me while I have been en-

Lf'.(sed in this work . 

~ ore tha n a ll , do I offer my greatest l ove t o OSi e and 

Dad who se s a crifices mcJ.de po s s i ble t h is ye a r of s tudy . 
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Chapter I 

The Development of Soci a l .Drama in $pain 

Modern drama i n Spai n , as in the majority of countries, 

s~~ows de cided social t endencies. Writers have everywhe r e be ­

come consci ous of t he existing conflict between t he indivi ­

dual and the socia l mass . They are not satisfied wi th gene ­

ralities, but desire to present concretely workings of those 

confliGts which are so _:eneral in t:h e:°Lr rnanifesta tions as to 

seem univer s a l and whi ch, however, to every individual seem 

his a l one . I ntere st, the r efore, centers 81)C,ut tre most ou t ­

sLandini; characteristic of this type of modern drama . The 

result is a reBlism such as tha t descr·ibed by Storm Jameson 

when she says, 

'' By Realim:1 , I unct,~rstand a drama that treats of l ife 
a s we today know it, and c'lC:!pends for i ts grea tne ss on 
the success of t he author in e ndowinc it with qualities 
w':, ich lift it beyond today ." ( 1 ) 

This d efinition is one whi ch mi gh t apply to the social drama 

of Spain todny , for social drr:ma is tha t type of d.rama in 

whi ch existin6 condltj_ons are presented to an audience in or­

der that l ts members may become more f ully aware of circum­

stanc es no t always pleasant to face , yet a t t he same tim~ of 

vital i mpor tance to them . 

The field of social drama as a separa t e category of 

3panish literature has been re c ogn~zed only wj_thin recent 

1. Storm Jarneso.n , Modern Drama in Europe , p . ix . 

,, 



ye ars, but social elements are to be found in the earl iest 

manifestations of the t heatre as we l l as in othe r literary 

ge~re s since the begi nning of Spanish literature . 
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An interest in social problems appears in the des ­

criptions of ma nr,e rs to be used in the home(2), suggestions 

on the rearing of children (3 ), comments on friendship (4 ) , 

:.::nd l ove ( 5 ), and rec;ulations re garding the edu c a tJ ona1 s·:y-s ­

tem ( 3) of the day, a ll of which appear in the thirteent:h 

century in the writings of Alfonso el Sabio ( 1220 -1284 ), 

Mor a l, social and pbl i tic a l pr oblems were presented in t he 

didactic e,iemplos of Don Juan Manue l ( 1282-L'..i4,8 ), nephew 

of Alfonso el Sabio, w~~ to make his mora l lesson more 

defin i t e~often concluded his article wi th a bit of moral 

verse such as: 

"Si al comienco non muestras qui eres, 
d d / " . . !I munca po · ras espues cuana quisieres . ( 6 ) 

A vast sa t irical picture of medieval society1 presenting 

with notable exactituc.ie the charac ters and customs of the 

fourteenth centur y_, 1s preserved in El libro de buen ~ 

by the Ar c i preste de Hi ta. Rea l isti c int erpre tation of 

dialogue , custom, and character evolution are pr esent in 

2. Alfonso el Sabio , Siete partidas, " Partide. segundair, 
Ti tulo vii , Ley v . 

3 . Ibid, " Pa rtida segunda" , Ti tulo. :;r...xi, Le ye s i - xi. 

4 . Ibid, " Partida segunda 11 , T{ tu.lo xxvii ., Leyes i-vii . 
5 . I bia , !,!-Partida segunda" , '11 :itulo v , Ley, xx , Ti t.vj_, 

- Leyes i ~i i 
6 . Don Juan Manuel , 11 :E j emplo xxxv", cited in Menendes 

Pidal , Antologi a de prosistas espafioles, p. 46 . 
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El corbacho (7 ) fr om which a sing le chapter title i ndicates 

the d i dactic intention of the au thor. 

"De los vicios e t achas e mal as c on diciones d ,3 l as pe r­
versas mugeres e prim0ro digo d e las a vA. riciosas ." ( 8 ) 

Love (9 ), marriage (10 ), honor (11), p r ide of lineage (12 ), 

l oyalty (13 ), rel i g ion ( 14 ) , ind ependence (15 ), are a ll t reated 

in the old Spanish ba llads , existing in the twelfth a nd thir ­

teen t h centuri es but unp rin t ed as a rule un til th e s ixteenth. 

Rea lism in early Spanish dr~ma was carried on l ~rge l y 

through t11.e rneditl.111 o f the one - act play i n i t ia t ecl by J1.rnn de l 

Enc ina ( 1468 - 1 529 ). Th e productions of thi s writer were short 

pieces known as eglogas rihich first clrama ti ze d t.he na tj_v i t y, 

bu t l ater acqui r eu a r:10re secula r no te • . r1121ey ~'-.r e o f Vo. l u e 

for their re a li s ti c c onserva ti on of the dialogue o f t h e fi :f ­

teentb centur y) w j_ th the na l ve express i ons of t he rustics , a n d 

their misuse of lo:n6 words . The eglogas 2.lso 1.rresorve many 

fi fteen t h c en t ury cus t oms in the descrip ti ons of peasant lite 

and in a llusion s to events of the doy . 

7. Alf onso Mart{ n e z de Toledo (1 3SJb - liv1.nc;. in 1466 ) E l cor ­
liaeho . 

D. Alfonso Mart{nez de Toledo , '-'El corbacho", c ited in 
Mene.ndez Pids..1, .Antolo,r;fa d'3 vr,os i stu.s espan oles , P . 50 . 

9 . "Los inf an t c s d e Lara " - c ited in S . G. r,1orley , Spa.nj sh :Sa l­
l ads , pp . ,3- 12 . 

10 . " Eomance de1 cond e Alarcos y de l a infanta Salisa '', I bid , 
pp . 64-7 2 . 

11. " Berna ldo de l Ca r pio'; I b id , pp. 1 - 2 . 
1 2 . " Romance de l Conde Fernrn-Gonzal e z", I b icl, pp . 3 - 5 . 
13. " Romance del Cid Ruy Diaz n, I bid , pp • . 51 - 54. 
1 4 . "' Romanc e del Pa lmero", Ibid, pp . 34 - 36 . 
15 . " Romanc e d e 1 Conde F e rnrn""ITonzalez " , I b i d , p p . 3 - 5 . 



An even greater contribution to the development of 

r ealism in the drama is found in t he work of a successor , 

4 . 

Lope de Rue da (1510?-1565). His interest in the I talian 

Cornmedia dell' arte led h i m to found one of t h e first dramatic 

companies i n Spain . (1551 ) . This author, actor, 1:m d producer 

travelled about t h e country1 stopping at inns to pass the night 

and to present Ita lian comedi es a nd tragedies. For diversion~ 

he introduced between the acts of the class ic dramas, realis­

tic one - act plays which he called pas os. Social elements in 

the pasos a re found in the use of idiomatic p•·n sent dialogue , 

and of subject ma tte:r familiaj" to the audiences. The :!TIO S t 

famous of the pasos is t ha t of the Aceitunas i n which a :P,us ­

band and wife quarrel over the price to be asked for a crop 

of olivesJ'thou.gh . the tree has just been planted . In another, 

two rogues get a free meal by inveigling a servant out of 

the provisions he is carrJ ing. Again, a doctor's servant 

i mpe rsonates }1is master and prescribes for various patients . 

Satire in t h e paso~ is directed against the clrurch, against 

representatives of the law, against poor country hidalgos who 

are pictured as the starving victims of a mistaken pride, and 

against students who i mproperly use La tin in talking with ig­

norant souls who know no Latin., as well a s agi;inst other com-

mon phases of life . 

Another form of the short drama tic piece s imilar in 

type to the eglogas a::1d the pa sos was the. en trerrn{s perfected 

by Miguel de Cervantes (15 47 - 1616 ). Cervantes' constructive 

contributions to the social theatre are h is convincing realism, 
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h is minute study of customs, his choice. of natural and char­

acteristic situations, and the intensely human nature of 

his characters. He has written of d i vorce, the jea lousy of 

both men and women, e;ossip, inadequate preparation of community 

officials, etc . 

'l'he government , people , dress, and cus toms of the seven­

te enth century were s a tirized by Qui?.ione s d e Benavente ( 1589 -

1651 ), who followed Cervantes and dedicated himself ex­

clusively to the writing of t he entreme's . Taking the stock 

characters of the Spanish comic repertoireJ he ;-::akes them move 

and speak with a grace p1·ev:i.ously unknown. His };.U111or, however, 

depends t oo much upon allusions to events of the day and to 

customs peculiar to the passing moment . For this reason he is 

local and t emporary in hi s a ppeal. 

'l1he eighteenth century wr .. s a peri od of degeneration for 

T / 
every form of Spanish literature . he entremes underwent 

decay . It continued to be written after the o] d patternsJ and 

was dear to the populace, though despised by the c ritics 

under French influence. As time went on the entremts became 

so obscene as to create scandal . It was suppressed in 1780, 

but in dying gave way to a new form , the sainete . 

The sainete wh ich gives the best availa.ble p:i.cture of 

Spanish life of the eighteenth century was_ Revelppe1;1 by 

Ramon de la Cruz ( 1731-1 '794) . Characters i n this new drama ­

tic genre are no longer conventional types. All social 

,, 
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classes, all walks of life are d e picted in the sainetes. 

The frivo l ous tertulias of the aut hor ' s ovm aristocratic 

circle are revealed . One see s a futile society seeking 

vainly to conceal its ignorance beneath a veneer of French 

culture. Settings are some teeming street , the courtyard 

of an overcrowded tenement, a public promena de , etc. The 

author crowds his stage with merchants, a rtis ans, char1 a t ans, 

and peasants with their wives and swe eth earts. A1 1 wrangle , 

make love , exchange repartee , converse in dialect, slang) and 

bad grammar . There is much bustle and animation . 

In the longer drama Juan Ruiz de Alarc6n (1581- 1639-l 

adherent of the school of Cervantes, bOpe de Vega , Tirso de 

Molina, and Calder6n is the foremost figure in the beginnings 

of a pure l y social drama which definitely indicates t he con­

flict between t h e individual and society . In fact , h is d rama 

sh ows pra ctically all the elements of modern soci n l drama. 

Ruiz de Alarc6n is the greatest mora l ist of the Spanish class ­

ical t hea tre . Besides this , he has n o rival among his contem­

poraries in the comedy of cha. racter . His ar t is mor e normal 

and natura l t h an that of h is c ontemporari es and reflects more 

faith fully t he society about him. He develops a sing le in ­

trigue in which h e s e eks to contrast the poe try in the d a ily 

life of his chara c te rs with t he more sordid out lo ok of the 

prevailing socia l mass . A certain psycho16gica l element 

appears in h is drama . His theatre poss es s es an unusua l dig­

nity. His versatility is shown in the great variety of 
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themes he has treated, of wh ich the most irr:portant are friend ­

ship ( 1 6 ), love , j ealousy, loya l ty (l7 ), falsehoo d (l8 ), vanity 

( 18 ), self - control, slander(l9 ), sexual morality(l9 ), modesty 

(19 ), greed , ing r atitude, sacrifice, the power of money ( 20 ), 

sound learning , bravery , kindness , honor , and social levels( 21 ). 

Social drama made aJmost no s teps forward in Spain dvring 

the latter part of the seventeenth century . It is curious to 

I 
note that Alarcon ' s comedy of character bore fru it in France 

rather t han i n Spain. In 1642 )Cornei1le translated .i n part , 

and 1 i n part, i mitated La verdad sospechosa under the title Le 

Men teur and it is probably to this translation tha t one owes 

t h e social drama of Mo liere who was great l y influenced by 

this play . Moli~re (1622- 1673¾ in hi s Comedy of Manner~has 

borrowed from the Spaniards a plot in whole or in part . I t 

is not certain thr' t he knew directly the works 
/ 

of Alarcon , 

but great similari t y exists in treatment each has given to 

social situations . One finds in t he dramas of Moliere all 

t:vpes of seventeenth centur y Fren ch society . He is esteemed 

for his 

16 . 
l '7 . 
1$. 
19 . 
2 0 . 
21 . 
22 . 

11 grasp of characters , for his delineation of foibles , 
and for his exposure of vices ."( 22 ) 

Ganar amigos, Examen de maridos, III-11, 
Los pechos privilegidos. 
La v~rdad sospechosa. 
La s paredes oyen. 
La industria y la suer t e , II - 3 , Ganar amigos, III - 1 . 
t.fiiien engarfa rlasa quien , I I I- 6 , Lo s favores cie1 mundo. 
s . Griswold Morley , "no t e s on the Spanish Sources o f 
Moliere " , Public a tions of Mode r n Lang,uage Ass ociation, 
p . 289f . 
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He reproduced with exactness the existing socia l conditions . 

He logi cally c rea ted and developed h i s charac te rs . In the 

exagger a tion of certain qualities to the point of ca ricature 

hi s plays were similar to the comedia de f igur6n introduced 

and popularized in the Spanish the Btre of the seventeenth 

century by Rojas Zorilla . Moli~re wa s an advocate of moder ­

ation and human tole r ance, fighting always a ge. inst the a rti­

ficial and the unnatural . 

I n the lat t e r part of the eighteenth century_, social drama 

developed as i t had been in France, returned to Spain. Leandro 

Fer n~ndez de Morat! n (1760- 1826), the only important dramatist 

of this period, shows in his decidedly s?cj_al drama, with its 

realistic picturing of life, tl1e influence of Moliere. He made 

many transla ti ons and adaptat i ons from t he Frenchman ' s theatre . 

JJora tin, 

"iaw in the works of the French writer the model upon 
whi ch the Spr,nish comedy ought to be based in the future, 
and the plays of Morat{n recall at every step the work 
of t he mas t e r ." (23) , 

Besides the inf luence of Moliere upon his subject ma tter , 

Mora t{n had enclosed his drama within the ri gi d bounds set 

down by the French critic Boileau , , adhering s t rict ly to the 

unities of time, place, and action , and carefully studying 

the language employed . The moralizing e lement in Morat{nffs 

theatre is, however , Spanish. His t hemes are of definite 

social interest, and he writes of love, j ealousy , a nd marri-

age . 

23 . Les lie Bannis ter Wa lton, Intro. to El viejo y l a nina, 
P • Lii. 
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He attacks p a renta l authority and constraint in El s { de las 

ni:nas and La mo jigata. Li te rary fashions of t he day a re sa -

t irized in El cafe. 

Els{ de l as n inas --------

Ile c r iticizes t he convent system in 

(11-5 ), advocates state patronage of lit-

erature in Sl cafi ( 1 - 3 ) , and fulminates against t h e t hen 

existing prison system in El baron ( 11-16 ) . 

I n spite of the l iterary movemen ts which c ame and went 

in the nineteenth centur~ the Spanish h eld tenaciously to 

the realistic pre son tfJ tion of the ir own customs and socia l 

problems . Marti nez d e la : Rosa ( 1787 - 1862 ) who ushered in 

the Roman t ic pe riod wi tl: his Conjure.cion de Venecia ( 1834 ) 

also _pr e sented comedies whi ch a.re socia l in character. He 

condemns hypocritica l poli ticians (24), censures the bad 

exampJ.e and neelect of a certain cl a s s of mo thers ( 25 ), and 

trea~s of thB problem of jealousy ( 26) . Mart{nez de la Rosa's 

comedy of chara cte r is wri tt·e n j n the s ame style as tha t of 

Morat f n; yet it is grea tly inferior to it in the observ ation 

of reali t y , psychological penetra tion and d i alogue. Contempory 

with TuJarti ne z de la Rosa was Breto'n de los Herreros ( 179 6- 1273), 

the mo st popular poet and humorist of his t i me . His t h eatre is 

very popular and picturesqu e . His . car i catures are exaggera ­

tions th~t deJ. i gh t , and their author wa s as great a portrayer~ 

h is own society as Ramon de la , Cruz h ad be en in the eighteenth 

century . 

24 . ; Loque puede un empl eo ! 
25 . La nina"""" en casa X la. madre ~ la ma sc::n·a . 
26 . Los zelos infundados o el marido en la ~, chimenea. 
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Abou t 1850; romantic drama. wa s replaced by comedy wh ich 

mi ght be called t h e comedy of t ransition . This c omedy wa s 

n o t en t irely moder~ writ ten as it was i n many c a ses in v e rse , 

but there was a ten d enc y t o abandon the di s play of violen t 

pass ion and t o a t t empt pic ture s of contemporary society . 

Grea te r in tere s t wa s evinced in the de velopment of character 

and i n direct obs erva ti on and refle cti on of t h e workings of 

t he mi nd . Of grea test i mportan c e in the theatre of transi ­

ti on a r e Lope z de Ayala ( 1828- ,1879 ) and Manuel Tamayo y Ba1(s 

(1829 - 1898 ) . 
I 

Tama yo y Baus tried, a s did Ayala, to introduce 

pl ays with a decided r.rio r a l element . I n Lo posi t i vo , one of 

t he bes t c omedi es of manners of the former , the demorali z i ng 

gre e d for wea l th is censured. In Lanc e s de honor , h e ass a ils the 

prac t ic e of dueli ng and d i s closes t h e h a r dships and injustice 

brought upon others t han the chief participants by this "debt 

of h onor''. Un drama nuevo is a strongl y d eveloped psychologi­

cal s tudy of love and marriage . Tamayo y BaJs str ove in a 

mechani cal way to simplify the drama in setting , arrtion , 

characters and expression. 

based on observation . 

I 
The method of Lopez de Ayala is 

"His merits are inventive force, c l ean - cut plot, exact 
balance between reason and i magi nation , and a firm and 
vi gorou:s touch which does not debar delicHcy . 11 ( 27 ) 

In El tanto por ciento ,he attacks · t he cra ze for quick riches, 

stock-gambling , pleasure s eeking~and all the base emotions 

springing from such indulgence. El nuevo don Juan is a newer 

27 . Merim.ee and Morle y , History of Spanish Li tera ture, p . 529. 
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version of the Don Juan type , and directs its criticism toward 

such men . In Consuelo , Ayala portrays once more the d isastrous 

effe c t wrought upon a heart no t wholly perverted from that 

longing for wealth and luxury which was coming upon the middle 

class at that date. 

'I'he monarch of the Spanish theatre during the l ast third 

of the nineteenth century was Jose Echegaray (1832~1916 ). Up 

until 1885 ,. this writer ' s drama s offered various notes of Roman­

ticism to such an extent that he was called neo - romantic . In 

1885, however , Echegaray began a new phase i n his literary pro­

dnction , influenced by his ret?,dings from the dramatists of the 

North : Stringberg, Sudermann , and I bsen---Ibsen , the drama ­

tist of wh om Frank w. Chandler has written, 

"He united literature with stagecraft; he c omb i ned ideas 
with story; he brought ethics and sociology out of the . 
closet challenging playgoers to think as well as to feel. " 

In Echegaray 1 s work he wen t beyond the superficial treatment 

of his characters to attempt a more psychological analysis 

of their thoughts and of the influenc e upon them of the group 

within wJb..ich they moved. 

This same psychological, analyt ical. appr oach which 

Echegar2.y used in t he latter pe riod of his produc ti vi ty was 

apparent throughout all of the French drama of the nineteenth 

century. I t is not al.ways true that individual French writers 

28 . Frank w. Chandler, 11 I 1Jsen", Modern Continental Playwrights , 
p. 1. 
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influe:q.ced the development of Spanish drama . More often, it 

is the movement t hey r epresented which has i n some way affect ­

ed modern drama i n Spain; ye t it is i Mpossible to pass by 

or overlook t he French influence. Ni neteenth century French 

dra:na wa s almost wholly a social drama, a field definite ly 

es tablished and greatly developed by Alexandre Dumas fils 

(1824-1895 ), a crea tor and prolific initiator of new forms . 

Dumas opened up the field of the coYl'J edie de moeurs where 

human nature is studied in conne ction with and affected by 

its social environment . He c r eated the piece a these or 

problem play and introduced the r a isonneur or mouthpiece 

into the French drama . He wrote almost E:ntirely of woman , a nd 

he r soci a l position vvi th regard to love , marriage, divorce, 

and the illegitima te child . 

Af ter its be gi nning, social drama in France was promoted 
;, 

by Andre Antoine , founder of what is called t h e Free Theatre . 

. Antoine sought to satisfy the affection of a l l who de s ired 

sc ope for the untrammeled development of t he drama . During 

the existence of t he Free Theatre (1887 - 1896 ) Antoine s t r ove 

to present "slices of life" and to mal{e the drama p~_,e sented 

an exac t reproduction of reality . 'Among the dr ama tis ts who 

first ga i ned recognition in the Free Theatre are Eugene 

Brieux , Fran9ois de Curel and Courteline . Characteristics 

of t h e Free or Natur alistic theatre whi ch Antoine advocated 

are an emphasis upon obse r vation rather t han i magination, a 
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stress upon facts rather t han truth, and life faced in its 

c_; rimmest and most horrible aspects, for only so can i t be 

improved . T~1j _s shows that the Natu r alisti c theatre was no t 

a happy theatre, and tha t the writers were inclined to be 

coldly analy tical. Drama ti s ts of this theatre are Henr i 

Becque, Eug~ne Br i eux , Fran9ois de Curel , and Octave Mirbeau . 

A narrower divis ion of mode r n social drama in France, 

known as the 3ocial rr11ea tre , includes those dramatists whose 

preoccupation is purely socia l. This fie l d , often divided 

into plays of ideas and the thesis play, is represented by 

Fran9 ois do Curel , E11gene Brieu ,< and Paul Hervieu . 

A major theme of French socia l drama is l ove , which is 

treated in a thoroughly psychological, analyt ical manner . 

The most important representatives of the social dr ama of 

love are Georges de Porto- Riche , Maurice Donna y , Henri Lavedan, 

/ and Paul Geraldy . 

This phase or type of drama spread to Spain) whe re social 

themes we r e coming more and more to occupy the attention of 

the dr ama t ists and of th0 audiences . Social pnoblems of all 

sorts were being ruthlessly attacked . Writers were obs e rving 

more c arefully and we r e thinking mo'r e deeply and inclusive l y . 

The contemporary the a tre was initiated by Perez Ga l d os (1843-

1920 ), a man of cosmopolitan knowledge , and certainly one of 

the mos t careful observers who have ever written for the Sp2n­

ish stage . Much of his writing is propaganda) bu t he unhesitat-
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i ngly attacks his country ' s weaknesses. In Realidad , a 

faithful icture of society, he presents the husband who par ­

dons the vvife taken in adultery . Mariucha exalts the energy 

of the hurnan wil l &nd praises the girl wno works for her living 

in the face of aris toc ratic prejudices. He pictur es the con­

flict between pagan and Christain conceptions of life (29 ), 

tbe sad state of the ruined aristocracy which is forced to 

work ( 30 ), and the moral ree;eneration of a husband who repents 

and is pardoned ( 31 ). In li:l abuelo he presents a Spanish Klng 

Lear who rejects Spenish tradltions of family honor . 

The writers who have succeeded Gald6s have done little 

more than follow h i s realistic method , but e a ch h e s given to 

his work the proper note of his own indivi dual temperame-ht. 

Among these, Jacinto 13enavente, the greatest of the modern 

writers of social drama , is master in the field of social s a ­

tire . 

"Lo caracteristico de Benavente ha sido J.a reacci6n 
~ontra las formas recibidas del arte nacional, rnovido, 
no por sentimientos de scatados , sino por el deseo y la 
necesid2d de liberars e de las moldes tradici onales y 
cre R.r su propia arte de acuerdo con las tiempos nuevos. 11 

( 32 ) • 

The first of Benavento 1 s come dies shows the influence 

of the Spanish social comedy wh:'Lch deve loped in distinct 

forms from Morat! n to Ga l d6s . Benavente used in these comedies 

the characteristics then dominating the French comedy , bu t 

29 . 
30 . 
31. 
32 . 

Barbara. 
La de San Quintfn . 
Amor v"ciencia. 
- L , I 

Federico de Onis, Jacinto Benavente , p; 17 
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still made his dramas essentially Spanish . Thus he shows that 

t':le Spanish language , ·:Ls capab le of the s ame subtleties and r e­

finements which until t his time were believed to be the ex­

clusive property of the French language . 

The French i nf luence noted in his first works was dis­

cus sed at length by critics vvho pretended to de stroy the value 

of his work by accusing him of plagiarism . (33 ) . Certain 

critics compared his works with those of many of t he mod ern 

French t heatre i n an effort to prove that Benavent e borrowed 

directly from specific writers. Profesaor d e On{ s writes, 

"Lo que Benavente recogio" de las comedia francesa fue la 
tend~nci a s a tfrica y social que le llevo a pintar en 
much.as de sus primera s c omedias , de caracter natural y 
realista que contrastaba con el cara'cter roman ti co de 
los dramas de Echegaray, la sociedad espan ola , o mejor 
dicho, madrilefta de su ti empo . 

11 El mundo que Benavente pinta no tiene nada que ver 
con el franc~s y su manera de pinta rlo, el ingenio , 
agudez n y penetracion de su mirada, son completamente 
suyos . Gente conocida se t i tula su segunda obra , y ese 
mismo nombre podrf a s ervir para J.a mayor{a de su primera 
e poca y para muchos po s treriores . " (34 ). 

The t ru th is that Benavente was capable of assimi ­

l ating, without danger to his own originality , not only the 

i nf luence of the French theatre i n its diver se f orms, but a l s o 

t ha t of other European litera t ures ,_ particularly the English 

and the Scandinavian. (35 ). He has, in fact, shown :himself t o 

be the most cosmopDlitan of a l l modern Spani sh playwrights, 

33 . I n his Comi da de las fieras Benavente was accused of having 
used Fran9ois de Curel ' s Le repas de Lion until i t was 
proved that · the accusa t ion was false, since t he r e is no 
similarity between the two beyond the titles. 
de on{ s , op . cit ., p . 19f . 34 . 

35 . ~ ' p . N. See also Preface to t hesis . 
.'' .,,;._. 



16 

and , despite the intensely personal note of his drama , has 

become almost universal in his appeal. 



Chapter II 

The Relation of Benavente ' s Life To His Vfork 

Benavente 's life is of particular interest to the stu­

d rm t of his drama, becaus e in it one finds the background for 

many of his theories and philosophies as well as much of the 

material which later offered itself for treatment in h i s 

theatre. 

The dr•amatist wa.s born in Madrid on August 12, 1866. He 

was the third child and son of Don Mariano Benavente and Dona 

Venancia Marti nez . The parents belonged to that class lmown 

as the "alta clase me dia", a class tha t doe s not reach the 

heights of the aristocrs.cy, but is above the social group 

which, according to L~3aro , "reforms. en casa los sombreros y 

I vuelve del reves los vestidos para que parezcan nuevos otra 

vez." (3 6 ) This "alta clase media" is of sufficient financ i al 

security to be relieved from the mean and sordid problems 

which so tear down an indivi dual's exi stence . The fact tha t 

Benavente has been free from these worries may account for the 

definite absence of ec onomic conflict in his theatre. 

The dramatist ' s father, Don Mariano , was a physician who 

specialized in children ' s diseases ., His lovable manner en­

deared him to all with whom he c ame in contact, particularly 

the children whom he treated. His intense interest in his 

36 . 
/ I' 

Angel Lazaro , Jacinto Benavente, p . 7. 
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own children led h i m personally to supervise their 

education r ather than submit them enti r e l y to t he care of 

o. tes.cher . When not employed in the school ro om , young 

Bena.vente ac companied his father, a t times, as t he surgeon made 

his ca ll s to t h e h ospital and to the homes . In thi s 1nann er 

the boy ga ined an unusua l and intimate knowledge of children 

which l ater exp res sed itself in h is wo rk i n the children's 

theatre. 

J acinto Benavent e received his first education at the 

I ns ti tuto de San Is i dro1 whe re h e disp l ayed great precocity . 

He wa s studious and reflective, but not exempt from certain 

peri ods of insubordination and rebe llion . He distinctly dis­

like d to pray and to attend mass , and as often as pos sible 

contrived by some means or other to be absent from the daily 

services . 

There must certainly have been hours of sadness and 

melancholy in the infancy of this i 1:lpressionable child who 

found himself bored with the simplicity of a daily routine 

of school work which his companions found d ifficult . In his 

Bachille r Corchuelo he ha s wri t ten of h i mself , 

"mas rese r vado que expresi vo y ,algo dado a medi taciones, 
me pasaba horas enteras solo, mirando a una luz o una 
pared ba:nado de sol, mientras mi i maginacion echaba a 
volar . " ( 3'7 ) 

37 . I bid, p . 9f . 
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His greatest diversion was in constructing tiny 

theatres of cardboard and moving about their stages dolls 

for whom he spoke , using verses he had learned in the school 

r oom or at times introducing his ovm extemporaneous or hasti ­

ly composed lines . 

Frequently he accompanied h is mo ther on he r social visits. 

At such times the others talked while the child sat by silently . 

These conve rsations, i n whi ch the woman made their lamentations 

and exchanged their confidences, fixed themselves permanent -

l y in the boy ' s mind , without his being particularly conscious 

of the fact t ha t he listened . 

11 l!luchos afios despues, cuando Jacinto Benavente est£ es­
cribiendo una de sus comedias , detiene la pluma , desvia 
la mirada del papel y perr'1anece unos instantes pensativo . 
El dramaturgo busca la expresi6n fami liar que ha de ser ­
vir e l mati z del persona je . Se trata de una anciana , o 
de una muchachita ca s adera, ode una sirviente---- ---El 
poeta evoca su infancia, y o t ra vez vuelve a ser el 
n1fia que oye la conversaci6n de l as mujeres . Entonces, 
la frase fami liar de s eada , surge espon tinea de los ma yo ­
res, como si e l artista la acababe de o{r y la repitiera· 
simult:ineamente." ( 38 ) 

Be tween the ages of twelve and fifteen he learned to 

read and spe ak French, English, and I talian, and there opened 

up for h im three new fields, each rich i n ma t erial and sugges ­

tion . Several years later he acquired a r e ading and speaking 

knowledge of German . His study of the attitudes and customs 

of foreign people developed i n part his internationalism and 

38 . I bid, p . 12, 
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his understanding of foreign settings and people . This in -

teres t has manifested its elf in many of his plays in V\h ich 

settings, charB.cters , or e l ements are of a foreic;n nature . 

Upon leaving the I nstitut e d2 San I sidro , he enrol led 

in a law course in the Uni veris ty of Madr id 1Nhere he was a 

s tuden t at the time of his fathe r ' s death in 1885 . Benavente 

was t hen nineteen yeurs of age . 'l'he boy abandoned all thoughts 

of legal career and d ovoted h i mself entirely to literature . He 

had no f i xed occ\1pation , b1Jt travelled about rat:her generall7 . 

In I.Ial"'1rid }10 assoc iated wj_ th all types 0.nd classes of people , 

always readin[; avidly from his own and othe r literatures . Con­

f licting opinions· are advanced concerning the theory that dur ­

ing this period he travelled for a. ti111e with a circus. (39 ) 

Starkie has said, 

" 'l'he clown ' s art, it is s ald , vvi t h its dependence on 
populs,r favour, afterwards taught h i m when wr:'i.ti ng for 
the stBc;e to avoid effects which cann ot be readily 
cau.ght by the public ." ( 40 ) 

'l'his statement appears plausible when one considers that 

Benavente i s lauded. for h aving done away wi th many of the 

artificialities of the theatre . In any case Benavente real­

ized that any effect may be achieved in the theatre , no mat ­

ter how subtle or e lusive the idea 'may be , so long as it is 

susceptible to i mmediate perception . Perhaps it was as a re-

39 . Starkie, Jacinto Benavente, p . 23, and 1,zaro, op . uit . , - --.,..... p . 17 sb:c te that he was connected w:i. th a circus . Onis, 
op . cit ., p . 1 2 , most emphatically disagre e s. 

40 . Starkie, op •. cit ., p . 23 . 



21 

sult of this intimate knowledge of craftsman s h ip that he did 

away with t he aside and the soliloquy, two devi ces which are 

mos t assuredly artificial and difficult to portray naturall y 

and convincing l y . 

It is certain that no trave lling done by the dramatist 

kept h i m long from Madrid. He spent the grea ter part of 

h is life in the midst of the city . Occasionally, however, he 

wearied of the noise and bustle and fled to a house of his 

own in the village of Aldeancabo located in the province of 

Toledo . Of his life at Villa - Rosario , the name given to his 

home , Benavente writes, 

"Ii'e despierto temprano , y en la cama lee 1os peri6dicos , 
despacho la correspondencia. Leo o traba jo y a la ca f da 
del sol salgo a dar un paseo solo, huyendo de donde haya 
gente -------que adem~s ½ay poca -------Cuando vuelvo, a 
l as echo, como, y despu0s me pongo a trabaj ar hasta la 
madrugada . 

"Yo no me he aburrido nunca es t Emdo solo . Muchas veces 
cuando me cans a ron el trifago v las insustancialidades 
y las perfidias d e la ciudad, ~e escipd al pueblo. Y 
en el pueblo me pas e d i as enteras sin 1--ablar c on nadie 
...• ( 41 ) 

Benavente ' s first period of writing reveals the f ac t 

that he has not yet found himself nor sounded out his scope 

2nd ability . His first work was a series of non-dramatic 

productions of varying t ype and value , t he r:rns t impor tant of 

which was h is Teatro fant£stico p~blished in 1892 . In 1893 

he published a volrnne of poems writ.ten in i mita tion of Cam­

poamor and Becquer , bu t Benavente wa s not.a l yric poet . 

41 . 
. / 

A. Lazaro, op . cit ., p . 40 . 
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There had been n o grea t l ove i n his life; neither h a d he 

known t h e s u f fe ring a n d priva tion whi ch i t i s gene r ally con­

ceded a r e necessary i n t he make - u p of a r ea l ly great poet . 

In thi s same year ( 1893 ) the r e appeo.red his Cartas de mu j eres, 

the first work that s 11ows t ha t the foun dat i on o f his wo r k is 

in the field of fe n~inism . Thi s bo ok j_s noted f or 5 ts si:n­

plicity and f or Benavente 1 s f ine knowl edge of femi n ine society . 

Benavente has no i llusions abou t his he roine s, bu t analys es 

them 1.1\!ith s t ri c t impa rtial1ty . '.11he scope of the work is br oad 

and thr oue;h a l l of t he l etter s one see s t he i llumina t ing spiri t 

of r<:munc i a t i_on which is so charac teristi c of the S pan i sh woman' s 

soul . I n t he women of these "letters" t h e r e a re t h e ske t ches 

of Benaven te ' s f uture he r oi n es. He was i nspire d by t he t r ue 

Spanish reali sm which i s a t a ll tirie s p oe ti c ; yet howeve r de l­

i c ate Benaven t e may be i n senti men t, he is alway s a rea l is t . 

Fol lowing this, t here came f rom h i s pen in 189-1: t he firs t of 

his dramas , El n i do a j eno. Sinc e t hat t i r-1e he has wr i tten 

ra t he r prolifica ll y for t he s tage . 

Always a c a r eful observe r, Benev ante stored i n h i s mi n d 

a wealth of ma t e ri a l gleane d f r om observa tio ns of t he people 

vvhom he met and with wh om h e t a lked. 

of time in the c a fe s with his fri ends . 

He s pent a g re a t de a l 
/ ,. 

An ge l Laz a ro ha s print -

e d a n inte r e sting d escription of h i m as he appeared in 1898 . 

11 Su figu ra menuda , s u rostro mo;reno y angulos o , su 
calva prematura , sus l argo s y re t orc i d os bigo te s , su 
negra y pu ntiaguda barba y su enorne cigarro puro - -- -­
ese cigarro con e l cual siempre vemos a Benavente en 
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fotograf ! as y caricaturas y sin el cual nose c oncibe 
ya al dra.rnatur·go ----- - --- son familiares en e l Cafe de 
ldi:;Ld! donde f or man ter tul ia Va l le Incla'n, RubenDar 'Io, 

uis Bello , P! o Baroj a , Ricardo Baroja , Martf nez Sierra 
y o tros pe rsona j es , entre lo s cuales no faltaba algun 
c 6E1.ico y tal c1,1al. e studian te aficionado a la l i tera tura ." 
( 42 ) 

Benavente wm1ld sit for hours and listen to the conver­

sr,J. ti ons a nd argu111ents whi ch engaged the group , but se l dom 

entered into t he discu ss i on . I f h is opinion were a sked , 

n e l apart o' e l puro de la > boca, se a tus o l i geramente 
el bigote con sus dedos f inos y de ja cae r con cierta 
el egante indiferencia su comenta ri o , breve , penetran-
te y fr i o como un estilc~ te .n ( 1.13 ) 

Thi s sa::r,.e brev j_ ty and pene tra tio_n are noticeable in 

b.is plays which are :-teD tly developed , a n d. clean- cut i n style . 

He concisely and clearly p !.,esents his idea s wl thout be lng 

11 wordy 11 , until i n the latter p'3riod of h is wrj_ting he begi n s 

to moralize and philosophize . 

IIis interest in children ,. wh:ich d i d not les sen afte r 

h is father 1 s de a t h o_rd h is own e ntrance :into the field o:f 

drama , led '.1im to es t ablish a Child!'en 1 s Theatre in Madrid 

in 1 909 , a n d to write several beauti ful fairy tales for the 

new i nstitu tion . Such ta l es a re not lacking , in spite of 

thei r i maginat i ve qua lity , i n Benaventian t heories. 

'.rhe de ath of Menendez y Pe layo i n 191 2 l ef t vacant a 

chair in tJ1e Spanish Academy, a nd Benavente was e l ec t ed t o 

f i ll the vacancy . It is in t e resting to no te t ha t before 

43 . A • L~zaro, op . c i t ., p . 26 . 
43. I bid, P • 26-:- -
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.I Menendez y Pelayo the position wa s occupied by the scholar 

and critic Hartzenbusch . 

There h ave be en in Benavente 1 s life since his entrance 

i nto manhood no significant events which have di rectly in­

f l uenced his work . He has lived a very norma l life . Al­

though it is said th~t h is first trip with a circus was the 

result of h is love :ffor one of the wome n of the troupl? , it is 

not definite ly known that this is true. Ne ither is it known 

that he ever loved any woman very dee ply ; at least he has 

never rnarriec.L Perhaps it is the lack of some centra l 

passion in h is life tha t has led certa in c~·i tics to designate 

h im as too coldly inte llectual . 

However that may be , i n La malquerida , for which he 

wa s given tho Nobel Prize fbr literature in 1922 with t he 

comment, 

"Av,rnrdecl to Benavente for the happy way in which he 
ha s pursued the honored traditions of t he Spanish 
theatre . " (44 ) 

Benavente displays a posj_ tive deve l opment of character and 

an underst&.ndin g of human nature and emotions which place 

him among t he world ' s celebrated writers, and show most d e ­

cidedly his insight into human love, and passion , a passion 

so great that it here manifests ibs elf as hatred . 

Benavente live s still in Madrid aPd continues to write . 

44 . Annie Russell M2,rble, The Nobel Prize ~!in::1.ers in Liter­
ature, · p . 247 . 
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'.rhouc;h h is more recent dramas have not received such high 

praise as some of h is earlier works, none is lackj.ng i n the 

vigor, spontaneity , and interes t in social situations, a ll 

so chara cteristic of the fir s t productions and of the writer 

h i mse lf. 



Chapter III 

Benavente' s Approacb to a nd Treatment of 

S ocial Problems 

The year 1898 ~arked the beginning of a new movement 

in the li terature of Spain. Historic~lly, t he year -;;as ths.t 

of the outbreak of the Cuban Wa l} the ending of which was so 

disastrous f or t he Spaniards . The great los s of life and of t he 

remaining Spanish coloni es ends a chap t er in Spanish history . 

Spani ards began to see t.11.a t they must bring t he ir country in to 

line vii t h mode r n Europe , and eve r :r 7.rear since ha s seen the in­

troduct i on of new idea s i n t o Spain. A more liberal spirit be ­

gan to inspire the youth of the countr :,-,r . . A feeling of inter­

nationa lism slipped into the attitudes and theories of rnany 

of the peo ple. Modern inven tions and improvements t hen cur-· 

rent north of the Pyrenees :made their appearance on the penin­

sula. Many advancements were made; ye t Spain could never be 

entirely European. She has a l ways resisted with tenacity the 

at t enpts made by i nvaders t o "Europeanize" her government and 

people, and , despite efforts made to a s :-;imila te her neighbors ' 

i dea ls, the characteristic "espanolismo" pe r meates her litera­

ture and art. 

The movement of 1898 started brillantly in literature 

under the leade rship of young writers whose ideals were h igh 

and whose works were consistently steeped wi th a s pirit of· 

inquiry . The introduction of new ideals into litera ture mus t 

naturally react upon the drama, and compel it like other arts 
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to exchange its traditional conventions for modern stage 

technique. Among the many new write-rs there moved one who 

was later to be, not only the master builder of mode rn Span­

ish dr ama , but also the mirror of the society of his time, 

just as wa s Ivioli re i n Fr ance in the seventeenth c entury . It 

is truly evident t ha t in the plays of Jacinto Benavente one 

ma y study the vices and virtues of twentieth century Spanish 

s ociety , for in his work he followed closely the sta tement 

made by Lope de Vega , 

"El drama h a de representar las acciones humanas y 
pintar las costmnbr~s de su siglo. 11 (45) 

Benavente is not a typical Spaniar~but r a ther is he the 

most cosmopolitan of all modern Spanish w.ri ters . His use of 

ma terial not en tirely Spanish in nature has led various ene­

mies of h is to d eclare that his introduction of forei gn ele:ilents 

and ideals in t o l ite rature has cause d the dec J.ine of true Span­

ish art. 'J'he re are fore i gn e l en ents in Benavente 's the a tre , it 

is true, yet a t the same time ':l e retains much t ha t is Spanish . 

The underlying Spanish traditions cannot be entirely disregar d­

ed . This c omplexity in Benavente ' s theatre springs l argely from 

t he perpetual struggle within his own mind between the old and 

the n ew. There is no denyi ng , however, that he wa s influenced 

by the French theatre of this period . That the same struggle 

was presen t in the minds of con temporary Fr'.ench drama tis ts is 

45. Lope de Vega, "Arte nuevo de hacer comedias", Coleccion 
de obras ~ dramaticas de Lope de Vesa, p . 230a. 
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evident in t he productions of such men as Fran9 ois de Curel , 

Henri Lavedan, Georges de Porto - Riche, and Paul G6raldy, but 

it canno t be as serted with any degree of cer tainty th a t Bena­

ven te was directly influenced by any of these writers not ..... with­

standing the simila rity . As in Modern French drama there is 

e. refreshing independence in Benavente t s departure from confin­

ing traditions and in his steps forward into the field of free­

dom in expression. Chandler has named him, 

' "too comprehensive a genius to be c onf i ned to any one 
manner ." (46 ) 

and discus s es him i nti mately in his chapter~'titled The Ver­

s a tile Benavente . ( 47 ) 

" Benavente has tri ed his hand at al.mo.st every ~enre, 
and has been successful in them all . I n all t ese 
different genres he has moved with cons1m~~~ ease 
without the suggestion of effort." (48) 

His plays a re not long , nor a r e they encumbered with 

long speeches, until in the l atter period of his production., 

when he be gins to moralize . The majority of h is dramas are 

very simple in outline B.nd conversation takes the plac e of 

action. rl'he slightly snobbish people of whom he wri tes so 

often are endowed, at times, with a scintillating wit which is 

sharp and subtle. Some plays a re d,eveloped al.most entirely 

by dia logue . This is true of Alma triunfante and Sacrificios 

in which, 

46. F . W. Chandler, op . cit ., p . 506. 
4?7 . Ibid, pp . S:03 - 529.° -
48. J"7"'G . Underhill , quoted in B. H. Clark,!:::. Study of Modern 

Drama , p . 212 . 
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"the dialogue · becomes a medium for expres si ng various 
states of the mind , various i n t erpretations of the 
central i dea . Instead of the sharply defined moral 
standards which had a l ways r u l ed Spanish drama , we 
find a l l the unc ertainties , all the doubts of the mod­
ern mind ." ( 49 ) 

In both Alma triunfante and Sacrificios Benavente 

made excellent use of tho theories int roduced by the Belgian 

drama t ist Maeterlinck in his static and symboli stic theatre. 

The Spaniard ' s theatre is of li tt l e interest and va lue to 

t 11.e person who i s not hi gh l y i maginative . One must read be ­

t ween the lines and learn to divine f rom certa in words and 

actions a meaning which is often inde pendent of the situation 

be ing portrayed . Benavente himself has said, 

'' The best of the artist ' s genius is not in what is ex­
plained in his works , but in what escapes from them ."( 50 ) 

Benavente's t hea tre might be ca lled i n many inst ances 

the true "slice of life" drama, defined and dis cusDed i n 

nhapter one . I n his use of t h e "s l ice of life" drama lies 

much of t he charm of the Spaniard 's produc tion. As is t ypi ­

cal i n this t ype of drama , Benavente does not attempt to 

so l ve the prob lems which he pre sents to his audiences . He 

merely ref l ec ts for the onl ooker the weaknesses and vices 

of h is own society , h oping that hi s, c ontributi on , as an author, 

will sti mula t e thought and action in the minds of t he peoplej 

since it remains for them to correct t he faults of their own 

group . 

The f ollowing i~ an apt desc r i p tion of El nido a jen o, 

49 . Sta rkie, op . cit ., p . 16 . 
50 . B. H. Clan, op . cit ., p . 218. 
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the first of Benavente 1 s plays to gain recognjtion-- -- a 

descrip tion which might apply equally wel l. -to other "slice 

of lif err dramas . 

" no habi a ningun conde venga tivo, ninguna condes a adul­
tera , ni~un escudero traidor . Nada . Sal{ a a lli una 
habitac ion de casa modes ta, yen el segundo acto lo mis ­
mo , y en el tercero igual . Un oscuro incidente de la 
vida familiar, desarrollado ; entre muy pocos persona j e s, 
y un final un poco amar go , con SllS go t os de f i losoff a y 
de ensenanza d e la vida. Habiendo escrito despues Bena ­
vente tantas obras magn:fficas, que pareci a debi an borrar 
e l recl.1.erdo de El nido ajeno este sigue siendo pa ra 

1 --7' ~ / / / muc :10 s como un s1moo.1.o, y lo sera mas aun cuando se trace· 
en fr ! o la historia de Jltimos d el siglo XIX . En El nido 
ajeno parece indudable que Benavente se propone queeY-­
contraste sea absoluto entre su teatro y la t ecnic a qu e 
privaba entonces . El nido a jeno pu ede servir corno un 

d l - - ., mo e o excelente de una mane ra mode rna, segura y art1s-
t ica de entender el teatro . Deg nido a jeno ha salido 
l a lec ci6n y la norrna para todo nues tra t ea tro actual." 
( 51 ) 

/ 
Gonzalez Ruiz, au thor of t he above comment on El ni do 

ajeno, writes concerning Gente conoc ids , B~navente 1 s sec ond 

drama whi ch appeared in 189'6, 

"En ella e:x:iste una condicibn desconcertante todav i a 
para mucha parte de1 publico . No hay 1 argumonto 1 • El 
que esto excribe ha visto a algunos expectadores de 
Gen te conocida pregunta.r por el argumento con i ndigna ­
ci6n, con el tono de l hombre estafado , y qu e va a pedir 
que le devuelvan su dinero o s.rma un escandolo . En 1896 
l(;) cos a era ma:s ex-ttraordinaria que hoy. . Al l { habf a u.Iia 

s erie de escenas magistrales , fin! simas , dond e se ve ! a 
retratado una parte de la sociedad de entonces, y 
cuando iba por lo me j or, ; paf L se bajaba el tel6n y se 
acab8. ba la co.ned.ia . fl ( 52 ) 

And so it is i n many cases the absence of de finite ar­

gurrient and traditiona l characters along with the unexpected 

fin&. l curtain which constitutes a part of the interest and 

popularity of Benavente ' s t heatre . 'l'hat Benavente carefully 

51. 
52 . 

/ 

Gonzalez Ruiz, En esta hora, p . 25f. 

~' P • 26 . 
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calcu l ates , b owever , t he effe c t wr1ich he wish e s t o pr oduce 

is indi ca ted b y t h e fo l l owing c aus t ic remark , 

"Eve r y t h i ng tha t is of i mportance t o t he proper under­
standing of a p l ay mus t be re pea t ed at least tbree times 
during the course of t he a c t i on . 'l'he fi r st t i me one ha l f 
of t he audience wi ll understand i t; the s e c ond t i me the 
othe r h al f wi l l und erstand i t , on l y a t the t hird r epe ti­
tion may we be sure t}1 a t ever ybody und nrsta nd s i t , ex-
cep t , of course C::.ea f i:;e r s ons G.nd s ome cri tic s . 11 ( 53 ) 

?enaven t e i s inde8d versatile_, and h i s ab i llty is to be 

seen, no t in one f i eld a l one , but i n each ph ase of h i s drama, 

wh e r e he h as sh ovm h i ms e lf capab l e of deve l oping equal ly well, 

t hrough h i s careful u se of di a l ogue and ex po s j_ tio n.,, classes ct· 

people and t ype s of char ii. c t ers i n wi dely differin g set t i n gs . 

lfo ha s t reated some fi ve diffe r ent soci a l classes in b i s 

dramas: the r oyalty i n its pre ten t ious se t ting of court life 

and its characters torn betwe en duty and des ire; the aris­

to cr acy both rea l a nd fa lse with its snobbish i d ea ls a nd stan ­

d a r ds ; the "alta clas e medi a 11 ar t ificial and na r r ow, con­

s ci ous a l ways of its own pure sta t e anu t he ba sen es s of the 

next and mi ddl e c l a s s which it barely esca pes; the middle 

class , a clas s where struggle .and disillusion are a t all times 

upper mos t ; and fi nally the lower class, l a borers working 

their fa r ms , s peak ing their chara c te r:i.stic di a lect , finding 

t he ir s oul s r u l ed by almost pa gan pas s ions of love a nd hatred . 

53 . J . G. Underhill, Plays ,£;l, Jacinto Benavente. Vol . II, p . xv . 
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Benavente' s treatment of the roya lty usually follows 

an out burst of romanticism in h is own spirit and feelings . 

Like h is French predeces s or Edmond Rostand who surprised the 

publi c with the elaborate and romantic Cyrano de Dergerac, 

Benavente u ses a va st canvas and paints with broad strokes 

an overabundanc e of col or a nd detail . Representative of this 

t ype a re La noc~e del s ab~do, El dragon de fuego , La princes a 

B ' / ~, o.nd La escuela de l as princc sas . I n each of these plays 

there is a lack of restraint stimulat:1.ng the i magination to a 

restless pe rcep tion of the awe and ma jesty of life . 

" Instead of reinforcing his character s atire , the sweep 
and appara t us of these great spectacles dissipated and 
bewilde r ed it.'1 (54 ) 

Campo de armino f·urnis he s an excellen t survey of the 

aristocra c y , with its standards false i n many cases, offe r­

ing a t t he same time a glimpse into the underworld and the 

life of the "demi-monde" made so celebrated in French drama 

by Du.mas f ils . Benavente shows the ari s t ocracy in decad·ence 

i n Gente conocida, and in La corni da d e las fi eras presents 

the tragic spectale of a ruined noble family forced to sell 

its heirlooms . 

Cas te and clas s i n Benavente '~ theatre are of impor­

tance only as they prevent attainment of desire . He is more 

concerned in each case with the often artificial obstacles 

54 . I bid, p . ix. 
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which membersh i p in a certain group imposes upon the people 

wi thin that group . Class barriers prove to be one of h is 

most interesting themes. 

There is no t a great dea l of diffe rence between the 

" al ta clase media" and the mi ddle class proper . Critics 

often fail to distinguish between the two. These and the 

aristocracy rather merge one into the ot he r . Of the t hree, 

Professor de Onis states , 

" Benavente no ana liza y critica una sociedad abstracta 
y cosmop6lita. Ha fijado en estas obras a la burguesia 
y aristocracia madrileffas tal coma e ran en un momento 
de su evolucio6 en quB estaban transform,ndose conforme 
a moldes europeos, perdiendo muchas d e sus tradici ona les 
virtudes sin adquirir las nuevas, y conservando en c ambio 
muchos de los antiguos vicios acrecentados con los nuevos, 
producto de l a: , moderni zacion. La pint ura n o contiene 
todo lo que es sociedad madrilefia: pero s in duda, Bena­
vente expreso el caracte r dominante del momenta qu.e por 
su propia naturaleza se pr estaba a una h onda interpreta­
cion s a t i ri ca . " ( 55 ) . 

Plays of the "alta clase media" constitute the major 

par t of Benavente 1 s literary production. He himself ha s given 

h is re a son for choosing the aristocracy as a butt of ridicule, 

and his statement s hows that he is not a mere reviler of rich 

and prominent people . 

"If at time s I have la.shed our aristocracy, it was not 
on account of prejudice against it, bu t because , called 
upon to s atirize, and considering the natural and rogui sh 

desire of the public to laugh at somebody 's cost , it seem­
ed to me more charit~ble to excite laughter at the ex­
pense of t hose who enjoy many advantages in life , rather 
than at the expense of the humble who toil and who suff·er 
privations of all kinds . I t has never · se emed to me that 
hunger is a fit subject for laughter , and we know that.in 
half of our comic plays hunger is the .principal c~use of 

55 . de On{ s, E.E· cit. , p . 20f . 
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merriment." ( 56 ). 

In the few plays of Ben avente which treat of the middle 

c l ass he does pr e sent a drab a nd sordid pi cture of the hunger 

of these people whose poverty is not a poverty of body alone, 

but of mind and soul as we l l . 

In plays of the lower class Benavente , as h as been be­

fore mentione d , deals wi th de e p inna te pass ion, and in La 

malquerida and Senora ~ a , the t wo outs t an ding d r amas of this 

type , he has done sane of h is best work . 

Settings for Benavente ' s plays a re of practically every 

type . For plays deal i ng w.i. th the royalty and f or plays of the 

children ' s theatre he has chosen f i ctitious and foreign back­

grounds , constructing with in h is own mi nd i magina ry kingdoms 

a nd establishing upon their thrones i magina r y kings. For the 

a ristoc racy and the two divisions of t he middle clas s , in th~ 

ma jority of cases he uses Madrid for his setting . In La 

gobernadora , La f a randul a , Pepa Doncel, and various others, 

he has p laced the action in 1\/Ioraleda , a fictitious provincial 

capital in New Castile . Mor~leda is Benavente's own c reation, 

and is supposed to typify all the t is ol d fash ioned a...-rid s mug , 

though none the less politically and soc ially corrupt . 

In his d i alect plays of the lower c l ass Benavente ha s 

chosen the pr ovince of Castile , and uses t he rustic back ­

ground of the country for his setting. 

56 . J ac into 2enavente, quoted from I ntroduc ti on t o Los i ntereses 
creados, p . xviii . 
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Much of the strength of Benavente ' s theatre li es in his 

character c rea tion. 

And, 

"His drama is a drama of character, not because it is 
occupied with character, but because it takes place 
within it, and the conflict is j oj_ned in the play and 
inte .!:·play of thought and emotion, of volition and inhi­
bition, of impulse and desire., as they are colored 
and predetermined by tradition, by heredity , by conven­
tion, by e&1cation, and all the confused network of 
motive and prejudice of ~tich conscious assertion~ 
personality is but a part . " (57) 

"Although all classes of men and women are reproduced 
in his worJrn, there are no types . Through all his scenes 
one will search in vain for one hero , ana one will search 
in vain for one villain ." (58) 

Benavente I s strongest characters are his V\Omen . I n the 

ma j ority of plays he strives to show thei-r revolt ae;ai nst 

the conventions and hypocrisies of society; yet h e h i:i s not 

written h is plays as an expression of feminism . His primar•y · 

intention is to satirize the corrupt society of Madrid, 

Moraleda or some foreign city or country. · Thouc;h he doe s 

expose many of the vices and weaknesses of the social group, 

in every study some particular f eminine character is stres::,ed . 

He sympathizes wi th the aspiratj_ons and disappointments of his 

women characters. He extols thelr sacrifices. ( 59) . Vfi ves in 

his theatre must be i ndulgent to light-of-love husbands. (60 ) . 

Should a wife herself sin, the bus.band may pardon, bu t where 

children a r e involved the law is i nexorable. . ( 60 ). Benavente 

57 . Underhill , op . cit., p . x . 
58 . I bid, VJ. x iv':" 
59. Alma triunfante, Sacrificios. 
60 . "Ro'sas de oto?i.o, Senora ~n, La malquerida. 
61. La leyde los h i Jos , La-honrade los hombres. - ----- - --- - --- - - ----
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seems to f ee l tha t women accomplish most when t he y f orgive, and 

throughout h is femini s t plays h e exalts l ove t1 S being wholly 

unsel fi sh . 

The Beneventian hero is weak . With the ex cepti on of the 

11raouthpi ece " character who is us ually a man, there are few 

str ongly drawn men in Benavente 1 s t heatre . Hi polito, of Gen t e 

conoci da is an interesting p 0rson, bu t h e is comple te l y over ­

shadowed by t he s plendidly drawn Victoria, h is Wife. Au reli o 

of La gata de Angora would have developed into a s ignifi cant 

char acter, had he not been dominated by his love f or Silvia . 

Toggi of La h onra de los h ombres is a fr agile framc-·1orl{ which 

r:1i ght have be en sturdily completed had he not c rumpl ed before 

t he t hrust at hi s own honor foll owing wlb.i"ch Gunna triumpll.s wi t h 

her supr eme s ac r ifice. Dani - Sa r ( 62 ) f iL)1. ts a l osing batt l e 

asai ns t circums t ance s , because . 

!the doe s no t see the e gotistica l ma chinati on~ of t he 
Eur opean powers which are trying to obta in con t l'o l 
over h i s kingdom ." (63 ). 

The youth J u lio of Por las nube s is one of the stonger mas ­

culine creations of Benavente 1 s thea t r e . He is a symbo l of 

human indi vi duality . 

" Ju lio must a ch ieve independence f or h i mse lf and c i-rnracte r . 
He mus t subdue reality , pushing a s ide the phantoms which 
confuse an d hem him round , a nd fol low the on ly reali t y , 
t h e flight of his s pirit towards i ts idea l ." ( 64 ) 

Julio must fi ght a l one, but the exhi larating knowledge that 

h e has s trength to do i t makes h i m one of the most admir(:l.b le 

62 . El drag6n de· fuego . 
63 . Sta r kie, op . cit., p . 1~4. 
64. I bi d , p . 83. -
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of Benavsnte's c~aracters . 

Stl·onge r even t ban Julio and of much greater populari-

ty is C1"j_spi n the picare sque servant of Los in tereses e re a.dos . 

An 2.stute and sagaci ous person who unde rstands perfectly t he 

workings of the hu man mind, Crisp{n is the center of the play . 

Jie it is who moves all the threads of act ion and sets to work 

the passions of the characte rs . He is really master of h is 

mas t e r Leandr·o, because while he is capable of e levated 

thoughts, of supreme i dea li sms , and of the cenerosity of love , 

he is also a pra8 tical rr1an who does not despj_se ria t erial 

va l ues . Gonzalez Blanco is of the opinion that, 

11 Las crea ci ones de Leandro y Crisp'in bas tarian para in-
morta lizar a 1..m au tor. 11 ( 65 ) 

I t is in Gen te corwci da tha t one mee ts for the fi_rfJt tlme 

j_n Benavente ' s works the pe culiar t ype of w'!-: ich so rrany ex­

amples follow later . Be is t he 11mou thpiec e " who u tters cell 

the author ' s theories and explains the ·workings or the play .· 

"He is a lways a man of t he world, a bachelor, ironic a l 
but suave , always keeping his ear agog for the gossip 
of Madr i d life . He is equal l.y a t home in the study of tb.e 
mas ter of the house or in t he boudoi r of the lady; the 
secrets of hls pa tron ' s b ank balance a re known to him 
no less than the secrets of the ' alcove '"· ( 66 ) 

In t he above mentioned play ti1e mou,thpiece is Tomillares.,. and 

from him we learn wha t lies beneath ~he striklng oute r appear -

ance of the society of Madrid . I n Por las nubes it is Don 

65 . Gonz a les Rui z , op . cit ., p . 132. 
66 . Starki e , op . cit., 0 47 . 
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llilario , t he doctor With mode r n views, who is eaeer to demoli~ 

the thin coverj_ng of hypoc ri s ·y tha t vei 1s the life of the 111 i d ­

dle c l asses . Don Pablor :ln El collar de estre llas, the mou t h ­

p i ece and hero of the play, is a s:y--r:1bolistic chm:acter . His 

d t; sj_re is to live on a moun tain, so tha t he :nay be far' removed 

from nen while the stars brea t he a i·ie s sage to him. 

In 3e~avente 1 s earliest work s be gives indic ati ons of. is 

po.s.=i.onate interest in the welfare of cb:i..Jd:re~.. I n :;:;1 lJ.r' :l :nc:ipe 

/ 

que todo lo ap1•endio en los libros , Gar .. arsr:) la vida and Cieneci -- -- - - -- --
ta) 1·10 lrns g i ven c'·w.enin2: i ma L_1;es of fai rylike people c anbined 

with educati onal principJ.e::i . One finds , however , t~1::1.t he too 

often sacrifice s beauty to moral purpose . IIis li. ttle princes 

Bnd princesses l ac k the spontaneity, the dj_vine ge. i ety , Dnd tl:e 

human na tv.ra l ness found i n Barr i e I s Peter Pan and r,:'.aeterlin ck 1 s 

2-luc Bird ._ His mos t realistic interpTeta tion of child l ife i.s 

.:round in the charac t e r o f Ti t in who appears i n Lecciones de 

buen arnor . Ti t i n is a SL}all boy whose parents are w1.dergoinz 

marital difficulties , and h is r 8 le is subordina t ed to the love 

t heme. Tit i n i s real , perhaps becavse }}e is not s-;y--n1bol:i.stic . 

He is a norma l , p ru;npe r e d child , r espond:lng quickly to a bit of 

tend·3 r ness a n d attention. Exclusive of those ~)1o.ys writ ten 

expressly for the ch ild re n I s tb.ea tre , ch i ldr en 8. re alrnos t non­

existent in Benavente 1 s production . 

And so one finds t h • t Benavente ·t s t heatre is a theatr e 

of character , characters fr om all sta ti ons of life and from 

varying geograp1ic a l settings . Yet despj_ t e even this fact , 
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tl:.e se characters a r e more or les s tmifor m i n tha t each is pre ­

sGn ted i n a s itua ti on deman di ng , not on l y t hou gh t and c onsider ­

ation~ bu t in rnan~ c ase s sacrifice s of a mos t t r agic type . 

Benavente is , 

" a keen obs erver crnmnenti ng upon life a greeab ly 2nd 
wise l ? , arid i mbued with f ~:.i t h i n the po ssi bi l ity of 
r:1aking it finer ." ( G7 ). 

I n h i s appioa ch t o a nd t rea tm en t of social prob l e~s he 

i s c hee r fu l , s otmd and sensib l e . ThG or ob lerns which he has 

present ed are not of unusua l t ype , ou t a r e s itua ti ons ·11hich 

rrij_ght ar i se in the life of any norma l i nd ividua l, a n d t:h 0 

philosophy which he e xempl i fies is a sound p1d l osop11y of lL"o , 

i1·r0spec ti ve of geograpl':i c a l set tint_; . His s«ni t y o f vi ew---point 

constitut0s one of h i s chief c l aims for universality . 

67 . F . W. Chandler, op . ~ -, p . 528 . 



Chap ter IV 

Problems Treated in Benavente ' s Plays 

In t he earliest of Benavente 1 s plays the people sa ti r­

i zed were themselves the audience . Only the people of the 

upper class attended the theatr e, nnd it was at these that 

the drama t ist directed his 2.ubtle irony . 'I'his sar.Je r1radril­

enian society whose defects were so openly satirized by 3ena ­

vente was the first to become interested in him and to recog­

nize h is value, enjoying even the fineness and perfection of 

of the satire of its own portrait , i n spite of the similar­

ity of the likeness. But with these s Htires 3enavente would 

never have been able to awaken t he s;ympathy of t he public. 

His art was too refined and too subtle to ever make itself 

popular . For this r:eas on _he , wa s, at first, successful only 

among a select group of people sufficiently cultivated to 

understand h i rr1 • I t was not long until his dramas beca~e 

broader and more profound and acquired a more moral and human 

sen timent . There is i n these later plays not only a b1Jrlesque 

of the socie ty surrounding us, but the ideal of a greater hu -

1:1anity . It was then that his theatre began to be more diver­

s ified, to acquire richness and variety and to display the 

profundity of Benavente ' s drama tic talent. The most diverse 

tendencies of the modern theatre, all type$ of emotions, so­

cial types and conflicts of the soul have encountered ex- · 

pression in his work. 'I'his diversification has not manifested 
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itself in successive steps , but in a progressive enrichment 

of varietie s which go hand in hand with the plays which pre­

cede , maintaining always t he comedy of c ontemporary customs 

as the dominan t bac k ground . ( 68 ) 

r:J.1he problems of hi s p l ays rnay be rathe r broadly divi-

ded i nto two g r oups , one being domestic problems, t he o::her 

conmunity problems , the firs t named havi ng most often occupied 

the dramati st ' s attention . 

I n domestic situations one fi nds the t love is the quali­

ty cons i dered mos t fr equently i n Benavente ' s theatre . Its pre ­

eminen t position may be due as much t o its traditiona l impor ­

tance ( 69 ) as t o its normal i mportance in human re l ations, 

whi ch make logical the attention gi v en t:he subj0ct by Benavente . 

About the theme of love have been cons tru c ted the most s i gnifi ­

cant of the dramatist ' s plays and through it the re have un­

folded some of his most interesting characters. The tradition-

a l i dea of love is excellently developed in Los intereses creados, 

one of the most popular of Benavente 1 s works . Leandro has pre ­

v i ously thought nothing of l iving so luxuriousl y in the hote l 

when he well knows that he is penni less . Upon meeti:r:g the love ­

l y Silvia and being attracted to he ~ i mmedi a t e ly, h i s great love 

68. de on{s, op. cit ., p . 2lff . 
69 . The i mportanceof love was ,shown in El.libro de buen amor, 

its effe ct upon Finea in La dama boba , its importa nce"""Tn'"' 
the sentimental novel, CarcerTe amor, and in the pa·stor ­
a l novel Diana . 
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changes h is attitude . He is ashamed of his 1ife. He wishes 

to fle e or to turn himself over to the officials. He himself 

says, 

" i Nunca pens{ que pudiera amarse de es te modo 1 i Nunca 
pense que yo pudiera amar l En mi vida e r rante por todos 
los caminos , no fuf siquiera el qie siempre pasa, sino e l 
que siempr e huye, enemiga la tierra , enemigos los hombres, 
ene miga l a luz del sol. -- - ---- / He sonadol Pero manana 
s:era' otra vez la huf da azaros a , sera la Justicia que nos 
persigue----- --y no quiero que me ha lle aqui', donde esta 
ella , donde ella pued2 a,·e rgonzarse de haberme visto." (7 0 ) 

I n Gente conocida the artificial love of Duke Henry offers 

distinct contrast to the sincere i deal love of Angelita who re­

fuses the young nobleman ' s declara t lon. 

"Angelita is a girl wi thout the vanity of Fernanda; love 
for her i s an ideal and she refuses to throw away this 
pearl even to please her father who h a s all the old no­
tions wi. th regard to the obedienc e of daughters. " ( 70 ) 

'l'he imrnensi t y of l ove such as tha t dreamed of b:r Angeli ta 

finds express i on in t he devotion of Duranf ( 72 ), who be ­

lieves love to be stronge r than all else . Such ideal loves 

seldom exist, fbr the two i nvolved of t en discover, as did 

Octavio in Amor de~, 

"No era a esa mujer a quien yo amaba; era el amor que 
naci o en mi y que yo anime con mi alma . 11 (73 ) 

70. Los intereses creados, I, C (cuadro ) II, 9. 
71 . Starkie , op . cit., p . 45 . 
72. El dr ag6ncie fuego, I , C II, 3 . 
73. Amor de~' II, 2. 
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Rosario, the young coun try gi rl married to a man of the city 

who comple t e l y domina t es her , exp r es s es t his same idea, 

" Y el carifi o uni c o es t an d if{cil de en contrar e n una 
sola persona l " ( 74 ) 

Tb.at the r e are t hose who be l ieve in a n enveloping sor t of love 

is exemplified in t he charac t e r o f Elis e. , t he woman who spe nds 

her f ortune in establishing a suc cessful poli ti c a l caree r for 

an ingrate who) once secure., repudiates J1e r . Even then, the re­

membrance of her lover never fails to stimu late t:er. 

"En todo carin o hay siempre uno q.; e qui ere, otro que se 
deja querer; un inai::endido y un r esplandor , que en nues ­
tra ilusion quere1;10s cree:r•r es f uego t a~bien ," (75 ) 

Elis a adn1 i ts tha t she has l oved too deeply , 

"Pero , i es que cuando se quiere puede quererse de otra 
man era? 11 ( 7 6 ) 

At her deoth from poverty she rece i ves a let ter containing 

mone y from the man she loves , but all tha t mat ters is the enve-

lope addres sed in h is handwrit l n g . ( 77 ) Of equal depth is the 

pas s ion which Natalie professes to ho.Ve felt for the vagabond 

Paco . 

Love 

11 Le he queri do, c omo nose pue cle quere r a nin0un h ombre. 
Por e s o le odio como le odio , 11 (78 ) 

so great tha t it ex presses itself as h a tred find s su-

pe r b trea t ment in La malquerida . R'aimunda , mo t her of Acacia 

7 4:. 
75 . 
76 . 
77 . 
78 . 

Lo cursi , I I , 6 . 
Una sen or a , II, 2 . 
I bid, III, 1 . 

I'6ia, I I I, 4 . 
'canipo de a r mifio , I , 6 . 
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and wife of Esteban, is disturbed by the girl's extreme dis­

like for her stepfather. In an attenpt to establish more 

friendly relations between. the twoJ the mother herself dis­

covers and discloses to t he dsughter that her hatred :i.s mere ly 

a screen behind which hovers her ardent love . 

nube~, 

(79). Por las 

11 is a drama developed out of conflict rising from two 
kinds of lover1 -- - tha t toward a bo7,r's family and that to­
ward his fiancee - -- 11 two we..ys of loDking at li f e . It is 
all in accordance with Julio ' s questioning mind that re ­
cedes at one moment to conservative and a t 8nother ad ­
vances to liberal notions . He weighs carefully the evi­
dence for both sides , and only gives his decision, his 
cas ting vote , after mature deliberation . " ( 80 ) 

Despite the fact that J·ulio , following his decision, must go 

awa y alone leaving bo th family and sweetheart, 

nthe dominant note at the end of the play is one of 
optimism and faith in the future . It (81 ) 

Quite opposite is h i s attitude to that of Elisa . Jullo J.oved 

deeply, but he realized the neces si ty of breaking away from tbe 

rut of middle clas s li f e . The tragedy of the play lies in tb.e 

shallow love of his fiancee., who would not suffer with him the 

hardships of a new life in America . Few of the women in :Sena ­

vente I s plays are t lhis weak, and the woman \riJho loves deeply 

does not of ten yield to obstacles or unkindness . Victoria 

of La comida de las fieras is the first of the true Beneven­

tian heroines . 

" she stands in glorious contrast against the gloomy back­
ground of male char acters, and it is only by her noble · 
example tha t she gives hope to her hus band Hi:p6lito . (82 ) 

79 . La ma l querida, III, 11 . 
80. Starkie, op . ~·, p . 80 . 
81 . I bid , p. 84 . 
82. Ibid, p . 50 . 
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Fi ndi ng b imself ruined financially, t he youne hus band speaks 

i ronically of his wife ' s duty i n remaining with him during 

this crisis . Victoria reveals her strength wh en she answers, 

" t Deberes? G Deberes conmigo? De j a esa pal a bra . Eso 
qu iere decir obligacion penos a ; algo que se cumple por 
eso, por daber . Y~ no llamo debar a nada d e l o que ~ago 
por ti --"" l o llamo---- i Q.ue se r o ! Algo alegre , facil , 
gus t oso • Yo da r i a 1a vida · por ti; y no diri a que cu rn ­
plia urn de ber, dir :i'.'a ----que comple taba mi f e licida d l" 
( 83 ) 

Donina's love for Nu.nu is so grea t tha t she is· willing 

to be mistreated by him in order to be near h i m. ( 8 ,1) I n 

spite of the t h oughtlessness and the i nfidelity of many hus­

bands their vvi ves acce pt their desertion a nd suffer unto l d 

neglect before they finally rise up and demand res pect and 

a ttention . 

"En la protagonis ta de Rosa s de ota:na apa.rece va el ti po 
de mujer que ha de a lcanzar su maxima definic i 6n en 
Senora arna y ql}e ya se insinuaba en aquella Donina , d e 
La nocheae l ~~bado que al hablar d e su amante dice. 
TiiTe queriamuch o . Me enganaba con todos, es ve rdad, 
pero yo era siempre su Donina, la primera, la ~nica . 
despues de todo. Y yo , en el f.ondo , hasta me sent:ta 
orgullosa de que todos le quis i e ron y que el , de spues 
de ellos , volvieron a mi, s;tempre sin haberme olvi dadn . 

"I sabe l (Rosas de o tofio ) pertenece a ese f recuente carac­
ter de 1'{jujer amorosa y resignada que 0e r dona las infi­
delidade s del esposo, porque es para e l un poco madre 
y sabe que ella esta en el coraz on d e l infiel por en­
cima de los f'r:f vol os y fuga ces pasa-tiempos c on muje -
res livianas. 11 (85 ) 

The young and dis illusioned Iviar:fa Antonia accuses 

men of being inc apable of lovi ng . Fol l owing her out burstJ 

83 . La comida d e las fieras, II, 8 . 
84. La noche deT s1i:3'ado , II, 2. 
85. A. Lazaro-;-o'p. cit~, p . 43. 
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cone the exalted words of Is abel who, i n spite of having been 

so humiliated by he r husband ' s various love adventures, loves 

him still. 

11 Los B.mores alegres, los amores faciles que solo conocen 
l a :l lusi 6n y el deseo , v,e'n deshojarse todas sns flares en 
una breve primavera; para el amo r de la espos a , para los 
amores santos y fiel e s que s aben esper ar , son nuestras 
flores, flares tard{ a s , las Rosas de Otofi o; no son las 
flares , de l amor, so~ las flares d el deber cuJtivadas 
con lagrimas d e resignacion, con aroma de l alma, de al.go 
eterno." ( 86 ) 

Gonzalo as 1'2.e is he re drawn is very like Felici an o of Sen ors. 

ama. Domi nica , wife of Feliciano, sees he r self surrounded by 

children who are the of f spring of her husband and other vvamen 

of t he village. Dominica h erself has no child . Upon discover­

i ng thut she is to be a mo t ter, Domi nica .turns upon Feliciano, 

and in her wrath brings him to her fe et in tears while she 

exults in he r new security . 

"Me teng o desespera miles da veces, cuando cref 8. que el 
pod! a querer a cualquiera otra-----; pero ya me he con-

~ . f 
ve1;c10 y que no es as:.i., que son _. ella.s l a s que le/ quieren 
a el, yen media de todo pa m! es una satisfaccion. 
Toas por el y el por mil i, No es pa es tar orgullosa? ( 87 ) 

Dominica j ustifies her own wor shi p of Fe l lciano as she say s , 

" Yo teni a que que re te mas que to~s jun t os pa se-r mas 
que toas ellas ." ( 88 ) 

Dominica I s role of mother i s s,light, but in it one 

may see a t hread of the theme of mo t her l ove, and love for 

children . In view of Benaven t e ' s i nteres t in childrenJ it i s 

86. Rosas de otono , III, 16 . 
8'7 . Senoraa ma , I, 6 . 
88. I bid , III , 11. 
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rather unusual tha t they play so small a part i n his t heatre, 

As th-ey appe r,, r, t heir r 6le i s s l ight a nd they a r e gener ally 

rude and impudent . He at tacks the lack of affec ti on f or 

children, or he builds a character such as I rnperia or Domi ­

ni ca about the theme of mo t her l ove . Perhaps it is the dra8a ­

tist who spenks through the mou t h of D'ederico in the de li grit -

ful comedy Lecciones de buen ~ as he says, 

11 No comprendo c 6mo hay gentes para quienes un nino es 
solo o.lgo as { corno un animali to, que divierte cuo.ndo est£ 
mo::)O, 0 alt;/) i ns ignificante que no ,, erece ma s 8. tenci on 
que una caricia ." ( 89 ) 

Second only to the pr otlem of love in Renavente ' s 

tl':e u tre is that of s a cr i fice . 'l1he most evident ske tc}: of 

~rn c2ifice occurs in t he dr 8.ma of t he sarn~ name. I n this 

de lineation there are two sis t ers . 1he older one , an actor, 

i s deeply in love wi th a Joung r11an , who r eturns her affec­

tion. She pe r mits he r c;uardian to c onvince her that ria r r iage 

means sacrifice of her art . Fe e ling, however, that she cannot 

send Ricardo away , she offers h im the ha nd of her ~oung sister 

Doll. Doll, to wtu,m Alma is more moth er than sister, a ccepts 

the situation and marries Ric ardo . Alma discovers later that 

she cannot so easily tear Ricardo from her heart. At his 

furthe r declara t ion of love, she de'cides that she must go a ­

way or risk ruinin g Doll ' s happiness. As Alma t ells this t o 

Ricar do , Do l l r ushes,in, bu t goes out immedi ate l yJ saying t hat 

the garde ner;'s childr en are mis trea ting the bi r ds . Shortly . 

89 . Lecciones de buen ~' III, 2. 
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after, cries from the children take Alma a nd Ricardo to the 

g r rden where Doll lies upon the grass dead . The children say 

that, in tryinc to get a bird from the wa te ~ she fell a ~d drown­

ed before help came to ther1. Both Alma and Ricardo as:{ them-

selves if Doll heard their c onvers ation and hearing , consci ously 

threvv herself into the water. Lacking a solution , the two must 

forever separate. The dramatist has he r e fo llowed the method 

of l':Iaeterlinck ( 90) and r.urel ( 91) in suggesting an i dea and 

leaving the question with the audienc e . Starkie ' s c omment is 

s i milar a s he says, 

" Benavente beh ind the rea l ist plot exploits the drama of 
the sub-conscious, and as it were gives the characters a 
shadow which interprets thern.n ( 92 ) 

In Alma triunfante Benavente again pictui·es a supreme sacri­

fice. Nervous exhaust i on fo l lowing the death of her only baby 

a:r1d knowledge that she can never hav-e another child led to the 

insanity of a 7oung married woman . rrhe husband, during the five 

years which his wife bas spent in the hoipital , has turned to 

ano ther woman ];r.'lilia. Andres loves Emi l ia, a nd by l 1 e r has a 

child whom he adores . This second happiness is destroyed by 

Is abe l's cnre and return home . 1JVhen his wi.fe 1 s sanity is as -

90 . Maeterlinck and the stati c drama wi th his use of the sub­
c onscious in Pelleas ~ Mel isande , Les Aveugles, and 
L ' interieur . · --

91. Curel , Sacrifice in La nouvelle idole. 
92. Sto.rkie, op . 2.i!_ ·, p-:-117, 
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sured, And.res severs his rela t ions wi th Err1 ili a and his l:t ttle 

cloughter. In the Y11eantime, Is abe l hG.s learned of the as socia-
I 

t i on •:ri t h Er:1ilia and of the child . In an attempt to make An dres 

happy and to gain es c •pe for herself, I sabel ~os t logically pre­

tends a return of insanity . 'Nith the exception o f the priest 

all are convinced t ha t the cure has ~een only temporary . Padre 

Victoria persuades I sabel that it is her duty to remain in her 

home to prevent fur ther s in on t he part of he r husband and Er·lilia. 

I sabel consents to remain and hor plPns are roveBleci to Andres . 

Somewhat j_ns lJired by t he priest I s i dea t1:'l e t the s oul cr:m e t all 

ti,:1e s triumph over pain 8.nd sin , I sabel, Kndres, :::ind }~n i l ia 

stisive to adjust t1·emselves to their new circt:unst,mcers. ( 93 ) 

I n the play, },1as fuerte que e l ~ ,. Carmen rejects 

Guiller:-'Ylo , whom she loves , to marry Carlos, a sickly younz 

man made eligible by his fortune. Her husban d 's illness pre­

vents his entrance into any very strenuous activity , E-md his 

extreme j ealousy keeps Carmen from enjoying hors elf with 1~er 

fr·:iends . Soon the girl ' s position becor1e s unbearsb},3 c.ncl she 

decide s to leave with Gui llermo . She is stopped on the verge 

of her d 1• pa rture when Carlos has a stroke of paralysis, a nd 

without revealing her plans , she a bandons them to attend her 

invalid husband . ( 94 ) Here . again. the r e is evidence of French 

93. Alma triunfante, III, 2 . 
94 . Mas fuerte que el~' I V, 11, 
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influence in t he simila rity of the conclusion of tILs f1.,1er· te 

que el ~ r to the. t o f the French drama Le Ma rquis de Pr iola 

by Henri LHvetla~. 

L~o r e pa the tic than Carmen is FB.ulina ( 95) " wr:.o in llc r 

eorly r':arried life left he r husband a n d cl-i.ild ren. 'l'he 7·,oc{rs 

prove l one l ~r , horvevcr, and a ft e r the ch ildren l',r e grown, the 

mo ther fee l s tl1e des ire t o s li p bnck in t o ;1. e r old pl8ce . A 

rcconc ilia ti or1 occurs betvvee:n t he paren ts , but t h is c an_not be 

so easily done 1.•:i th the chi l d re n . The a ches £• n d hu:rnilhtio11s 

wJ:::l ch they suff e r ed durinc; the years of 1:e r absence cannot 

now be madJ up . I n or der to avoid g reate r dis t ress the mother 

goes a way "because the l aw of tb e chi l d r en is stronger t han her 

own l ove and he r husban d ' s willingness to for give . 

I n La imna culada de l os Do lores t he theme of s a c r ific e is 

treated in a most unique manner . ~r:h e marriage of Asunci 6n, 

the dau gh t er of a ~ iddle-cla ss ~an, to a young aris t ocrat is 

prevented by t he boy ' s sudden d::.;a th. At t '0.e re(~ues t of his 

parents , sl1e goes to live 1:vi t h V--1.em . F1· om tha t time forward her 

J.::i f e is one of quiet s.n d extende d rrourni nc; . Th e f amily de-

/-
lisht ~ in its sl1ffering c=1:nd loves Asuncion for ber continued 

grief . The g irl ' s position enab le s ~e r to send money to h er 

own f ami l y . When narriage is l a t er p r opose d to he r by the 

cousin of h er deceased fianc , , she gentl y rejects the second 

suitor. Marriage, even within the family migh t destroy any 

opportuni t y to further ai d her own pa.rents. Asunc i on i s not, 

95 . La ley de ~ h i jos . 
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however , so entirely bound by money as this might le ad one 

to be lieve . I n her years of ~rief she has come to r~verence 

the memory of this man whom she knew so slightly and any other 

1iJ'e w7.1 l d now be sacrilege. ( 96 ) 

Sacrifice of honor is involved in La honra de los hombres 

in which Gunna relinquishes her honor in an effort to save he r 

sister frorr1 dis gr ::,ce. l'Ja0nus, her brother-in-law_, is aware 

of vvha t s11e has done to shield l,is w1fe, 1.md us he goes ~orrovv-

full~ away , .nays to h0r, 

11 t ' • I " <" • ,:, • t 11 1 / ,;.aios, ,_;unnu ----..)acr11- icas ,e por e a o <7ue Y"tas 
para unn mu j er----tu honra . --- i. Percionar? Es que 
cue_i-1clo se ve morir a una persona quer:i.d~ ---" ( 917) 

A.nrelio of La pr opia estimac ion will not s1Jcd_fice J~:is 

vale 

self - respect and hono r in order to take the woman he loves 

whe n the opportunity of fers itself . To him , his self - respect 

is of' greater worth t½an the satisfac t :ion of h1s desir,3s . ( 98) 

~enavente in his treatDent of love and sacrj_f i ce is not 

so satirica l as he is in his treatment of marr:if•1 0e. T/'.arr:l."ge 

is s. si;:;nificant topic j_Yl his plays, but s t udy of it j_nvolv0s 

many other minor problel11s , s uch as tradition in 1'18 rri ec;e , U10 

osi tion of the unmarried woman , the education of vvomen for 

marriage , and the subjection of woman following marriage. 

Marriage in Spain has long been governed by tradition . Girls , 

especia l ly t hose of the hi~er clas s , are ordinarily reared 

96 . La I nrnacul ada de los Dolores , CI I I, 2 . 
97. La honr a de loshombres, II6. 
98 . La propiaesTimacion , III, 6 . 
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i n · a convent un ti1 they reach a marria~·eab J.e ageJ at \Vhich time 

arre..n6 ements are rn2,de b:,- the par en t r:: . TJrn que s t:i.on r f the 

parent~ ~ part in marri ages is becoming one of foremost discus ­

sion an d c ons ider&tion , a Dd Benavonte 1 s attitude towarJ it is 

extr:1i-:·,ely J.j_l-:iers. 1 . Eugene Brieux of the modern Frend: t1:-)es.tre 

pie hires U-•s dlss s ter resul ting , in one case, from the in tru -

sion of the parents in their daut;li te r I s r:1a rriages. The Prench 

dra• a is IBs trois filles de konsieur ~Lpont . In the Sponls~ 

drama , Gento conocida , lli l ario Montes and his wife Petra are 

greatly dis tu:rbed when the ir daughter refuses to Jrarry the nmn 

the y :-:ave cl:losen for her, des pi t,3 trie f8 ct that t"h.e gir 1 does 

no t lmov1 the proposed man . ( 99 ) 'l'he most libera l attitude dis ­

played is that of Gonzalo , father of Gen ove v a in ~enavente 1 s 

Pepa Doncel. Gonzalo say s, 

trEsos hi j os no deben la vida masque a Di os. Sobre esos 
hi j os no tenemos n :l.ngun dere......cho a disponer de su vi da. Su 
v :i.da es suya , y e1los son los sue deben disponer de olla . " 
(100) 

In Los malhe cb ores del bien ti1c women of the villa g e attempt 

to arr c, nge the marriage of Jesus a n d 1'Tati vi dad to their own 

l:l.ldng, while before t11.em is the unhappy Teresa whom they 

have joined to a man old enough to be her father . (101 ) Neni 

deft l y analyzes the bas is of marr i age w1, en she says a man I s 

fitness for marriage is bas ed on his rocial position, h i s 

99 . 
100. 
101. 

Gente c onoc i da , I V, 14, 17. 
Pepa Donce l, II , CII, 4. 
Los ma lhechores del bien, I, 15 . 
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physical appearance and his clothes. (102 ) 

Becaus e of tradi t ions there a re f ew occupations open to 

women. The difficult position of the unmarried wo:nan is we ll 

portrayed in t h e French d rama Les trois fi lles de Iv'. . Dupon t. 

But, 3.s the professor s ays, in Los bul1os , 
~ ----

" i Pero, 1g_;uiere us te d d e cirme a qu e gana una muj er h on-
raclB.n en te lo bas t an t e para v i vir? 11 ( 103 ) 

The tragedy of poverty is strikingly dra.wn in La losa de los 

suefios . A young couple love each other , bu t the boy h as diffi ­

culty in supporting h is O'NJ.1 family , · and marriage woul d mean 

additional expense which he could n o t meet . The g irl i s will ­

i ng to wo rk, but there is no thing open to he r . The mo the r 

lament s he r poverty , an d t he boy ' s pride.· 

11 i Ay de los sefiori to s pobr e s t Que son demas i ado para 
cas~rse con otro pobre , y muy poco pa r a cas a rse c on un 
rico ." (104 ) 

I t would seem t hen tha t marr i age is the only c a r eer 

open to women: yet these women a r e no t educatsd for marri age . 

The Fren ch dramatist Duma s fils rea l is tic ally pictures wo ­

man ' s lack of prepe r a tion for marriage in L 1 Ami des f em.111es . 

Be we ll shows tha t women have no conception of the vast 

differenc e i n their life before a nd a ft er marri a 6 e . I n many 

cases women are like t ho s e pictured by Fray Lu is de Leon in 

La pe rfecta casa da, 

102 . 
103. 
104 . 
105 . 

" se eng a nan muchas muje r es p orque pi ensan que e l casarse 
,,,. -· 1 7 " l " " d 1 n o es ~as que deJ anao ~a casa ue paare , y pasan ·ose a a 

del marido , s a lir de s ervidumb re y veni r a libertad y 
rega lo'! t 105 ) 

E l h ombreci to , II, 1 . 
Los buhos , II, 5 . 
La l~sa d e las sueno s , II, 5 . 

Fray L1 _i ;-de Le on , La fB rfecta cas sda , p. 4 . 
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In Benavente 1 s drama. Por ~ ~ todos leal, ~ para todos 

traidor , woman ' s he lples s state is pictured by Leonor when she 

says t he only thing women c an do is sew and make shirts . (106 ) 

That women ar e not educa. ted for marriage is ever-;y"'Whe r e evident . 

Isabel and Carmen i n discuss i ng their ovm. problems are c a r eful 

that Luisa , Ca rmen ' s daughter , does n ot overhea r t hem, saying 

that she must not know such things until after she herself is 

married . ( 107 ) 

Perhaps it is as a result of her lack of education a nd 

preparation for marriage that the ave r age woman finds herself 

domi.na ted by her husband and subjected t o h i s will. 'The ideal 

union is one such as that descri bed by Roma~n , in which , 

uconfianza mi5.tua , i ndependencia absoiuta, y buena educa ­
cion , aseguran me j or la fe licidad ma's que e l carino mas 
apasion ado ." (108 ) 

But this is merely an i dea l ., and mo r e often the situa tion is 

qui t e the opposite . Maria of El nido a j eno , a young woman 

who like other young girls was reared i n a convent, is no,, 

marri ed to J·ose Luis, a man much old.er than she. The hus ­

band / Nho is not wel l J se l dom leaves hone o t her t han to go to 

his office . According to tradition , a good wife never leaves 

her home without her husband ' s pernis::oion . :Maria then , must 

stay a t home to administer to her a iling hu.sbe-nd . I n El Mal 

~ ~ hacen7Benavente boldl y draws the pic ture of a woman 

106 . Por ser con todos l eal , s er para todos traidor , I, 6 . 
107 . Rosas""cie"otono, II~ - -
108. E l primo Rbmdn, II, 5 . 
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of t he tt deP.:li -monde " who is completely subjected to the j eB.1-

ousy of the man who loves h or. This study is simi l a r to that 

pi ctu red by t he French drama tis t Georges d e Porto - Riche i n 

Amoureuse . The theme of the Spanish drama is f ound in the 

lines , 

" Para aceptar el me.l que nos hacen ne ces itama s compren ­
der que es nuestro cas ti c;o e l cas ti go de un mal que hemos 
he cho ; no sabemos comprender que el mal que nos hacen sin 
h Hberlo me.,;:,recid o, el ma l que nosotros hacemos a quien no 
lo merece , es c a si siempr e la venganza del mal qua otros 
h icieron ." ( 109 ) 

Rose.ri0, anothe r youn0 e;irl f rom t he country who finds he r self 

ljnked to a ra t her prominent ma n of t:t:le city, 

11 does her best to f ollow the nimb l e s pirit of he r hus ­
band . He, however , wants he r to be the modern w:5.fe who 
keeps to herself as much as poss ible .and does not troubl e 
her husband . 11 (110) 

She reali zes t houeh th a t in acquiesence to Agus tin she is 

losing her own individuali ty and s o on , as she says, 

"seri a una mu j e r si n coraz on , inc apaz de sentir con 
verdad . " ( 111) 

I n spite of the man:T unhappy c..omes tic situa tions, di ­

vorce is, in the ma jority of case s , be yond the ques tion. Di ­

vorce has been t rea t ed onl y slightly in Benavente 1 s the a tre , 

but in no case i s i t sanctioned. I sabel , miserab le herself 

and aware of Mar{a Antonia ' s unl1.appines s , s till begs the girl 

no t to a t tempt a divorce . 

" No por mi, 
puede ser. 11 

I por tu madre te lo supl i co, reflexiona ! 
( 112) 

109. El ma l que nos hacen , I, 7 . 
110. Starkie-;--'op:Cit ., p , 56. 
111. Lo cursi, I , r.-
112. Rosas d e otono, II, 9 . 

no 
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The Emperor in La princesa Bebe refus es absolutely to c on-

sider divorce in the royal fami ly. (113 ) Even in a pos ition 

whe re dissolu ti on of marriage se ems adv is ab le , to do so is 

sac r ilege . I n an effor t to he l p his fri end Andre's , the hus ­

band in the play ~acrific i os , the doc tor s1Jgges t s nullifica ­

t i on o.f h is marriage, to whi ch Andrts repli. es , 

" i Nulidacl dice us ted? Eso no . La muerte sci lo des truye 
el Sacramento; l a s leyes humanas nada pued on." (11 4 ) 

Two othe r problems whl ch Benavente treats in his drama 

a r e class b~r•ri0rs 2.. n d liberty. 2ach migh t be c onsider ed n1ore 

i ndj vi dual t han domes t ic , but sinc e , in t he ma. j ori ty o f cases, 

they a re involved in domes tic situa t ions, con side r a tion is 

given them here . 

The theme of clas s barriers appears f irst in Renavente 1 s 

theatre in Gente coriocida, h i s second a r ama . Ordinarily social 

groups are c areful that no p0rson of a lower class sh011ld e11.tor 

their ass oc1 a t ~ on . I n t riis play , however• , Hilario l\jontes who 

has amassed a fo rtune by uns c rupulous methods, has no diffi­

cul t y j_n gainin6 recognit i on for hii:·self and for h is illeg i ti­

ma te da11ghter as well . He does this becaus e ::1e as money, s nd 

various membe r s of this aris tocra tic group a r e in a s t a t e of 

financial decadenc e . The poor artist Aurelio of La ,2:r;:1. t a de 

Angora f a lls i n love with Silvia, wh0 is an aristocrat . His 

La prince s a Bebe, I, 8 . 
Aima triunf aiit'e,'" I, 1 . 
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failur e to observe certain conventions of i,,_er social grol1p re -

sul ts in a quarrel in 1,•/hich she reminds him that he was 

dle class nonenity who has risen only by her influence. 

• -0 a miu -

(115 ) 

DollJ 1Nho is sent to school with tb e children of we2. l thy paron ts..,. 

is looked Qown upon because her sis t er works . ( 116) rche n~2. ny 

diffj cul ties v1hich Julio encounters arise mainly from his de -

si re to r1.arry out:3j_de the b01md,3 of ~1is own soci.sl 0 roup . In 

- 1 " / -~ arag on c.,:; - - fuego , Sita is d0cl0red i ncapable of f3 e J.ing or of 

loving ; since she is a slave and her blood is that of capti ve :J . 

( 117 ) Nen~believes her love is strong enough to overcome the 

barriers between her class and that of her lover, but uJon dis ­

covering that he is no t only of anothe r c l ass but has be en mar­

ried, she lacks the courage to def3 conv~ntion and sends him 

away . (118) The problem of class enters often into marriage 

and love in Benavente 1 s theatre. The dramatist, it seorns , ad ­

voca t es freedom of choice in.such matters, and liberty becomes 

one of his minor themes . 

Love of liberty is one of the foremos t questions in ~ 

princesa Bebe a comedy i n whi ch the prince ss Elena wishes to 

escape the bonds which me:nbership i n a royal f ami ly i mposes 

upon her . She declares the lif e of the royalty to be hypo ­

critical. ( 119) Stephen, j oi ned to a comrnoner , agrees that 

he has married out of his class , but insists that he is hurnan 

11.5 . 
116 . 
117 . 
118. 
119 . 

La ga l a de Angora, II, 6. 
Sacri ic~os , I, 3. 
El dra§on ae f uego , I, C II, 8 . 
EI horn recTio, III , 7. - --=----=,, / La princes a Bebe , I, 9 . 
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and has every right to enjoy his life as others clo . (120) 

rr11e question o f freedom is again propounded in La escuela de 

l as princesas when the princes s Costanza demands liberty in 

loving an d marrying as she wishes . ( 121) Her sister Felicidad_, 

being less posi tive . accepts the conventi ons c aused by her rrem­

bership in the ~oyalty , though not wi thout expres3ing herself, 

"Las al tezas no opinar.J.os mmca . Ni s i qui era ves timos 
a gus to nuestro ." (122 ) 

From this discussion of t he problems treated in Eena­

ven te I s thee .. tre .) it would appear that his characters are not 

happy and that they are t oo often torn by conflicti~g ideas 

and prejudices . This is not always true , however , and in spite 

of the difficulti es surrounding them their a t l~i tudes toward 

life a re, in the majori ty of c ases , optimistic . Many of them 

like Isabel suffer a grea t dea l to gather in the end the ir 

"Autumn Roses" . (123 ) Even Alma, one of t hose who sacrifices 

most, speaks rationally of reality , 

"La realidad es no pedir a la vida lo que no puede dar 
- ----La realidad es no creernos ma's grand,rn, ni ma's gene ­
rosos , ni me jores de lo que so~os ; es conocernos, acep­
tarnos como somos, buenos o malos , vivir nuestra vida, 
seguir nues tra c amino , aue es el unico modo d0 no ser 
obstaculo en la Vida de Alos demas ." ( 124) 

Leon a r do, t he a r t i st , is cynical i n his qnesitlon, 

120 . 
121. 
122 . 
1 23 . 
124. 
125 . 

" l. Que es la vida eternamente renovada, sino la risa triun­
fadora con que e l amor vence a la muerte? " ( 1 25 ) 

Ibid, I, 9 . 
La escuela de l as princesas , I, 5 . 
I bid, I, I .-
Rosas de otono, III, 15 . 
Sacrificios, II, 3 . 
La noche d e l Saba do, I, 2 . 
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Equally pessimistic is Dona Carmen ' s comment that not for 

Rnything would she begin li fe anew, (1 2G) as well as the 

doctbr 1 s observation that only the strongest will survive be ­

cause life is full of hypocritical pretentions that mean lit­

tle. (127 ) The tragedy of Los ojos de los muertos lies in 

I sabel ' s words, 

"Las palabras saben enga:fiar como le. vida, pero el silen­
c i o (l,3 la rnuer te es verd&d ." 

and in Gabriel ' s r etort , 

nuna vercJ.acl que no sabes . 
.- / 
i Q;u.e verclad es esa ? Dudar 

cle todo . 11 ( 1 26 ) 

Perha;)s these thin8s are true, but it ms.y be better to think , 

"La vida no es lo que ha s ido, es lo que ha de ser . 11 

(1 29 ) 

One s hould feel like the little prince who , even i"'.1. his 

days of disillusiom,ent still fel t t:i-ie need of dre2.r.1 ing beau-

tiful dreams i n order to accomplish beautiful thlngs . (J:.30) 

Of simil a r character is Cojita 1 s ide a tha t , 

"Nada va ldria un hermoso sueno si no sirviera para em­
be llecer nuestra vioa . Triunfe siempre en la vida el en-
can to de nues tros sue110s . 11 ( 131) 

It is true that this i s a ch ild ' s at titvde , but is not Al­

ber to ' s very like it? 

126. 
12? . 
128 . 
129 . 
130 . 
131. 

Por las nubes, I , o. 
I bid7°I, 7. 
Los ojos de la muerte ~ II, 1 . 
AITilerazos,III, 3 . 
El princi pe que todo lo aprendio en los libros, II, 5 . 
Y va de cuer.ito, rc7 IV. 



"Es muy sencilla mi f ilosof( a . Aceptar mi condicion , 
social con todos sus deberes . Comprende r que solo 
cumpliendolos libremente , esto es por su pr opia ·vo ­
luntad, podr{a ser dichoso ." (132 ) 
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I n his plays dea ling wi th cormnuni ty problems Bena ­

vente satirizes t he vices , petty tri vialj_ ties, and absurd­

ities of the social group , striking mos t often a t the arti ­

ficialities of social life. 

"Gente conoc i da is the first product of reHction a 0ai nst 
the old Spanish romantic drama . Benavente foll ows I bsen 
in making the climax of his play show the revo l t of 
woman ~gainst the c onventions and hypocrisie s of s ocie ­
t:rr• His primary intention wa s to satirize t he corrupt 
society of Madrid . 11 (133 ) 

In La comida de l a s fieras a mi ddle - ae;ed man in ne ee. of funds 

for a business enterprise t hreatens to kill himself if the 

young millionaire Hipoli to fails to make tb e loan he as ks. 

( 134) This man and o ther members of the soc ial gr·oup, who pre ­

tended to be so interested and fond of Hipolito and his wife, 

quickly turn fro:r:1 them when their great losses are known . I'.ro­

fes::;ar de On:1'. s writes, 

11 Es analisis del cinicismo y crueldad que hay en el 
fondo de la socieda d mundana , mostrados al desnudo con 
mo tj_vo de la ruina d0 una de sus miembros ." ( 1 35 ) 

Great simi l arity exists between th~s play and the French drama 

Les Corbeauz b y Henri Recque . 

132 . 
1 33 . 
134 . 
135 . 

La escuela de las princesas, II, 9 . 
Starkie , op·:-ci t., p . 43. 
La comidad e Ias fier as , I I , 6 . 
ae Onis, op . cit ., p . 21 . 
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Political life and affairs s.re corru ted by a group 

of women who want firs t one thing t hen another . The gover­

nor ' s officials liave no time to attend t o h is needs, be­

cause they a r 0 entire l y occupied with running errand s for 

his wi fe. ( 136) I11others encounter nameless difficulties 

i.n rea r ing their daughters , 

" i Ay que hi j a I Luego no lave usted mrnca conten ta. 11 

- -- "Es la edad-- - ; las muchachas no s8ben lo que 
qui e r en , o , corno dice us ted muy bien , s olo quieren 
lo que no tienen." ( 13'7 ) 

"En La f.; Obernadora se desenma scara la hipocres f a de una 
sociecfa.d p:1....c a t a y convencional , pero inrn oral en e l fondo. 11 

(138 ) 

The r e ar e, howeve r , those who recognize the stupidity of all 

these petty c onven ti ons . Rodr igo , c ousin to the city bred 

Rosa l inda, is bel i eved to be crude becaus e he does n ot indulze 

in every i nsipid nicety of society. To hi~ these many com­

plexities mean nothing , 

11 i De que me sirve t odo eso ? Nad~e me quier·e . Ni mi 
farnilia ni mi s companeros -- -- - - - LY por que ? Por -
que no s e f ingir , por que soy muy fran co , H ( 139 ) 

Benaven te has c oined the wo r d cu rsi to me an anything par ­

ti cu l arly absur d which is a f ad . I t was originally a l o -
/ 

cal wor d of Cadi z a pplied as a n icI:name to t he dau ghters 

of a poor tailor called Si cur, be caus e they wen t about so 

gr otesque l y dres sed . 1be s yllable s of the wor d wer e changed 

around , and it c ame to mean a ll t ha.t i s po or and aspires to 

136 . La gobernadora , II, 1-6 . 
137. lbid , I, 4. 
138 . ueuni s, op . c it., p . 21 . 
139 . Amor d e amar,--r;- 6 . 
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be distinguished. (1 40 ) 

"Lo 1 cursi I la pa labra como la cosa, fue 1.m producto 
genuino del tiempo y rasgo caracter{ stico de aquella 
s 9,ci edad que descubre ma j or quiz a gue ningtfo otro lo 
mas endeble y ficticio de su natura l eza moral.'' (141) 

In the society of the "cursi' ' one is condemned for loving 

sincerely, (142) or for being moved emo ti onally by a theatri ­

cal perfoTmance (143 ), and such minor distinctions are made 

as criticizing a wormn for faill.1r e to change he r "morning 

dross" before l unch . (144 ) Tr~e extent of whs t is "cursi11 

and what is n ot is well expressed in the word s of Aunt 

Flora , 

11 Todo eso es verdad; murmuran, exa0eran; Por eso las 
nm j eres ve r dadera~nen te hon~radas deben exagerar su 
ho1;,rade z . tan to que par mucho que exaz;;ere la •nurrnura ­
cion, no pueda llegar• hasta ellas. 11 ~145) 

Of like n a ture is the irony directed at customs rnd foH>1es 

in Al n~tura1, in \\hi ch Benavente attempts to prove that 

people a re best und erstood, and appear to bes t e.dvantai3e 

in their n a tura l environrnent. 

Of di ff erent type, but of equal absurdity) is the 

/ 
picture presented in La J'loche del sabado . Lady Se~}mour 

will not recognize the notori ous gambler, Harry Lucenti 

when she is accompanied by her hus·9and, for fear o f being 

140 . 
141. 
142. 
143. 
144 . 
145. 

Starkie, op. cit ., p . 54. 
d e On1s, op . cit., p . 21 . 
Lo cursi ,III-;-ts. 
Tuid, I, 4 . 
I13I'c!, I , 3 . 
Ibid, I II, 5 . 
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rude. Yet sl1e always speaks to Lucenti if she is a lone. 

Her husband and Harry Lucenti are very go od friends, but 

never recognize each other in the pre sence of Lady Seymour . 

(146 ) Go s s ip and scanda l of every sort are at all times 

present . Difficulties arising in the group a r e as qui ckly 

and quie tly covered over as is possible . I n La noche del 
/ 

sabado the wor ld is expected to accept the mysteri ous death 

of t he prince as suicide. The year before Lady Seymour went 

about fo r do.ys with her a r m in a sling as the result of a 

fall from an automobile, and a t another t i me suffered a badly 

bruised eye "in a fa ll from a ho rse 11 • (147 ) These things 

happen and pa ss by unquestioned because ~ 

"La mayor parte de la gente conoce de la vida , coma ,,. 
del teatro , la escena, nada mas ; y la verdadera come -
dia esta entre basti dore s .H (148 ) 

Don IIeliodoro, one of Benavente 1 s mos t d e H gh tful 

charr?..c ters, makes fun of the exaggerated courtesies ex­

chani::;ed by the Marchione ss and Dona Esper anza i n Los mal ­

hechores del bien. One of t he tradit ional rules of so­

ciety require s that an ob j ect praised must at onc·e b e of fer­

ed to the admirer . The latter wi 11 t l: en as ,0:ure the owner 

that the article c ould not be put t 'o a bet ter use than its 

present one . In t he play, Heliodoro pretends that the 

March ioness, on hearing Teresa praised, offers her services 

146 . 
147 . 
148. 

/. 
La noche del sabado, I, 1 . 
La n oche del sabado, V, 3 . 
Ibid, I, S:-
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to Dona Esperanza. The 1atter in her turn, insists that 

Teresa could not be better employed . (149) 

Extremely unconventional is Nene who is not interest-

ed in the men who pay court to her, because they are all so 

alike in every detail. They dress the same, think t} e same, 

talk the same, and one of t hem boasts of having spent mor e 

than three thousand npesetas" during one year for his under ­

wear . (15 0 ) Neni struggles to emancipate herself from t he 

primitive feelings of the majo rity of Spanish women . Her 

ideas of love a nd he r advanced interpretation of marriage as 

a socia l organization make he r an ou t standing character . She 

does not hes itate to tell h~r brother Carlos that he is not 

marrying for love, but puppet fashion has allowed Is abel, t he 

social match- maker, to arrange his marriage to he r own liking . 

(151) 

"The tragedy of El hombreci to appears when Nene ~e a lizes_ 
that she must act';' in future, the farce of society. r• 

She cannot renounce her love and yet she is unable to 
act with c our age. Openly she will fol low her love. She 
had been ready to act sincerely and openly in defiance of 
society, but then h er weakness c ame G. n d she realized tha t 
the sacrifice of her good name was too great.t1 (152) 

Life Nen~' s accusation against. Carlos is that of Tomillares 

against Mar :i'.'a Luisa in El au tomovil, when he insists that 

she is marrying Federico only because of h is title and dis-

tingu~shed name . (153 ) 

149. 
150. 
151. 
152 . 
153, 

Los malhechores del bien, I, 6 . 
El:o.ombreci to, I7 .. "T-~ 
Ioid, I, 8, 
Starkie , op. cit., p. 70. 
El au tomo'vil, II, 6 . 
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An attempt to live as do his old friends well illus­
the 

trates tragic note in Una senora when Don Manolo, having lost 

everything he pos s es s e ~ still goes on p~etending to be rich, 

prodded forward always by his f alse pride a n d fear that if 

h is poverty is known , his fri ends will cease to recognize 

hir0 • (15·1) Yet in these shallow groups a recomrnenda.tion and 

introduction from a respectable member suffices for the ac ­

cepta nce of a r:u, n of sha dy character. ( 155 ) Education con-

sists of a few lessons in manners and littl e else. Men are 

not reared to wo r k ; yet they find themselves unhappy in their 

wealth a nd idleness. One of them says of his own state, 

11 Me pesaba esta vida i nsubstancial mf a d e senori to ,,, . 
bien ? Pero n o me lwbian educ ado para otra cosB. No es 
m1a toda la culpa ." (15 6 ) 

It is not surprising that the young woman who lives 

in the country and finds her hands full, is ; i:r.. r e a lity> h a p­

pier than he r city f riends . Casi l da l aughs at city life, 

nyo en Madrid, si me di vierto, es por lo que me r{o 
al ver como se aburre la gente hacienda todo lo po­
sible para divertirse, no paran en t odo el d{ a; vi ­
sitas, bai les, teatros, excurs iones , ya cada paso , 
a j6venes y viejos no le s oye decir otra cosa: 
I j Que aburrido esta es tol ' I i Me aburro de muerte ! I 

1 i' No se aburren us tedes 1 1 n,· ( 157) 

Closely r ela ted to the artifieialities of social life 

are the many customs and traditions of Spanish life which 

Benavente has included in his d r ama . These points offer 

154 . Una senora , I, 3 . 
155. La virtud sospechos~, II, 6 . 
156 . Nadie sabe· l o que quiere , I, 5 . 
157. El demonio fueantes ange l, I, 2. 
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bits of loc a l color whi ch , in many c ases , ma y be c onsidered 

as arti fic iali tj_es . The popul ari t y o f f oreign languages 

in the c ircles of the elite resulted in the interpola ti on of 

many French an d English words in c onversa ti on (152 ) . The 

lot t ery is certainly the most popular means the vvomen heve 

of making money, a nd many revealing scenes a r e involved in 

discussion of t his form of en t ertainment . ( 159 ) . Gifts 

made to women of one ' s fancy are such articles as flowers , 

cand:.r , fans , tambourines , etc . ( 1 60 ) Women £. r e no t sup -

po sed to ride alone with a r,ian , go to his home unaccompanied, 

(161 ) or dance with any other than the husband or the fianc e, 

• D -~ 
li engagEJG. . ( 162 ) :Even a 6irl wh o i s 01:gaged n;ust no t tele-

c·,· "'8 ·· } , 1 fi· _( 0 1 -..p • ~1e r . cl.ne e . Gracia wishes t o telegraph he r fi o.nce, who 

has been in a n accident , in order to inquire as to his in j uri es. 

She is rebuked bs her m.mt, 

" i Ni na l i Telegrafi ar a un hor:1bre que no e s tu mar i do l " . 
(164 ) 

In his p r es e n t a ti on of these cus t ons a nd trad iti ons 

Benaven te ~akes more evident the almos t backwar d sta te of 

Spanish s ociety and the need o f conservative, organized 

158 . 
159 . 
160. 
1 61. 
1 62 . 
163 . 
1 64 . 

Lo cursi , I, 8 . 
El au tomovil, I , 2 . El hombr ecito , I , 1 . 
Ros a s de ~tofi o , III, I:" 
Por las nubes , I I, 2 . 
Genteconoc i da , I I , 2 . 
La p r opi a es timac i on , I, 2 . 
ET tren ~ l os maridos, I I , '7 . 
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changes. It is true tha t certain advancemen t s have been 

rnade , but too man~, o f t hese are tri via1 c1rnnges which do 

not better t ho soci8l a nd economic condit:i ons. Conflict 

between the old end the new is present on a ll sides ~nd 

appe 8.rs I in some f orrr, in prac ticall ;; all of Bens. ven to I s 

pls.-:~s. 'l'he f ew people 1Hrn Nene~' nnd Angeli ta , who would 

break away fro:11 t he old, f ind tb.emse l ves so compl ete l y 

dominated by the group , that protest or revolt would result 

in estranc/:nrrent. rrhe sli ght est move not in acc ord wi th ac­

cepted standards leads t o unlimited gossip . Inability to 

control this gos sip· ,nay e n d i n disaster , for as Duke Henry 

says , 

'' la rnurmuracion es c omo e l agua; mien t:ras va (3 nc a.u­
zada, no ha ce dafi o; lo pel i g r oso es que la corriente 
se desv{e. " (1 65) 

The littleness of gossip is one of the mi nor problems satil'­

ized in La noche del sibado . Pr i nce Florencio, upon learn­

ing t ha t I mpe ri a has dared t o enter a night club , says he 

n:n,st go a t once to tell his uncle . Earr,r Lucenti, who is 

viii th him , remarks s a rcasticall y , 

If i Oh, s {I Debe decirse todo lo que puede mo l es ta r . " 
(1 66 ) 

These same people who gossip so constantly a r e those whose 

ideas serve as back~round for so man y prejudic e s a n d b iased 

a ttitudes . Particularly in a small town or with i n !?r group 

1 65 . Gente conocida , I, 4 . 
166 . La noche de l sabado, I I, 2 . 
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in a city, are r- people often governed by publi c opinion. An 

attempt to do anything not indulged in by all ot hers is met 

with disappr oval . Amalia and Rfuan, most innocently caught 

ou t a lone in a storm, find that thei r reputations are greatly 

endan0ered . {167) I n La ley de los hi j os, Paulina is eager 

a nd willing to come back and try to slip peni t ently into her 

place in the home . Public comment makes the situa tion so 

difficult for her children that she goes away again. (168) 

Public sentiment is so strong against two girls who cut the ir 

hair that caricature s and articles criticizing them a re print­

ed in all t he newspa pers. (1 69 ) The shrewd and astute Cris­

p{n uses publicity to his advantage when.he assures the people 

who h ave so hear tily denounced him that only through the mar-

ri age of Leandro and Silvi a can they obtain their money . ( 1'70) 

In this situa tion there unfolds ano ther of the leading 

themes of Benavente ' s theatre, t hat of ma.terialism. In the 

play mentioned, the creditors, to ge t their money, quickly 

shift their support to the cause of Cr isp{n and Leandr o . 

Polichinela realizes that his f a ilure to agree to the marriage 

will cause h is name and that of his daughter to be dr agged 

through the mire . Re , t herefore, gives his consent to the mar-

167. El primo Rienn.~, III, 2 . 
168 . La ley de los hijos, III, 1 •. 
169 . ITT demonio fue antes {ngel, II, 1. 
170 . Lo s intereses creados, II, c.III, 8, 9 . 
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riage and arranges to pay all of Le an dra ' s debts . ( 171 ) 

Crispi n is t he epitome of ma t er i a li sm. Picaresque in chara c ­

ter, he well knows t he power of money an d wha t one may accom­

plish wi t h i t. As he and Leandro en t er the ci ty , he r emar ks 

that ther e real l y t wo c i t i es , on e for thos e people who have 

money , ano t her for t hose who have n one . ( 172 ). He revee.ls his 

r ealis t ic Ui.>-idur s tanding of the wor l d when he s ays, 

"Nada i mpo r ta t an to como parecer, segun v11 e l mundo ." 
(173 ) 

Knowing that Polichinela value s h i s pos sessions and his money 

above a l l else , with t he excepti on of h is daugh t er t:i i lv i a, 

Crisp{n outlines a campa i gn whi ch invol ves the girl . \'ID1.en his 

tri ck i s di scover ed, t he creditors rush about crying for their 

money . (174 ) I t is then tha t Crisp{n , by drawing Silvia into 

the affair , suc cess f u l ly ga t h e r s i n t he spoils of his s t r u ggle . 

It is ra t her unfortuna t e t ha t Cr i s pi n who i s so del i ght fully 

pi c tured here , shou ld be c ome , i n La c i u dad a legr e L confi ada , 

so mi ser abl y overbeari ng and avari c i ous . Ma terial is t i c 

concepts have narrowed an d war pe d t he lives of these onc e 

happy and i n teres ting people . Polichi ne l a is smarting under 

171. I bid , I I , c . I rI , 9 . 
172 . T5Ia, I , c. I , 1 . 
173. Y5Ia, I , C. I , 1. 
174 . I bid , II, C.III , 18 . 
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the fact tha t he is be ing asked to pay his son-in-law ' s 

debts. (175) ? ith the approach of war money becomes more 

and mor e impor t ant (176), and a t its outbre ak Leandra ' s 

death appears a l mos t trivial compared to the loss of Polich­

inelo. 1s home an d for tune . (177) Materi a lism dominates La 

farandula , whe re it is shown in the corrupt politic a l poli ­

cies . The i mportance placed upon money , pos s essions, and 

correct appearances is certainly one of the most degrading 

vices which Benavente attacks. One may overc ome pract ically 

all differences and difficulties if he has money . Yet it i s 

neither cla s s nor financi al stability that nakes a man or a 

woman , The marques de h:ontiel strikes a t f a lsene s s , a rti­

ficiality and ma terialisrn , the greates t defects of com.nmni t y 

life, when he says, 

11 1a diferenc ia de cla ses no es ta en s er ca pita lis ta o 
proletario , es ta en ser noble o plebeyo, y enti ~ndase 
que puede ser nobil{ simo e l mas pobre _ l_abrsdor , e l 
mas humi lde obrero , y puede ser plebey,i'simooun Grande 
de Espan a . La nobleza es de orden espiritual , de 
derec~o divino. La mayor grandez a , l a de Dies, naci 6 
en un establo . 11 (178 ) 

Th is d i scus s ion shows the probl ems of Benavente 1 s p l ays 

fulb~ of universa l type . I n handling these problems he ha s 

treated pr actically every clas s of ~ociety . His attitude t o ­

ward people and social conflict is both broad a nd tolerant. 

Hi s comprehens i <:m of individua l problems is clear and despite 

175. 
176. 
177'. 
178 . 

La ciudad a legre z confi ada, C. II , 2 . 
r"Eiid, I I, 5 . 
Ibid, III, ·1. 
Los nuevos yernos, I , 2 . 
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a certain idealism in his work , he is never over sentimental. 

He is1 a t all times 1 interesting and natural . It has be en said 

that he does not attempt to solve the problems of humanity; 

he merely exposes them. If this be true, and if it is intend­

ed tha t one should derive particular benefit from -~ena ven te' s 

plays, the social mass may accept to its advantage the lesson 

taught by Don Pablo in El collar de estrellas , 

" La la'.mpara de alla arriba, ya no lucira en alto como 
una es trella mas . Lucira aqu1, famili ar, y a su a lre­
d edor, abierta esa ventana, veremos a un tiempo , en 
el cielo engarzado por e l amor , que es voluntad divi ­
na , el Collar de Estrellas . En la tierra engarzada por 
la voluntad de los hombres , que sera arnor divine, e l 
collar de las almas . 11 ( 179) 

179. El collar de estrellas, tV ,11. 



Chap t er V 

A Critical Estimate of Benavente as an 

Exponent of SociB.l Drama 

' Tii th 3enaventG living still, it is difficult to at-

tempt any very conclusive esti~ate of ~is c on tribution to 

t~e social drama of Spain. Modern critics, with the ex -

/ 

ception of Ramon Perez de D .. ya l 8. ,:vho appears r:10:i:'e pre_juclic-

ed than understanding, seem to feel , h owever, that "'=3ena-

ven te I s position as one of t he foremost of mode r n dran,a tis ts 

is assured . As one of the leaders in t he field of social 

drama his merit is unques t ioned . Walter _Starkie writes, 

" I t has often be ,3n said tha t drama tic art, fully 
developed in t h e f orrn of the actod play, is no t 
onl~r the self r0aliza tion of the indi vid1Jal, but of 
societt itself . For this reason we micht even call 
Benaven te in his works an expression of modern Spain . 
In t he countles:-: visions of his stage we see the pic­
tured s truggl0 of count less as pira ti o_ns in the nod­
ern Spanish mind . His plays a re before 8nything 
else a series of attempts to reconcile th e outer and 
socia l life of the moder n Spaniard with his interior 
lif e , t he lif e o f his own soul. 11 ( 1 20 ) 

This but ilhrntre.tes the growing recogniti on b7 eritics of 

Ben8.ven te I s abili t y t o portray t he social mass a s vrn ll as 

t he indi vidu a l soul . 

In h is trea t ment of t he so c ial group , as ~r . Under -

hi 11 s a ys , the tendency of Benavente I s art is· a ws.-y from t he 

_plas tic toward the insubstantial , t he transparent . ( 181 ). 

He tries carelessly to suggest sub - conscious life vvhere 

180 . 
1 81 . 

Starki e , op . cit . , p. 194 . 
J. G, Underbirr,- op . cit . , vol.II, p . ix. 
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thought is in the pr oces;s of formati on . I t is the unf inish-

ed action in lonave:nte ' s theatre t ha t adc.s mu ch to t~is ef­

fect . The individus.l is often left to add t h e " fj_nis" . 

w&s +J-ds subtlo ty , 9erhaps, whi ch mi li tL t ecl against Bena ven to I s 

favorable recevtion in the earl J days of his career . His 

theatre , therefore , ma y be said to be one whi ch stimul a tes the 

i :i1agina ti on. 

In S 1Ji te of h:i.s ri1any mer i ts a nd the acc l aim wh:lch Le 

later recet,.rell, 

I J. 
1, 

11 3ens.ven te no 6us t6 al Jubl i e o e n un 1Jri nc11no; sus 
obras fueron escuchado s con i1diferencia , cuando no 
con desagrado . Tard.o mucho en entrar e l publico por 
su '1.ueva r:10C::.a li d!:::ld ." ( 152 ) 

fo1lov:lng t ho _;_Jrcsenta ti on of Los 1na lhecbores del 

b:i..en ·::)10.t the ~er:eral public ::"eco2}15.zeJ. the valus of 'Q <·,n.a -

ven he t s worl-:: , ".:JU t 

"Aun en los norrnn tos en ue aplawJ.i6 el pu blic o , q_ui­
siera no aplaudi r; se vi J que ostuv6 rcndicio y a ~~ 
~o quiso confesarlo , tardt mucho en entrar de~tro de 
l a obra co• o se dice en e l argot cle bas tido1·e s. " ( 123 ) 

No doubt tho slow,1ess of t he public i:>1 receiving Bena -

vente as a playwright was due in l a r se measure to t he fact 

t ha t there still prevailed in the Spani sh theatre the ro ­

mantic tradit i on followed by Echegaray, the rei £n ing play­

wr·i gh t of t he Spanis1 stage immediately preceding the epoch 

of Benavente . 
/ 

It is evident from Perez de ·A ala 's defi ni -

182 . 

18~3. 

/ 

Gonzale z - Bl a nc o , Los dramaturgo s es an.oles contempor-
aneos, p . f..W . 
Ibid , .9 . 11·'1. 



tion of the essential elements of the t17.eatre thE,t his iclA~, l 
not 

js still the r rn:isnt ic; on0 . Perez de A:,0 a l a does appr e ciate 

:Seaa ve 11 te , b1,i t seems to be alone in . his Jack of apprecia tionJ 

in these da~: s w11r:rn t he prevailin7: vo0ue is the socie.l c7l"H::-a. 

" Los ele;·ientos e s-encia1es G,:; toda obra drt:o.mitica son; 
realiuu.d , caracter0s, acci on , ~Y ,0asion. 11 (1 2:~ ) 

Pe then pr oceeds in g re&t detail t o pr ove that 3enaven te 

has nei t her . 

I n 1 919 Perez d tj J.yal a WI'O te, 

n Creomos que l os 1{ni c os val ores posi ti vos en la li tera ­
tura dramatica esJ anola d 13 nuestros d i as ----- son Benito 
Perez G2, l d 6s, y en un grado ma s ba j o de la j eraqu{ a los 
sen.ores Alvarez ~uintero y don Carlos Arniches . 11 (184 ) 

Upon reading this c oim11ent.,.. Don Luis de Oteyz1:, wrote Aya1a 

asking wh·y he failea to mention Bens.vente . A:,:ala respond-

ed wi th , 

nAl no rnentar e n tre lo s 1valore s pos i t i vos 1 a l sen or 
Benavente , des pues d e haber estu diado sus obras con 
tanta prolij idad , cla r o esta que no quiero dar a e n ­
tender que no existe , sino a l go peor , que existe como 
un valor nega ti vo. '1 ( 185 ) 

The r e have b0en r;:any to contradict Ayala 1 s s_ tt i tude 

and stater;tent . Bo t h s li p into ob livion upon cons i dera ti on 

of t he es t eem i n which Marcelino Me l end ,.z y Pe l ayo held 

~ 8 navente . Since t he master critic se l dom went to t he 

183 . 
1 84 . 
185. 

Pe rez de Ayala , 
I bid, p . 151. 
Ibid, p . 15 2. 

,,, 
La s mas cara s , p . 1 29 . 

. ,...,,, 
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the&tre it is interesting to know that one of t ho last 

occasions upon vv:1.ich he did attend was to witness the 

first presentation of Los intereses c:::0 eados. He valued 

Bena veY; te ' s work highly, recommending the dramu tis t to al 1 

who c;_uest:ioned b i m concerning contemporary li terature. (186) 

The :knov1led3e of stage technique wr-icb :Senavente gain­

ed as actor aided ~im greatly in the mechanical work of the 

tho a tre. The understanding of human nature e; l ermecl .fror·: ob­

servation of others &.nd analJzation of his own thour:;hts and 

attitudes madu it possible for him to know the exterior as 

well as the inter ior life of h is characters . That he hi~ -

self was engrossed in his charac ters is ~xemplified by this 

statement, 

11 Yo escribo siempre atento al ritmo interior de l 
pensmniento y del coraz6n . Y i sabes lo que eso 
signifi ca? Significa lo que dec ! a una famosa ac­
triz francesa cuando la aplaudf an ; ' Ya puede~ 
aplawiir ; les day mi vida. 1 Porque escribir as i , 
con nervios , con toda el a lma de muchas almes, 
es eso ; dar la vid&.. El autor d.rama tico es el 
contemplador desinteresado, a l ga as ! coma un di os 
artista , para quien no hay secretes en l a vida de 
los ersonajes . Y no hay secretes porque el autor, 
por su simpa t {a, vive la vida de todoS ellos. 11 l 187 ) 

Benavente, in living the lives of h i s characters, 

has penetrated deeply into h1@an nature to s~idy its 

problems in the sanest and most norma l manne r. Unde r ­

hill wr ites, 

186 . 
187 . 

Cienfuegos, Benavente l la c r { tica , p . 94. 
I bid, p . 106 . 
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"The human terms of problems engage Jl. im , t he postu­
.la tes which j_nhere in their solution, the working 
out of those in feeling and ways of tho1J.0ht , a nd in 
aets afterward of hunian anc irremediable import. He 
is fr ee from nostrums snd posed problems ; he n ei t her 
courts nor wlns the unimaginative, t he dull minc1 , nor 
is his drama more portentous than life, but from page 
to pa3e, a nd scene to scene i t lives wi th a strange 
v i vifyinr; 1)ower, wllich infuses even t he slightest d<:::l­
tail vvi t h tl-ie signifj ca.nee of the greatest docuncnts 
that literature has known.tr (188 ) 

Of the Spa.nish audience and its inte rest Storm Jame-

SC)il YJri tes, 

"The interest of the Spaniard is in hurr1ani ty s.nd j ·,u ­

ruani ty a little braver, a little nobler than it is . 
'I'his traui tj on of a fuller realism, the r"odern Span:i. sh 
theatre has never quite lost, and now in Benavente is 
reachieving . " ( 12 9 ) 

1'.'iiss Jameson later adds , 

" The work of Jacinto Benavente is in the highest 
tradition of the Spanis 1 d r ama, s nd a symbol of its 
promise . Tbe crea ti vo genius of Lo_pe de Vega informed 
his vision of reality wi th the fullest active and 
emotional life. 'I'o h is country's drar.:.a he left a 
tradjtion of sup 0leness; skilful co~struction, splen­
dour of movement and mus ic; living distinctive charac­
ters . Only a new creative activity could give fresh 
life to his pageant of emo t ion and colour, filling 
it with the more complex life of moderni t;,., takine; the 
highest from the p::ist and present and making it afresh 
for the new age . For the one dr amatic form, Benavente 
has gone near accom lishing the task." ( 190 ) 

In ac complishing the task of perfecting a new drB.ma tic 

form, 

188. 
1 89. 
190 . 
1 91. 

"Benavente parece des interes arse cada vez ma s d e l 
' arte ' en SUS comedias . El filosofo , e l ideologo, 
cl moralista , predominan casi absolutamente en ellas . " 
( 191) 

Underhill,. op . cit . , vol.II, p . xivf . 
s . Jameson, o · . cit ., p . 231. 
I bid , p . 239-. - --
Manuel Machado , q ioted in La'.zaro , op . cit . , p . 64 . 
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There is , particularly in Benavent e 1 s l ater work, 

much philosophizing and m :ralizing . Despite this , however, 

nHay en el aleo Que le distini:;ue de1 res to de l os 
draria tur6 os espan oles: Una finura d9 pe r cepci011 , una 
acuidad cr! tica, un penetrante conocimiento de la 
realidad , que le hacen no rebasar jamas l a l f nea de la 
sensi bilidad para caer de la sensible ri'a empalagosa 
ni la l :fnea de la gra vedad rr.edi ta bunda para caer de 
la e'.nfasis ridf.cule. ." ( 1 92 ) 

I t is this quality ·of sensibility and the care exercised in 

not being t oo severe in h i s ridicule whi ch have en dea r ed Bena­

vente to t he publi c. 

Of s one \Vd. ters who !1ave t_;ained r'ecogni tion during their 

lives~ the pub lic rer-:embe rs their work . The r e are others v1ho se 

names alone rema i n . J a cinto Benavente wi ll live bo th as a 

d1·ama tist and as a distinct persona l i ty . Gonzale z - Blanco justi­

fies h is per manence both as writer and as man in his statement, 

192 . 
1 93 . 

11 Ja sido el ,na's feliz Cce l os innovadores en e l teatro 
espafiol contemporl neo . De scubrit con ingeniosidad 
extrafia, acciones a rtificiales , ~1e fiacian , al parecer, 
de r~µl t i ples pre juicios, hasta tal punto, que t odo su 
teatro -- --no es sino unn serie de ens ayos encaminados 
a i nquirir como yen que medida podemos conformar nues­
tra vida social con nuestra vida interi or, o como l a vida 
social podri a re fo r mar se para que fuese ma s justa, mas 

/ . -
sincera , mas humana ." (193 ) 

/ 

Gonzalez - Blanco, op . cit ., p . 15 6 . 
I bid , p . 168 . 
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