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Performance Studies 
 

 

THE TEXT AND PERFORMANCE OF EL 

CABALLERO DE OLMEDO
1
 

    

JANE W. ALBRECHT 

Wake Forest University 

  

     The production of El caballero de Olmedo at the 

2002 Chamizal festival by the Escuela Nacional de 

Arte Teatral of Mexico City, directed by Miguel 

Flores, raises the question of the play’s genre. 

Again. The performance creates a coherent mood 

and tragic trajectory that many literary critics have 

thought the play lacks. What we see in the 

videotape of the 2002 production are certain 

directorial choices: to underscore a tragic quality in 

the music, with discordant tones, bass notes, the 

clash of cymbals, deep chants, drum beats, rattles 

and cante jondo, and to mold the actors’ ideology, 

including an Andalusian-style of dress and 

movement, to lend severity and somberness. The 

use of masks recalls their Greek origin and lends 

itself to self-conscious theater. The choice of music, 

the style of acting and use of masks all point to 

destiny, death and sacrifice.
2
 Flores’s fine 

interpretation provides the stimulus to return to the 

text and criticism of the text. A reading of El 

caballero de Olmedo that uncovers Stoic, Senecan 
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tragic elements in the play finds the same unity of 

tone that the director develops in his production. 

     The question of genre was not in the director’s 

mind. It was not his stated intention to explore 

tragic elements, of Senecan or any other kind, al-

though his vision is quite compatible with the one I 

am offering. In personal communication Mr. Flores 

made clear that:  
 

En nuestro análisis, de los actores y mío, no tra 

bajamos nunca a través del género; realizamos 

un extenso análisis tonal …. [E]l personaje sella 

su destino en el instante en que mira a los ojos a 

Inés en la feria de Medina. A partir del análisis 

descubrimos el mundo en que toda la historia 

sucede, y las implicaciones que tienen las accio-

nes de los personajes en este mundo. La presen-

cia del estado (como monarquía, es decir la 

composición del mundo con estos valores) en 

contra del orden natural (las fuerzas de la natura-

leza en las que se envuelven los personajes) esto 

tiene como resultado el sacrificio del personaje 

principal, quien tiene parte en ambas esferas.3  

   
     The use of “Andalusian” actors lends itself to 

self-referential and self-conscious theater that sets 

off and underscores the tragedy. Mr. Flores states 

that, “[n]uestra intención era después de todo hacer 

teatro dentro del teatro, actores andaluces que repre-

sentan la tragedia.” His actors’ costumes, the men’s 

high-waisted, tight-fitting dark pants and ruffled 

shirt fronts and the women’s long, red dresses with 
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flounced sleeves and hems, evoke a traditional An-

dalusian style of dress. The guitar, whether struck, 

as it often is, to produce a one-chord percussive 

sound or, less frequently, finger-picked to provide a 

bit of melody in a love scene, the castanets, florid 

singing, foot stomping, hand clapping and graceful 

arm movements likewise recall the flamenco style 

of music and dance of Andalusia. Tello, imbued 

with duende, sings the refrain “En el valle a Inés/ la 

dejé riendo” in cante jondo style. His deeply emo-

tional, anguished singing is quite fitting since the 

text calls it “un estribo / que compuso don Alonso, / 

a manera de responso / si los hay en muerto vivo” 

(lines 1098-1101).
4
 According to Mr. Flores, his 

actors identified more with the Andalusian culture 

of Spain than with “official” Castilian society. As 

he stated above, in El caballero the values of the 

state and its base of power, the monarchy, clashed 

with the values of the natural order and resulted in 

the sacrifice of Alonso. I take this to mean that the 

actors identified emotionally with the natural order, 

the vital life force, that García Lorca also found in 

Andalusia. It also explains their decision to satirize 

the Condestable, don Alvaro de Luna, portraying as 

a bumbling idiot the man who was for nearly thirty 

years one of the most powerful men in medieval 

Spain.  

     One of the striking things about Mr. Flores’s 

production is the audience’s reaction. The audience 

hardly laughs. When Inés tells her father she wants 
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to become a nun, the scene is very somber. He is 

saddened by the news, and she is upset to be deceiv-

ing him. The serious mood is heightened through 

voices that intone a low litanic chant that starts and 

stops throughout the scene, and resumes when Fabia 

and Tello arrive in their disguises. Tello provides a 

bit of comic relief in the play, but if we take the per-

formance as a whole, it is not a comedy, either fully 

or in part. For Director Flores, “La comicidad que 

hay en la obra es quizá sólo parte del estilo de Lope, 

pero de ninguna manera podría ser considerada una 

comedia.” As Albert Gérard, Frank Casa and Tho-

mas O’Connor have argued, this is a tragedy, not a 

tragicomedy, or comitragedy.
5
 Adding to the body 

of evidence regarding the kind of tragic vision Lope 

had, and how and why El caballero de Olmedo is a 

tragedy, is the play’s affinity to Senecan drama. Se-

necan dramatic Stoicism forms part of its ideologi-

cal base. 

     Lope’s interest in Stoicism and Seneca extended 

from the initial moments of his playwrighting career 

to the end of his life. An early play, Roma abrasada 

(c. 1600), tells the story of Nero’s life in which Se-

neca figures prominently.
6
 Lope famously men-

tioned Seneca in the Arte nuevo de hacer comedias. 

Near the end of his life, he sought solace in the writ-

ings of the Stoics. Lope’s model for El caballero, 

La Celestina, provided more than literary themes 

and artifice. Louise Fothergill-Payne’s meticulous 

presentation of evidence of the Senecan influence 
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on rage, vengeance and the passions in the twenty-

one act version of Celestina should have helped us 

see that the same influences, indirect though they 

may have been, were at work in Lope’s play. Se-

neca is a subtext in El caballero de Olmedo. 

     Critics, especially those of the comedia, have 

still not embraced Seneca’s plays with enthusiasm. 

Nor has anyone made a strong connection between 

his Stoic philosophy and his tragic art. What is Stoic 

about Senecan dramaturgy? We cannot separate Se-

necan plays from their Stoic world view. Beyond 

what we think of as Senecan “devices,” there are 

philosophical implications to pursue in Seneca’s 

plays that Lope and others found in them. 

     Platonism and Aristotelianism have been the 

twin philosophical peaks from which we have 

studied Golden Age drama, not Stoicism. The Stoic, 

Senecan elements in El caballero de Olmedo are 

difficult to ignore: the revenge theme, the 

prevalence of prophecies and dreams, the shade, the 

use of violent spectacle, horror, the classic Stoic 

symbol of the phoenix, the problems of free will vs. 

fate and the instability of fortune, blindness and 

insight and, most important, the character of the 

hero who suffers from Stoic passions.
7
  

     El caballero is a revenge tragedy. Rodrigo is a 

melancholy villain who suffers from pathological 

jealousy (Soufas 87); Alonso acknowledges that he 

was killed by “envidias y celos” (2465-2466). Rod-

rigo’s inability to face Alonso in duel in several en-
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counters no doubt fuels his rage and jealousy 

(Vidler 115, 120). These emotions dishonor and dis-

figure Rodrigo, who becomes a cold-blooded killer: 

“Yo vengo a matar, no vengo / a desafíos; que en-

tonces / te matara cuerpo a cuerpo” (2456-2458). 

Director Flores amplifies Rodrigo’s anger and envy 

with discordant music and percussion. When Rod-

rigo reacts to Inés’s obvious dislike of him, “Para 

sufrir el desdén / que me trata desta suerte, / pido al 

amor y a la muerte / que algún remedio me den” 

(461-464), and afterward, when he has identified his 

rival as Alonso and declares “Yo he de matar a 

quien vivir me cuesta” (1375), the loud cymbals and 

drum beats that punctuate his performance are in-

tensely felt rhythms that emphasize the conflict 

mounting within Rodrigo and contribute to increas-

ing tension in the audience. 

     In the 2002 production, the masks that Rodrigo 

and his men wear when they follow Alonso to mur-

der him can be thought of in several ways. They 

dehumanize the killers. They are an outward sign of 

their inner criminality. The masks, like the Andalu-

sian elements the director incorporates, are also a 

technique for creating a stylized play-within-a-play 

that frames and highlights the tragic action. For Di-

rector Flores, the masks implicate the entire social 

order in Alonso’s death: “La escena del bosque 

donde Alonso va a ser sacrificado, no tiene un ca-

rácter estético solamente, quisimos presentar a to-

dos los personajes enmascarados porque creemos 
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que todos son responsables de esa muerte, incluida 

Inés.” Rodrigo, an individual bent on revenge, en-

mascarado becomes a universal agent of death who 

instigates Alonso’s murder.  

     The use of masks allows the director to exploit 

visually the fusion of the theme of fate with Rod-

rigo’s revenge plot. Just before Alonso is murdered, 

Fernando exclaims: “¡Qué inconstante es el bien, 

qué loco y vario! / Hoy a vista de un rey salió luci-

do, / admirado de todos a la plaza, / y ¡ya tan fiera 

muerte le amenaza!” (2338-2341). Alonso is 

trapped between the prophecy about him, which 

Rodrigo is the instrument in fulfilling, and Alonso’s 

own, human, desires and passions. For the Ancient 

Stoics, for Seneca in his tragedies, as for Lope in 

this play, there is a necessary interaction between 

fate and free will. Phaedra’s Nurse tells her: “Fate / 

is not the grand auteur of these affairs: / they are 

merely errors of judgment, lapses of taste, / and 

failures of character…” (Phaedra 148-151). For the 

Stoics, who influenced Augustine and Aquinas, fate 

operates with and through human agency and 

choice. Divine providence means foreknowledge, 

which does not limit human free will. In El cabal-

lero, the audience sees the working out of Alonso’s 

death, which has been foretold, but also understands 

that of his own free will Alonso chooses certain 

paths that lead to his death. The suffering of the 

protagonist is not necessarily decreed, a point Anto-

nio Buero Vallejo made years ago when he wrote: 
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“se nos ha enseñado desde Esquilo que el destino no 

es ciego ni arbitrario y que no sólo es en gran parte 

creación del hombre mismo, sino que, a veces, éste 

lo domeña” (69).   

     Alonso’s celebrated sense of honor, virtue and 

duty is connected to the theme of friendship among 

equals. These concerns, all of which are so impor-

tant to the Stoics, are seen in his exclamation: 

 
Pero ya no puede ser 

que don Rodrigo me envidie 

pues hoy la vida me debe 

que esta deuda no permite 

que un caballero tan noble 

en ningún tiempo la olvide. 

Antes pienso que ha de ser 

para que amistad confirme 

desde hoy conmigo en Medina. (2286-2294) 

 

We are used to these themes— honor, fate vs. free 

will, the instability of fortune-- from many other 

plays, and unaccustomed to classifying them as 

“Stoic.” Their roots were deep in the Stoic tradition 

passed from Latin authors to St. Augustine and on 

down to Lope, Quevedo and others.  

     All of Seneca’s plays have a shade, the mention 

of a shade or of a person who crossed over to hell 

and returned, and all are full of portents and dreams. 

However, no Stoic advocated trusting in witches. 

Lope’s Fabia communicates an infernal atmosphere: 

Rodrigo calls her “aquella sombra” (404); Tello 
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compares her to Circe, Medea and Hecate (1920-

21). True to form, the actress in the 2002 production 

plays Fabia as frightening and repulsive. The 

sounds of cymbals and gongs that are associated 

with her presence seem intended to startle and un-

settle the spectator. For Stoics, witches offer knowl-

edge, but of the wrong kind. This ambiguity be-

tween true and false prophecy is captured in Lope’s 

creation, Fabia. She claims she is a witch, so she 

should not be trusted but, at the end, appears as a 

messenger from God. Only now does Alonso, ra-

tionally he thinks, decide not to trust in the proph-

ecy: “Invención de Fabia es” (2381). In trying to 

follow the wise course, he ironically ignores the 

avisos del cielo and brings on his own death by con-

tinuing his journey. 

     The phoenix is the classic Stoic symbol since the 

Stoa believed in the cyclical destruction and regen-

eration of the universe. Periodically all elements 

were absorbed by the Divine Fire, God or Nature or 

Destiny. Several of Seneca’s play endings reference 

fire and imply cleansing and restoration. In 

Phaedra, Theseus laments over his son’s body:  

 
   Open the palace doors. Air the place out, 

   foul with scheming and blood. / Let Athens resound  

   with loud lamentation. 

   Someone, go back to the field 

and look for the tiniest specks that remain. Bring them      

back here, to the flames. (1274-1277)  
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In Lope’s play, the phoenix is a controlling metap-

hor: Inés’s mother is “la fénix de Medina” (271); 

Inés, attracted to Alonso’s flame “no [como] mari-

posa, / fénix ya, pues de una suerte / me da vida y 

me da muerte / llama tan dulce y hermosa” (1060-

1063); Alonso’s burial will be “el del fé-

nix...después de muerto viviendo / en las lenguas de 

la fama” (2701-2703). The mention of the phoenix 

and phrases like “die and live on in fame” may 

seem to derail the tragic ending, but promise and 

hope are not necessarily anti-tragic. Who has actu-

ally witnessed the phoenix rising, the soul ascend-

ing, or the end of suffering on earth? In tragedy, we 

confront the worst, and hope for the best, although 

the worst is all we see and all we have (Eagleton 

39-40). In the final analysis in tragedy, life goes on, 

now infused and informed with death (Williams 

55). 

      It is possible to conceive of all of the above not 

as Stoic, Senecan tragic elements, but something 

else—Christian, or Baroque. But the decisive factor 

is the portayal of the hero’s character and his rela-

tion to the Stoic passions. In Saturn and Melan-

choly, Raymond Klibansky and his coauthors Erwin 

Saxl and Fritz Panofsky assert that all the great 

tragic heroes are melancholics: for the Stoics, the 

wise man, who was not susceptible to madness, 

could succumb to melancholy, a physical disease, 

not a disposition. (The Stoics reverted to the pre-

Aristotelian attitude toward melancholy). He could 
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even lose his virtue, his excellence, through melan-

choly (43). The four classic Stoic errors or vices are 

the Stoic passions: pleasure (laetitia), pain (tristi-

tia), desire (cupiditas, amor), fear (metus, timor). 

Diego Bastianutti rightly points to melancholy as 

the key to Alonso’s conduct in El caballero, while 

for Teresa Soufas, what was Alonso’s melancholic 

pose in the first two acts becomes true melancholy 

at the end (81).  

     By his own admission, Alonso misjudges and 

ignores the avisos del cielo because of his valor 

propio. The text underscores also his fear and his 

melancholy. Inés: “Pena me has dado y temor / con 

tus miedos y recelos” (2226-2227); Alonso: “han 

sido estas imaginaciones / sólo un ejercicio triste/ 

del alma, que me atormenta” (2232-2234); “Todas 

son cosas que finge / la fuerza de la tristeza, / la 

imaginación de un triste” (2271-2273); “Lo que ja-

más he tenido, / que es algún recelo o miedo, / llevo 

caminando a Olmedo. / Pero tristezas han sido. / 

Del agua el manso rüido / y el ligero movimiento / 

destas ramas, con el viento, / mi tristeza aumentan 

más” (2342-2349); “¡Qué mal la música sabe, / si 

está triste el pensamiento!” (2370-2371); “Todo me 

espanta” (2394); “En mi nobleza, / fuera ese temor 

bajeza” (2408-2409); “¡Qué de sombras finge el 

miedo!” (2413). From the initial grasping at hope in 

his words, “Gente viene. No me pesa; / Si allá van, 

iré con ellos” (2425-2426), to the final acknowl-

edgement that his life is over, “¿Qué haré en un 
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campo / tan solo?” (2467-2468), Alonso succumbs 

to fear and melancholy, and misjudges his situation. 

“Fear makes the world seem darker than it is,” Am-

phitryon counsels his daughter-in-law Megara who 

despairs over Hercules’s ever returning from Hades 

(Hercules Furens 413).  

     Alonso’s judgment is clouded, much as all of 

Seneca’s protagonists are blind to danger and evil. 

As Oedipus enters, sightless, the chorus proclaims:  

 
 No god can cause events to swerve  

 which, meshed in motives, roll along; 

 each life proceeds untouched by prayer. 

 To some men, fear’s the greatest bane: 

 afraid of what is fated, blind, 

 they blunder right into their fate.  

 (Oedipus 1031-1039) 

 

Alonso, too, is blinded, first by pleasure and desire, 

then by fear and sadness, and brings on the evil that 

is lying in wait for him.
8
  

     Director Flores accentuates the protagonist’s 

emotional state and tragic fate with music. When 

Alonso addresses Fabia for the first time, his intense 

manner and tone of voice are matched by the low, 

percussive sounds of gongs, cymbals and bass 

notes. After he utters the words “Mañana mueres, 

pues hoy / te meten en la capilla” (157-58), a dis-

cordant chant begins that continues to the end of his 

speech. The low vibration that begins when the 

Sombra appears and speaks Alonso’s name, and re-
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sumes during Tello’s account of Alonso’s death, 

lends a solemn, haunting effect similar to that of a 

Tibetan long horn or an Australian didgeridoo. 

When Rodrigo overtakes Alonso and is about to 

murder him, the sound of the rattle being slowly 

turned is an ominous constant that reflects Alonso’s 

doom. 

     Lope’s later years were characterized by Stoic 

melancholy and desengaño in the face of the 

inconstancy of human life: “Lope, en el último 

período de su vida, acógese … al amparo de aquella 

doctrina estoica que … daba puerto seguro a todas 

las borrascas del siglo: ‘Enseña a sufrir y a 

abstenerse’” (Amezúa 2: 273).
9
 Lope’s self-

description reminds us of Alonso himself: “No sé 

qué anda tras mí estos días como sombra, si este 

nombre se puede dar a mis disgustos, que dellos 

naze hacer sentimiento el cuerpo…. Tristezas son 

estas mías, que otras vezes me han tenido al cabo de 

la vida y de la paçiençia, pero no con la fuerza de 

ahora” (Amezúa 2: 271). 

     For David Darst, Golden Age tragedy “accom-

plished no less than a strengthening of the valor and 

fortitude of the audience against the upsurge of the 

base passions of pity and fear. In every case it is a 

process of forming a habit in the will by offering 

verisimilar examples worthy of imitation. It is this 

philosophy, much more Stoic than Aristotelian, 

which gives Spanish Golden Age tragedy the so 

highly esteemed transcendental vision of humanity” 
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(“Tragedy” 7). Raising pity and fear was not the 

point of Senecan drama; pity and fear were Stoic 

vices. The spectator’s experience of tragedy should 

be an intellectual one: reason should control the 

passions (Darst “Lope’s” 15). 

     Lope understood the power of tragic form and 

content. Modern directors can embrace that 

sensibility and interpret a text such as El caballero 

de Olmedo brilliantly. Mr. Flores has done a 

remarkable job of forming the psychic environment 

in his version of the play. And while modern 

performance can and should inform our criticism,
10
 

a return to the perspective of the Ancient Stoics and 

Seneca dramaturgy may help us crystallize an idea 

that has eluded us to a degree: that there is such a 

thing as Spanish Baroque tragedy, not homogenous, 

but with shared origins and themes, and sensibilities 

and motives, a communal character and essence.   

 

NOTES 

 
1 Many thanks to Donald Larson and Constance Rose for their 

comments on an earlier version of this paper, which I 

presented at the International Golden Age Drama Symposium, 

Association for Hispanic Classical Theater, El Paso, Texas, 

March 2005. Maestro Miguel Flores’s El caballero de Olmedo 

was, and still is, on video, terrifically exciting; I am very 

grateful to him for taking the time to answer a number of 

questions about the production.  
2 Catalogue number VC 02 of the AHCT collection. 
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3 These comments are contained in an email communication 

dated 25 August, 2005; I have added accent marks and cor-

rected a few typographical errors without altering the content. 
4 All citations are from Lope de Vega, The Knight of Olmedo 

(El caballero de Olmedo), edited and translated by King. 
5 Several factors have worked to keep us from judging Golden 

Age plays as tragedies. In the seventeenth-century most 

dramatists did not term many plays tragedies, and many schol-

ars would still agree. Sometimes Lope did not title his plays 

“tragedies,” although he included the word in the last lines of 

the plays themselves, as in El caballero de Olmedo which 

ends “Fin de la trágica historia.” See Newels and Morby. 
6 For Dixon and Torres, when Lope wrote two early plays, 

Roma abrasada and Los embustes de Fabia, he likely had in 

mind a work, Octavia, that at that time was attributed to Se-

neca (42). Dixon and Torres explore the ways in which Lope 

used Seneca’s Phaedra in El castigo sin venganza.  
7 On the influence of Stoicism in European thought, theology 

and letters, see Colish, both volumes. 
8 Darst explains how basic the blindness/insight theme is to 

tragedy and to Lope’s play: “[s]uccintly, the spectators see 

how an innocent and good person is brought down by envy 

and hate because he failed to see the danger that his actions 

created” (“Lope’s” 14). 
9 This reference is found in Larson, 163-64, notes 8 and 9. 
9 On this point, see, for example, Friedman. 
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EROTISMO Y FANTASÍA: LA MUJER Y LA 

IMAGINACIÓN EN LA VIUDA VALENCIANA 

Y LA DAMA DUENDE 

 

“En todo encuentro erótico hay un personaje invisi-
ble y siempre activo: la imaginación.” Octavio Paz 
 

  REYES CABALLO-MÁRQUEZ 
Georgetown University 

 
     Dentro del panorama teatral de la temprana mo-
dernidad, es la comedia, principalmente por los te-
mas que en ella se tratan, el género que más cabida 
da al discurso erótico. Como bien apunta Juan Ole-
za, ”[l]a comedia es el reino de la máscara, de las 
identidades ocultas, de los amores secretos, de los 
travestismos, de los embozos, de las inconfesables 
nocturnidades.” (206) Es por esto que la comedia ha 
sido uno de los géneros más criticados y persegui-
dos en su larga trayectoria representacional, la Es-
paña más conservadora siempre aprovechando la 
oportunidad para tratar de vedar o al menos denun-
ciar las posibilidades escénicas de gran contenido 
erótico que este género permite en su puesta en es-
cena, pues como afirma Martin Esslin, “[t]o deny a 
powerful erotic component in any dramatic expe-
rience would be foolish hypocrisy. Indeed, one of 
the theatre’s –and all other drama’s—greatest 
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claims is that it operates at the same time on all lev-
els, from the most basic to the most sublime, and 
that in the best drama the two achieve perfect fu-
sion.” (34) Mi estudio se va a concentrar en el aná-
lisis de la proyección de lo erótico en La dama 
duende y La viuda valenciana, dos obras que com-
parten una misma base temática: la ingeniosa forma 
en la que la mujer viuda, a través de un sin fin de 
juegos y maquinaciones traviesas, consigue trans-
gredir las rígidas leyes de la sociedad patriarcal. En 
concreto, son esos diferentes “niveles” eróticos de 
los que habla Martin Esslin los que voy a explorar 
en este ensayo, así como el papel que la imagina-
ción juega en su formación. 
     La imagen de la mujer que nos ofrecen ambos 
dramaturgos es una imagen ambivalente: como ex-
pone Catherine Larson en su análisis de La dama 
duende, en Ángela se unen por un lado la imagen de 
tan negativa connotación de la mujer como aliada al 
diablo, el estereotipo de la mujer-hechicera capaz de 
subvertir los roles patriarcales sin que se de cuenta 
el varón, y por el otro lado también se le otorga una 
imagen de mujer angelical, de mujer precavida de 
buena familia que vive decorosamente con sus her-
manos. En el caso de La viuda valenciana, en Leo-
narda encontramos de forma paralela la imagen de 
esta mujer ambivalente, una (casi) pura y angelical 
Leonarda que prefiere la educación y el recato al 
matrimonio, pero que por las noches, cuando nadie 
la ve, se convierte en mujer hechicera que solicita el 
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servicio de un joven galán que le aplaque su sed lu-
juriosa de deseo. 
     A nivel erótico, la mujer también conserva esa 
ambigüedad. Esta dualidad encarnada en los perso-
najes femeninos de ambas obras va a verse proyec-
tada en la forma en la que estas mujeres viven el 
antes, el durante y el después de sus peligrosos en-
cuentros amorosos. De hecho, por el carácter dual 
que Calderón le otorga a doña Ángela en su caracte-
rización, muchos críticos han descrito a Calderón 
como escritor feminista, ya que su visión de la mu-
jer es mucho más elástica, humana y controversial 
que la de muchos otros dramaturgos contemporá-
neos. Por otro lado, Melveena McKendrick afirma 
que Lope es el primer dramaturgo capaz de hacer un 
boceto perfecto de la mujer esquiva en sus obras, de 
cuya imagen Leonarda es un excelente ejemplo. 
     A ambos dramaturgos, el tema de la mujer viuda 
les viene muy bien en sus paralelos proyectos sub-
versivos, ya que este ser es para ambos la encarna-
ción de un ser abyecto, rechazado, que vive a los 
márgenes de la sociedad por su hiperbólica vulnera-
bilidad, pero que al mismo tiempo, su condición de 
viuda es huella de su falta de virginidad, del desva-
necimiento de su pureza. La mujer viuda, aunque 
débil y aprisionada en el patriarcado, es también 
una mujer que lucha por sus propios intereses, aún 
si al hacerlo tiene que desobedecer las estrictas le-
yes del sistema social en el que vive y del cual es 
víctima. 
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     Fantasía y erotismo vienen mano a mano en la 
representación de lo femenino en ambas obras. Pero 
cuando hablo de fantasía no me refiero a lo sobrena-
tural propiamente dicho. La “magia” erótica que 
producen las damas, la fantasía que éstas consiguen 
engendrar en las mentes de los hombres para los 
que se convierten en objeto deseado, prescinde de 
artilugios, efectos visuales, apariencias o tramoyas. 
La fantasía con la que se alude al deseo en ambas 
obras, es un espacio fluido, propicio para insertar 
ambigüedades, desde el cual se puede proyectar una 
imagen de la mujer más elástica de la permitida en 
la época, cargada de un erotismo exacerbado, intan-
gible y casi invisible. Pero la camuflada presencia 
de lo erótico en la comedia encuentra la forma de 
hacerse perceptible en la mente de aquellos a quie-
nes les interese sumergirse en el espacio fluido 
hacia el que puede ser transportado a través de la 
lectura o de la experiencia teatral. 
     Cabe observar que este uso de la fantasía no es 
únicamente propio del terreno teatral: es de hecho 
una gran herramienta en la construcción de lo eróti-
co en las artes visuales. John Berger, en su obra 
Ways of Seeing nos explica cómo el erotismo y la 
sexualidad femenina se proyectan en el arte como 
algo que funciona en la imaginación del espectador. 
En una discusión en torno al desnudo, Berger argu-
ye que la proyección del erotismo y de la sexualidad 
femenina en la pintura se presenta como una expe-
riencia imaginativa, como la captación de un mo-
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mento probablemente vivido por el pintor y no co-
mo un instante congelado en el tiempo. Esta idea 
nos la ilustra Berger a través del cuadro “Hélène 
Fourment in a Fur Coat” de Peter Paul Rubens, cua-
dro en el que el pintor flamenco retrata a su mujer 
medio desnuda, con sólo un abrigo de pieles casi a 
punto de caerse, en una pose en la cual la mujer nos 
lanza un mensaje erótico, al sugerirnos un antes y 
un después temporal y espacial. Los cabellos desor-
denados de Hélène insinúan el encuentro amoroso 
que hubieran podido tener el pintor y ella en un 
momento anterior al del término del cuadro. La po-
ca firmeza con la que Hélène sujeta el abrigo nos 
revela una pasada o futura desnudez. La falta de si-
metría corporal que dan la impresión de que el 
cuerpo de la mujer es bipartito, o el grotesco realis-
mo con el que Rubens pinta el cuerpo de su mujer, 
son huellas visuales, dejadas voluntaria o involunta-
riamente por el pintor, que nos sugieren que este 
cuadro es más bien el producto de la imaginación y 
del deseo del pintor, y no tanto de la realidad mate-
rial y física. Este tipo de representación rechaza el 
desnudo integral, dado que la totalidad del desnudo 
le restaría la cualidad erótica imaginativa que el pin-
tor le brinda al espectador en su obra. Esta forma de 
proyectar una imagen erótica de la mujer es muy 
común dentro de la tradición artística europea, pues 
como afirma John Berger en su ensayo “Sight and 
Sex”: “There are surprisingly few paintings in Eu-
ropean Art of entirely disclosed nude women. The 
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foci of sexual interest- the sexual parts themselves 
and the breasts- are usually disguised or under-
emphasized. Inconsequential draperies fall between 
women’s legs; or their hands, while drawing atten-
tion to their sex, hide it.” (52) 
     Como vemos, el retrato de Rubens tiene como 
objetivo el de mostrar una imagen erótica de la mu-
jer, de presentarla como objeto de la mirada mascu-
lina. En nuestras obras, esta experimentación de lo 
erótico está representada a través de la imagen fe-
menina constituida en la imaginación del espectador 
o supuestamente, del personaje masculino dentro de 
la obra. Al igual que en el cuadro de Rubens, en 
ambas obras el erotismo está presente como un con-
cepto imaginativo y dinámico, que exige que el es-
pectador sea activo en su desciframiento del mensa-
je erótico que le lanza el director o pintor. La obra 
de teatro, por sus propias cualidades espaciales, di-
fiere de las dimensiones de la fantasía erótica pre-
sentes en la obra de arte. En el teatro, el erotismo 
existe dentro de planos imaginarios intradiegéticos 
y extradiégeticos, al haber en él dos tipos de au-
diencia que sobrevienen la experiencia erótica: el 
público que va a ver la obra y el galán, el cual es la 
audiencia ante la cual las damas representan sus pa-
peles en la obra dentro de la obra. 
     Un leve vistazo al lenguaje verbal empleado por 
ambos dramaturgos, nos revela la multiplicidad sig-
nificativa incluida en ambas comedias. En el léxico 
utilizado por Lope y Calderón para describir a los 
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personajes femeninos hay toda una maquinaria con-
ceptual insertada con la intención de enfatizar y 
cargar de erotismo el campo semántico. Podemos 
ver múltiples ejemplos del uso de términos relacio-
nados con lo bélico, con la caza y con la alimenta-
ción, que como afirma Jose Luis Alonso, son regis-
tros semánticos cargados de un pesado bagaje con-
ceptual erótico, material que es muy prolífero y útil 
en la temprana modernidad por sus cualidades ca-
mufladoras. Además, estas dos comedias compren-
den un rico léxico asociado a lo propiamente amo-
roso, a lo mítico y a lo sobrenatural, que insertan el 
discurso erótico de una manera más explícita. 
     Junto al lenguaje verbal, el lenguaje escénico 
será imprescindible en la divulgación del discurso 
erótico. Algunos de los infinitos elementos externos 
que pueden intensificar o disminuir la carga erótica 
de la puesta en escena pueden ser, por ejemplo, el 
tipo de escenario y ambientación utilizada, el uso de 
los espacios escénicos, la actriz reclutada en el cas-
ting como protagonista de la comedia y su potencial 
erótico tanto físico como gestual, el vestuario, las 
luces, el maquillaje, etc… Si bien es verdad que es 
la mezcla aleatoria de todos estos elementos lo que 
más influirá en la propagación del mensaje erótico 
en la puesta en escena, un elemento primordial que 
convertirá la experiencia teatral en erótica, será, sin 
lugar a dudas, el público, pues es el público el que 
tendrá que descifrar el mensaje erótico lanzado a su 
imaginario colectivo; para que la fantasía erótica 
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trascienda, este tipo de obra va a necesitar de un 
público activo que descifre el mensaje subliminal 
que las imágenes muestran. 

La reacción que el público tenga ante el mensaje 
erótico lingüístico o performativo, va a ser muy dis-
tinta dependiendo del contexto histórico y de la sen-
sibilidad de cada época. El uso del velo o pañuelo 
que cubra a Angela en La dama duende, o el uso de 
la máscara en La viuda valenciana, son también 
herramientas que están ampliamente relacionadas a 
esta idea de la creación de un imaginario erótico 
colectivo, creado por y para el público y para aque-
llos personajes para los que la mujer es un sujeto 
erótico. Hugues Didier afirma que en las obras de 
Calderón lo femenino “suele andar velado, tapado, 
disfrazado, aludido.” (43) Pero el disfraz, el oculta-
miento, el uso de la tapada y de espacios reducidos 
son también armas de doble filo: si bien mediante el 
ocultamiento el autor ofrece una imagen realista de 
la rigidez del estado patriarcal en el siglo dieciséis y 
diecisiete, al mismo tiempo ésta resulta ser un arma 
erótica invaluable, que enalza el valor sexual de la 
obra al esconderlo, y crea un nuevo código erótico 
en el imaginario colectivo de la audiencia. El espec-
tador, al ver esta imagen de una mujer que se deja 
entrever solamente, que está tapada, ocultada, ence-
rrada en un espacio claustrofóbico compuesto por 
las cuatro paredes de su habitación, se deja llevar 
por el mundo de lo fantasioso y de su imaginación y 
como el galán, termina idealizando a la dama: en lo 
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prohibido se abre una peligrosa brecha que deja en-
trar lo erótico y lo sensual. 
     Hasta el momento, además de haber estado to-
mando un punto de vista ampliamente heterosexual, 
me he concentrado en mi análisis en el estudio de 
cómo sólo una mitad del público percibe la expe-
riencia erótica, ¿pero cómo tomaría esta imagen 
erotizada de la mujer-objeto una espectadora de la 
temprana modernidad? Sin duda alguna, la mayoría 
de estas representaciones eróticas estaban dirigidas 
primordialmente hacia la mirada lasciva del espec-
tador-hombre, quienes constituían la mayor parte 
del público que iba a ver las representaciones de 
estas obras. Tampoco debemos olvidar que, ambas 
obras son escritas por hombres, ambos heterosexua-
les, y que su visión de lo femenino y del sujeto eró-
tico está claramente focalizada a través de su propia 
sexualidad. Pero aún sabiendo esto, y también te-
niendo en cuenta que todas estas mujeres son pro-
ductos de la imaginación masculina, es importante 
extraer de estas imágenes femeninas lo que una mu-
jer sentiría al verse reflejada en su percepción de 
imágenes deformadas y fragmentadas de sí mismas. 
Está claro que la espectadora que viera a doña Án-
gela o a Leonarda no podría identificarse del todo 
con estos personajes: estas imágenes femeninas en-
carnadas en el papel de la dama no podían dejar de 
ser más que una caricatura del estereotipo de mujer 
afincado en su sociedad contemporánea. Como bien 
ha apuntado Catherine Connor, de hecho la especta-
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dora común se sentía más cerca de la actriz que 
hacía de criada que de la dama protagonista. Las 
dos criadas Julia e Isabel, además de constituir el 
alter ego de sus respectivas damas, se presentan 
como instigadoras del encuentro erótico, manipula-
doras de la creación del aura fantástica que se le 
otorga a la dama, tramoyeras o hacedoras de efectos 
mágicos. Teniendo en cuenta el papel tan funda-
mental que la criada tiene en la construcción del 
discurso erótico en ambas obras, cabría decir que la 
espectadora, al identificarse con la criada, es de al-
guna manera partícipe también de este proceso de 
construcción de la fantasía erótica que se ha descrito 
hasta el momento. 
     Ese espacio virtual, creado en el imaginario co-
lectivo que representa el público que va al teatro y 
que es testigo de las alusiones eróticas introducidas 
en primera instancia por Calderón y Lope, y más 
adelante por el director que lleve la obra en escena, 
se convierte en un potencial campo de batalla, que 
toma gran fuerza en un contexto contemporáneo, tal 
cual nos demostró el director Hugo Medrano en su 
producción de La dama duende la temporada pasa-
da en DC: en su adaptación musical de la obra de 
Calderón, Medrano explota la sexualidad y el ero-
tismo de la mujer utilizando signos bien diferencia-
bles para un público actual, que muy bien supo in-
sertar el director dentro de su contexto adaptado de 
la España de los años 20: el cigarro, el charlestón, el 
tango fueron algunas de sus armas erotizantes, ade-
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más del uso de las luces, de varias técnicas metatea-
trales, de diversos símbolos asociados con la libera-
ción femenina, y de un sin fin más de herramientas 
con que resaltar el erotismo femenino. 
     La fluidez del material erótico del que está con-
feccionada la obra le otorga al director total libertad 
para jugar con unas armas que, si bien empleadas, 
pueden hacer del teatro una esfera incluso de lucha 
de sexos y de reafirmación femenina y feminista, y 
las herramientas con las que experimenta Medrano 
en su adaptación constituyen sólo un ejemplo de lo 
que se puede llegar a hacer con una obra en la que 
se ha dejado un espacio especial para el erotismo, 
fluido, deslizante. Su puesta en escena nos advierte 
de todas las variantes que la proyección femenina 
puede tener en su representación, y también de lo 
socio-políticamente cargada que está La dama 
duende, de forma implícita, y lo fácil que es cargar-
la de significado a través de la correcta utilización 
de signos y símbolos en la representación. 
     Por lo tanto, aunque nos sea imposible recons-
truir el pasado performativo de estas obras, al ob-
servar la proyección del erotismo en la obra con-
temporánea, su valor subversivo salta a la vista. La 
experimentación social que Calderón lleva a cabo 
en su comedia se hace latente en el escenario actual, 
y trasluce cómo una vez al montar la obra, se utilizó 
la esfera teatral como laboratorio a estilo brechtia-
no, en el cual poder ver reflejada su sociedad con-
temporánea, analizándola una y otra vez en su espe-
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ranza de alcanzar una voluptuosa multiplicidad de 
soluciones sociales. 
     Pero no debemos olvidar que el final arquetípico 
de la comedia de capa y espada es siempre anti-
climático, y que el encuentro entre galán y dama 
culmina siempre en la ruptura de la “magia” erótica 
creada en la obra. Como bien notó Frederick de 
Armas en su obra The Invisible Mistress: “…as 
soon as we abandon the realm of romance, of the 
wish-fulfillment dream, as soon as this enchantress 
is situated in a world where her powers no longer 
are effective, she seems to lose her suddenly at-
tained superiority over men” (29). 
     De forma muy similar en ambas obras, una vez 
que se descubre la identidad de la dama, el final lle-
ga inmediatamente después, de forma abrupta. Este 
implacable final se desata porque la magia que ro-
dea a la dama, su aura sobrenatural, se ha desvane-
cido. Una vez que la dama recupera una identidad 
tangible, le sobreviene la identidad social, y se pre-
tende eliminar la carga erótica con un fin justo so-
cialmente: el modelo erótico que en sí encierra la 
imagen virtual de la dama en el espectador, se habrá 
esfumado, o al menos con esta excusa se cubrirían 
las espaldas los dramaturgos del siglo de oro, ante 
los recalcitrantes retractores moralistas. 
     Por lo tanto, a priori podría parecer que el ero-
tismo virtual está presente en el imaginario colecti-
vo del público únicamente mientras la identidad de 
la dama sea una incógnita, ya que una vez llegado el 
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final se esfuma el erotismo al ser expulsado por el 
advenimiento del juicioso sello del final social. Sin 
embargo no hay que olvidar que, durante la hora y 
media o dos horas que ha durado la producción, la 
fantasía erótica ha poblado la mente del espectador 
casi la mayor parte del tiempo; durante la represen-
tación, lo invisible se ha logrado hacer visible sobre 
las tablas, lo erótico e intangible se ha vuelto furti-
vamente tangible, y el público vuelve a casa en una 
nebulosa estremecedora, después de la sublime ex-
periencia erótica a la cual acaba de ser expuesto. El 
abrupto final tradicional de la comedia no es capaz 
de eliminar la gran carga erótica que ha tenido la 
obra en su contenido global; tampoco cubre la poro-
sidad del material erótico imaginario, que al ser 
fluido se escapa, transgrede y transciende. 

      
Obras citadas 
 
Alonso, José Luis. “Claves para la formación del léxico eróti-

co.” Edad de Oro. 9(1990): 7-19. 

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing. London,1977.  

---. “Sight and Sex.”Arts in Society. Glasgow,1977. 51-57 

Calderón de la Barca, Pedro. La dama duende. Ed. A. J. 

Balbuena Briones. Madrid, 1976. 

Connor, Catherine. “Marriage and Subversión in Comedia 

Endings: Problems in Art and Society.” Gender, Iden-

tity and Representation in Spain’s Golden Age. Ed. 

Anita K. Stoll and Dawn L. Smith. London, 2000. 23-

47. 

De Armas, Frederick A. The Invisible Mistress: Aspects of 

Feminism and Fantasy in the Golden Age. Charlottes-

ville: Biblioteca Siglo de Oro, 1976. 



 
42 Caballo-Márquez 

 
De Vega Carpio, Lope Félix. La viuda valenciana. Los locos 

de Valencia. Ed. José Luis Aguirre.  

Didier, Hughes.“Acudamos a lo eterno: a lo femenino.” De-

seos, sexualidad y afectos en la obra de Calderón. ed. 

Manfred Tietz. Leipzig, 2001. 41-61 

Esslin, Martin. An Anatomy of Drama. Ed. Hill and Wang. 

New York, 1977. 

Larson, Catherine. “La dama duende and the Shifting Charac-

terization of Calderón’s Diabolical Angel.” The Per-

ception of Women in the Spanish Theater of the 

Golden Age. London, 1991. 17-33 

McKendrick, Melveena. Woman and Society in the Spanish 

Drama of the Golden Age. Cambridge UP, 1974. 

O'Connor, Thomas Austin . Love in the "Corral": Conjugal 

Spirituality and Anti-Theatrical Polemic in Early Mod-

ern Spain. New York: P. Lang, 2000. 

Oleza, Juan. “La comedia: El juego de la ficción y del amor.” 

Edad de Oro. 9 (1990): 203-220. 

 
 



 
       
 
DRAG’S DOUBLE-EDGE SWORD: EL 
GALÁN FANTASMA, 1985 
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   The theoretical notion of gender as discursively 
constructed has often been equated with liberation 
from the constraints of conventional sex roles. 
Viewing gender as a performance, rather than an 
essential characteristic, can lead to a more fluid 
conception of sexuality according to which biologi-
cal sex need not define individuals nor determine 
their place in society. In the context of such discus-
sions, drag performance occupies a contested space. 
On the one hand, cross-dressing would seem to af-
firm the liberating nature of gender performativity 
because it underscores the artificiality of sex roles 
and implicitly posits that the ways we categorize 
sexual difference are neither natural nor necessary. 
On the other, drag frequently represents gender in 
such a hyperbolic fashion that it has been viewed as 
a practice that perpetuates sexist stereotypes, a po-
tentially subversive performance medium that can-
not fully escape the heterosexist binaries that struc-
ture it. Similarly, by perpetuating the dichotomy of 
authenticity in opposition to artifice, the critical di-
lemma of drag mirrors what happens when a con-
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temporary director adapts a classical play for pro-
duction. The modern performance may stand on its 
own as a text, but it cannot exist independently from 
the seventeenth-century script. Like the cross-
dressed actor’s relationship to the body he or she 
attempts to represent, the classical script and con-
temporary staging are at odds with and, paradoxi-
cally, bound by one another.  
   This essay examines the feminized characteriza-
tion of the duque Federico in a 1985 staging of El 
galán fantasma, along with reception of the adapta-
tion by Siglo de Oro scholars, in light of recent 
theoretical discussions of gender and subjectivity. 
My goal in studying this production, as well as the 
critical reaction it elicited, is to explore both the lib-
erating and limiting effects of drag performance and 
to relate this exploration to the broader issue of the 
adaptation of classical dramatic texts for contempo-
rary performance. I posit my analysis as one way to 
move beyond Comedia performance studies that 
simply evaluate the quality of a staging (typically in 
relation to the original script). Instead, I propose a 
kind of scholarly reception that acknowledges the 
textuality of performance and, consequently, views 
theatrical productions from the same theoretical 
perspectives used to illuminate text-based criticism. 
   Originally performed in Madrid and staged at the 
Chamizal National Memorial by the theater group 
Compañía Pequeño Teatro de Madrid, José Luis 
Alonso’s adaptation modified considerably the text 
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of El galán, cutting certain passages, rearranging 
events, and even borrowing text from other plays by 
Calderón. The change that drew the most critical 
attention, however, was director Antonio Guirau’s 
characterization of Federico, the Duke of Saxony, 
and the Duke’s privado Leonelo. Although Federico 
ever actually presents himself as a woman, the ac-
tor's voice and movement, as well as the produc-
tion's use of stage properties and costumes, create a 
feminized duque that deconstructs conventional 
Comedia portrayals of masculine behavior and, at 
the same time, seems to affirm sexist ideas about 
men and women. This gender paradox illustrates an 
important effect of adapting classical texts for pro-
duction, particularly when significant changes are 
introduced in the modern staging. The contempo-
rary adaptation becomes, for some, an imitation of 
the real thing, a text in disguise (drag, if you will) 
that both validates and vitiates the original.1 
   In a sense, cross-dressing in the Comedia, and the 
ambivalent critical reactions it provokes, is nothing 
new. Although Spain did not have a tradition of 
cross-dressed actors (as did England), numerous 
instances of Golden Age dramatic characters who 
appropriate the clothing of the opposite sex do exist. 
For some scholars, Golden Age gender play ulti-
mately results in the affirmation of seventeenth-
century Spain's rigidly defined sex roles.2 More re-
cent criticism centers on the ability of these cross-
dressed characters to invert cultural norms, such as 
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Chris Weimer’s study of Castanet in Los empeños 
de una casa or Catherine Connor’s treatment of the 
mujer varoníl.3, 4 The relatively recent opportunity 
to see Golden Age plays staged regularly at the Al-
magro and Chamizal festivals has given modern 
audiences a chance to explore the concept of gender 
as performance in texts that do not contain cross-
dressed characters. Some productions brought to 
Chamizal, such as the Mexican staging of El ex-
amen de maridos,5 performed in 1987 by an all-
female cast, or the 1990 adaptation of El acero de 
Madrid,6 in which an important female character 
was played by a male actor, form part of a tradition 
of ambiguously gendered characters in Comedia 
texts. These adaptations also illustrate the relation-
ship between fidelity to the text and fidelity to one's 
sex, because they dramatize the artifice behind no-
tions of authenticity and question the concept of 
unmediated agency.  
   The photographs accompanying this essay illus-
trate the drag--or almost drag--elements of Fede-
rico's characterization in the contemporary staging 
of El galán. In the first, the duque, played by Enri-
que Ciurana, has asserted his hombría, delivering a 
blow to Astolfo, the Duke’s rival for Julia’s affec-
tions, that causes Federico to believe that he has 
killed his competitor. In the second photograph, 
Leonelo grooms the duque as they discuss Fede-
rico's jealousy of Julia’s feelings for the presumed-
dead Astolfo. 
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   Ciurana’s performance generated quite a bit of 
commentary, most of which was negative, at both 
the 1981 Jornada de Almagro Colloqium and the 
post-performance round-table discussion at the 
1985 Chamizal staging. Charles Ganelin criticizes 
the inconsistency of the duque's characterization, 
troubled by the fact that the contemporary Federico 
is "at one moment a brave, though underhanded 
galán, at another a simpering, effeminate fop who 
would seemingly have no interest in Julia (or in any 
other woman, for that matter)" (Ganelin, videolec-
ture). In the round-table discussion held directly af-
ter the performance, César Oliva observed a related 
inconsistency, emphasizing the efforts of the group 
to stage the play in period costume and noting that 
in this context, Leonelo and Federico were “fuera 
de la época y fuera del lugar” (Oliva, round-table 
discussion, El galán video).7  
   Assuredly, “placing” this characterization of 
Federico challenges audiences to reexamine con-
ventional Comedia definitions of “masculine” and 
“feminine,” defying even the denomination “drag.” 
In fact, the duque in this staging of El galán exhib-
its characteristics more akin to foppery than to drag, 
for he appears on stage dressed like "[a] dandy from 
a Moliére play" in the words of one critic (Ganelin 
videolecture). Ciurana’s Federico possesses many 
of the traits of the fop who is, as Matthew Stroud 
describes, “overly concerned with his appearance, 
notably his clothing and accessories… condescend-
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ing, and, even worse, Frenchified” (“Comedy” 181). 
In other ways, though, the modern duque does not 
correspond to this theatrical type, because the fop 
“is not considered dangerous or evil, nor does he 
carry out actions familiar to male protagonists: rape, 
murder, abduction or theft” (Stroud, “Comedy,” 
181). Federico, of course, attempts to engage in 
three of these acti0vities in both text and spectacle. 
   To illustrate the difference between foppery and 
drag, Stroud contrasts Francisco Portés's 1995 por-
trayal of Diego in El lindo don Diego, in which the 
actor embraces the feminization of his character, 
with the characterization of Castanet in a 1986 pro-
duction of Los enredos de una casa. Portes’s fop-
pish portrayal of Diego, which never aligns itself 
with social expectations for males, differs signifi-
cantly from the famous drag scene in the contempo-
rary staging of Sor Juana’s play because, in 
Stroud’s words, the actor portraying Castanet in this 
particular performance tries “very hard to maintain 
his masculinity"(“Comedy” 193). In the case of the 
modern galán and its subsequent critical reception, 
spectators (especially academics who have read the 
play) cannot help but compare the contemporary 
portrayal of the duque with the character as he ap-
pears in the text and, paraphrasing Stroud, try very 
hard to "maintain Federico’s masculinity." Indeed, 
the consensus, at least among Siglo de Oro schol-
ars, was that there was no way this portrayal could 
be anything other than a ruffle-wearing, hair-curling 
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profanation of Calderón's Federico, a parody of a 
"real" galán whose manliness is disguised in order, 
one assumes, to appeal to modern spectators. The 
result is a characterization that approaches foppery, 
but is dragged into drag by implicit and explicit 
comparison with the textual duque and, to a lesser 
extent, by the ambivalent characterization in the 
production itself. 
   Guirau’s choices as director, and the negative 
critical reactions these choices generated, illustrate 
the subjective nature of reception and the funda-
mentally divided nature of subjectivity. The per-
formance is reception that can only be communi-
cated within the context of what it claims to repre-
sent (the text). Likewise, the written text, during 
performance, is understood within the context of its 
material presence on stage. Because text stands for 
performance and performance stands for text, each 
always leading back to the other, they vie for the 
same signifier. Understood in this fashion, a theatri-
cal production is more than just the interaction of 
two (or more) autonomous subjects (for example, 
author and director), because each pole of the bi-
nary text/spectacle is only comprehensible through 
a negative relationship to its opposite, to the thing 
which it is not. Moreover, in a modern adaptation of 
a classical play, script and staging engage in an im-
plicit competition to see who is at the service of 
whom. Integrity of identity is continually thwarted 
because the two texts (the written and the per-
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formed) rival for dominance in a contest that, para-
doxically, embodies and erases them both. In a 
similar fashion, drag is bound by the binaries it 
claims to undo. Spectators can only perceive the 
critique of an essentialist notion of gender through 
lack, through their own awareness of the gap the 
separates the man who presents himself as a woman 
from the authentic woman he purports to represent. 
Paradoxically, then, in order for this critique to oc-
cur, audiences must engage in the very same polar-
izing categorization of “masculine” and “feminine” 
that is the object of subversion. 
   I would submit that the contemporary portrayal of 
the duque, far from detracting from the Calderonian 
text, actually mirrors the aesthetic of absence that is 
fundamental to the written text of El galán. Both 
script and spectacle are represented symbolically in 
language as El galán fantasma, but neither can ever 
constitute fully what the title signifies because 
“galán fantasma” points to an absence, both in 
terms of the abstract concept of representation (the 
staging never fully embodies the script and the 
script never fully contains the staging) and in the 
specifics of the plot. For this reason, although Fede-
rico’s characterization in the contemporary produc-
tion was criticized for departing too radically from 
Calderón’s “original,” the dramatization of absence 
inherent in drag, a performance medium that chips 
away at both the masculinity and femininity of the 
performer, actually unites text and spectacle. The 
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modern duque lacks the hombría of a gálan, the af-
fability of a fop, and the self-consciousness of a 
drag performer. Such absences reiterate the funda-
mental "lack" in the plot of El galán fantasma, 
which is, essentially, a play about a galán who does 
not exist.8 
   Indeed, Compañía Pequeño Teatro's production 
raises and complicates the question posed implicitly 
in the text, "to which character, precisely, does the 
galán fantasma of the title refer?" Does it refer to 
Astolfo, the "official" galán of the play, who feigns 
the ultimate absence in death? To the duque, an-
other ghost-like character whose masculinity fades 
in and out of the modern staging and who, in forgo-
ing marriage, performs a sort of self-erasure at the 
close of both text and spectacle? To the galán (if 
ungallant) Federico some scholars expected to see 
in Pequeño Teatro's performance, yet another con-
spicuous absence? The Duke’s words to Julia, 
“¿Dónde está esa sombra si no es en tu deseo?” 
(1652-3) remind us that, like the personages in the 
play, our encounter with El galán fantasma, as text 
and character, in script and staging, is continually 
deferred. We seek him as we read and study the 
text, as we watch and analyze the performance, but 
we can never get a handle on him because he exists 
only in the symbolic expression of our desire to find 
him.  
   Guirau furthers the erasure of the galán suggested 
by the title and plot, ironizing masculine discourse 
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through a parody of the feminine. In the first photo-
graph, Federico has expertly wielded a sword, a 
phallic stage property that affirms his role as a rep-
resentative of power, social order and the law (even 
if he is a bit too well-dressed). However, it is pre-
cisely this instrument, with which the duque at-
tempts to murder Astolfo, that brings to light the 
fact that Federico does not uphold the law that he 
represents. The second photograph illustrates how 
this production contests the duke’s image as a figure 
of power through the use of stage properties and 
costume. The stereotypical depiction of femininity, 
expressed by means of the conspicuous display of 
the superficial trappings of the toilette and, in the 
video-taped performance, the duque’s hysterical 
whining, actually acquires a certain power here. As 
Federico trades his rapier for rollers, his penis for a 
peinado, the signifiers of feminine subjectivity ren-
der ridiculous the verbal expression of masculine 
subjectivity whose unmediated desire produces ab-
sence/death, in Federico’s words, “pena, furia, ve-
neno, rabia y muerte” (1174). 9 Although this stag-
ing does affirm the notion that systems of significa-
tion are fundamentally phallocentric, it also shows 
how the very structures that promote sexist binaries, 
with their implicit hierarchies, can be problematized 
from within.10 
   At the close of both text and performance, the du-
que has developed an awareness of his own frag-
mented identity (and of the need for symbolic me-
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diation of his desire) when he exclaims, upon decid-
ing to wed Julia to Astolfo, "yo valgo más que yo 
mismo." (3125) With these words, he both asserts 
and denies his subjective integrity, demonstrating 
that he is in full control of his desire by expressing 
it via the discourse of socially-defined notions of 
honor and nobility and, ultimately, by becoming the 
institution of marriage. Federico’s concept of him-
self as, literally, a man of his word is constituted in 
language. When he renounces his claim to Julia and 
pronounces her and Astolfo man and wife--“con 
Julia casado quiero que de mi corte te vayas— 
(3131-2), he creates the symbolic bond between the 
lovers that enables them to articulate their desire in 
a socially acceptable way, and he defines himself as 
upholder of the law. He is now a galán fantasma, 
dead as an ardent lover, but resurrected as a mag-
nanimous authority figure. This dramatic affirma-
tion of matrimony is rendered problematic by the 
fact that Federico must remain absent from the very 
institution that allows for his social (and dramatic) 
redemption. Guirau's sexually ambiguous portrayal 
of the duque emphasizes this half-hearted nod to 
social norms, presenting audiences with a Federico 
who, in spite of his leering, aggressive stance in 
some scenes, may well be relieved that he will not 
be marrying Julia. This quasi drag performance, 
which affirms and denies conventional gender roles, 
parallels textual adaptation. Each is a double-edged 
sword that, as it cuts ties with old models, carves 
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out a space for new possibilities. 
   My reading of Compañía Pequeño Teatro's pro-
duction of El galán attempts to mediate drag's two 
polarities, one liberating and the other limiting, and, 
at the same time, to find a critical middle ground to 
the issue of adapting classical plays for performance 
that privileges neither text nor spectacle. I will not 
share with you whether I liked this staging or not. In 
my analysis, in fact, I avoid discussing the quality 
of this staging and, instead, try to emphasize what it 
does and how it fits within current scholarly debates 
about gender, subjectivity, and the relationship be-
tween art and life. This constitutes a departure from 
performance-centered criticism that simply reviews 
a staging and moves in the direction of a critical ap-
proach that validates fully the textuality of perform-
ance. Ironically, my attempt at academic neutrality 
makes me realize just how much this adaptation en-
gages my own desire. I am reminded to tread care-
fully the shaky ground that separates the self from 
the scholar because in the end, the two cannot be 
isolated. This idiosyncratic concept of reception is 
both good and bad news for those of us who love 
and study the theater of the Golden Age. It suggests 
that, although we find no definitive answers to the 
questions we ask of texts, our desire to connect with 
these plays (and with each other), a desire that can 
be mediated by theoretical positions open to a mul-
tiplicity of readings, compels us to keep searching.  
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NOTES 
 
1 The notion of an “original” text is problematic in a very real 

sense. We know that even during the Golden Age scripts were 

altered to appease censors and to suit the perceived tastes of 

theatergoers. For a discussion of the fate of manuscripts after 

they were purchased by autores, see Wilson 190-191. 
2 Melveena McKendrick concludes her 1975 study as follows, 

". . . [F]or the purposes of propaganda, didacticism, moral 

teaching, righteous indignation and occasionally whole-

hearted approval, woman's potentialities and possibilities were 

explored. But explored within the limits of what was socially 

conceivable. . . the mujer varonil in the Golden Age was still a 

woman being explored at the very early stages of emancipa-

tion and was therefore habitually compelled to conform to the 

social norm, however exciting her temporary departures from 

it had been" (334). 
3 Weimer views Castaño’s cross-dressing, in its inversion of 

the misogynistic paradigm of "woman" espoused in the 

Comedia, as one element that "gives Los empeños de una casa 

a distinctly modern quality, separates it from most other 

Golden Age dramas and makes it worthy of even further 

examination" (97). Along these same lines, Connor argues in 

favor of the mujer vestida de hombre’s power to subvert 

cultural norms: 

La mujer vestida de hombre que se 

porta varonilmente o aun de una 

manera superior a lo que puede 

hacer el hombre corriente 

representa un desafío a la 

masculinidad esencial y 

supuestamente natural . . . Su 

desafío es subversivo porque la 

metafísica de su época trata de 

garantizar la jerarquía social y la 

identidad sexual aunque los dos 



 
56 Badía 

 

  

 
conceptos son construcciones 

socio-culturales. (144) 
4 In examining performance traditions that employ 

drag, scholars have observed that male-to-female 

theatrical cross-dressing (as opposed to female-to -

male) may not undermine conventional gender roles 

and, in fact, could actually serve the interests of 

patriarchy. For example, Sue-Ellen Case notes that 

because women were not allowed to perform in 

ancient Greek drama, male to female transvestism in 

plays of classical antiquity "can be regarded as allies 

in the project of suppressing actual women and 

replacing them with the masks of patriarchal 

production” (318). According to some performance 

theorists, women fare no better in contemporary drag. 

Leslie Ferris's introduction to Crossing the Stage, 

summarizes the controversy as follows, "Cross-

dressing . . . is riddled with dissension and ambiguity. 

Contemporary drag, for example, answers to a viable 

gay aesthetic while simultaneously promulgating 

misogynistic images of women" (51). Though 

important differences exist between male-to-female 

and female-to-male theatrical cross-dressing in the 

Comedia, I am more interested in the ways that the 

quasi-drag performance in the modern staging of El 

galán fantasma illustrates the construction (and 

deconstruction) of both genders.  
5 Performed by the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 

México and directed by Germán del Castillo. 
6 Directed by Hugo Márquez. 
7 Donald T. Deitz’s videolecture also emphasizes the inconsis-

tency of the duque’s characterization in this production. In 

fact, Deitz demonstrates that the Federico of the text is no less 

ambiguous than that of the contemporary staging. 
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8 In his study of Lacan and the Comedia, Stroud characterizes 

desire similarly, “Neither the Other nor any other can fully 

satisfy the subject’s demands . . . This insistent lack gives rise 

to desire, which arises from the gap or lack at the core of the 

subject” (The Play 65). 
9 Stroud notes the potential for violence in masculine sexuality 

as postulated by Lacan, “phallic sexuality is characterized by a 

display of power through domination and control” (The Play, 

145). Federico is an excellent (though ironic) example of this 

dynamic, especially in this contemporary incarnation. 
10 This seems to be Judith Butler’s take on the concept of a 

discursively-constructed reality, of which Lacan represents 

one school of thought, in light of feminist strategies of resis-

tance. Butler observes, “To claim that the subject is consti-

tuted is not to claim that it is determined; on the contrary, the 

constituted character of the subject is the very precondition of 

its agency” (“Contingent . . . “ 46). Though much of Butler’s 

language sounds Lacanian, she also states that “To the extent 

that the symbolic encodes a set of idealizations, it is consti-

tuted by the imaginary that it claims to govern. In this sense, 

the symbolic is nothing other than the reification of a given 

imaginary, and, in the case of Lacan, that is the heterosexual 

imaginary .” (142). Rather than rejecting Lacan’s model of 

subjectivity, Butler proposes a critique of its heterosexist un-

derpinnings, “What does it mean to be “outside” or “beyond” 

the “masculine” or the “feminine” in this sense? That region is 

yet to be mapped, but its mapping will demand a rethinking of 

the governing power of the symbolic as the heterosexualizing 

prerequisite by which the viability of the subject, masculine or 

feminine, is linguistically instituted” (“For a Careful …”142). 
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