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			JUAN RULFO

			MEXICAN NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER

			
					Born in Jalisco (Mexico) in 1917.

					Died in Mexico City in 1986.

					Literary awards:	Xavier Villaurrutia Award, 1957 (for Pedro Páramo)

	National Prize for Linguistics and Literature (Mexico), 1970

	Prince of Asturias Award for Literature, 1983




					Notable honours:	Member of the Mexican Academy of Letters (appointed in 1976)




					Notable works:	The Burning Plain (1953), short story collection

	Pedro Páramo (1955), novel

	The Golden Cockerel (1980), novella




			

			Juan Rulfo was a Mexican writer, photographer and screenwriter. Both his parents died when he was very young, and he spent most of his childhood in an orphanage. He moved to Mexico City in 1933 to attend university, and although he was unable to enrol due to a bureaucratic issue, he was allowed to sit in on art history classes. This gave him an impressive knowledge of the history, anthropology and geography of Mexico, and these topics greatly influenced his work.

			In 1934, he began publishing pieces of short fiction in the literary review América, and later that decade he started working for the Mexican Secretariat of the Interior. As part of his work, he travelled around the entire country and witnessed the poverty and hardship faced by citizens in its remotest regions first-hand. This subsequently provided inspiration for his novels and short stories, which all have a marked social dimension. Later on, Rulfo worked for the National Institute for Indigenous People.

			As a writer, Rulfo valued quality over quantity: his literary output amounts to just one novel, one novella and 17 short stories, but this was enough to cement his reputation of one of the greatest writers in Mexico and in Latin America as a whole.

			Although it was his writing that made him famous, his photographs attracted increasing critical attention in his later years and are now an important subject of study in their own right. He was active as a writer and a photographer during the same period of time, but he always saw the two mediums as entirely independent from one another and aimed to use his photography to create a portrait of contemporary Mexican life.


			Did you know?

			When he was asked why he had stopped writing, Rulfo’s half-joking, half-serious response was that his uncle Celerino, who used to tell him all his stories, had died.






		
			PEDRO PÁRAMO

			A BLEND OF REALISM AND FANTASY

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Rulfo, J. (2014) Pedro Páramo. Trans. Sayers Peden, M. London: Serpent’s Tail.

					1st edition: 1955

					Themes: death, travel, Mexican Revolution, women

			

			Pedro Páramo is a highly original novel which skilfully blends realism and fantasy. It tells the story of Juan Preciado, who travels to the town of Comala in search of his father Pedro Páramo only to find that all the town’s inhabitants are ghosts. The novel reconstructs the town’s idyllic past, when it was a prosperous place and everyone was still alive, and tells the story of its decline.

			The text’s structure is so fragmented that it is sometimes difficult to follow the story. The novel reflects on the passage of time and death, explores the popular belief that some souls never find rest after death but continue to wander the earth, and harshly criticises the failures of the Mexican Revolution.

			Pedro Páramo has been translated into more than 30 languages, and has been lauded by acclaimed authors such as Gabriel García Márquez (1927-2014) and Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986), who both viewed it as one of the greatest works of world literature. 


			A lengthy writing process

			Rulfo originally had the idea for Pedro Páramo in 1947, but spent years developing and revising the text. This can be seen in the stories that make up The Burning Plain, as Rulfo used the collection as a creative outlet when he was struggling with his novel. He gave his novel multiple titles, namely Una estrella junto a la luna (“A Star Next to the Moon”), Los desiertos de la tierra (“The Deserts of the Earth”) and Los murmullos (“The Murmurs”) before settling on Pedro Páramo because of its simplicity. Nonetheless, the three earlier titles have provided a starting point for numerous critical analyses of the novel.



		


		
			SUMMARY

			Pedro Páramo comprises a central storyline punctuated by numerous fragments which tell the story of other characters’ lives. However, these fragments are not freestanding, univocal texts, but rather pieces of a larger puzzle which allow parts of the full story to be revealed and understood. For this reason, in the following summary we have tried to group together all the fragments which tell the same story in each section. However, it is important to bear in mind that this does not reflect the order of the narrative, which is comprised of numerous interrelated stories.

			PEDRO PÁRAMO’S LIFE

			Although he has tried to forget, Pedro Páramo can still remember the day he learned that his father, Lucas Páramo, had been murdered at a wedding. He was just a child at the time, but his tender age did not stop him from tracking down and killing all the guests who were present at the time.

			He also inherited all the family land when his father died, in spite of his chronic laziness, unreliability and refusal to work, which had led Fulgor Sedano, his father’s right-hand man and most trusted confidant, to see him as a good-for-nothing. Sedano also had the unenviable task of breaking the news that the family was bankrupt and in debt, because it was full of feckless layabouts who had blown through the family’s money until there was nothing left. However, Pedro’s responsible reaction surprised him and won his respect, as he did not ask how much they owed, but rather who they owed it to. 

			When Sedano told him that they owed the most money to the Preciado sisters, Pedro told him to ask for Dolores Preciado’s hand in marriage on his behalf, as she was a fairly attractive woman and this would wipe out the Páramo family’s debt to the sisters. The wedding was quickly arranged, to the dismay of Dolores, who wanted more time to plan it. The couple had a son named Juan together, but Dolores took him with her when she went to live with her sister following an argument with Pedro. She had hoped that Pedro would follow them and beg them to come back, but he never did.

			Meanwhile, Pedro became embroiled in a land dispute with some neighbours. Sedano told him that one of these neighbours, a man named Toribio Aldrete, wanted to establish clear boundaries between his and Pedro’s land, so he made the necessary measurements and took over the plots he believed were his. Pedro was dissatisfied with the new boundaries, so he sent Sedano to accuse Aldrete of squatting (or anything else that occurred to him and that he thought he could get away with) to get his land back. He intended to make his own rules, with Sedano at his side, from that point on. When Sedano went to talk to Aldrete, an argument broke out and Aldrete was killed, which made it easier for Pedro to take over his land.

			One day, one of the many women Pedro was involved with had a baby, but she died during childbirth. Father Rentería then told him that he would raise the baby, because any child of Pedro’s would inevitably have bad blood. Pedro was determined to prove him wrong, so he took in the child, whom he named Miguel. Miguel grew up to be feckless and lazy, and Dorotea, an old woman from the town, procured women for him to rape. Men were not spared from his violence either: he was prone to getting into arguments and killed multiple men, but his father saw to it that a good lawyer defended him so he always got off scot-free. One day, on his way to a nearby town to look for a woman, Miguel fell off his horse and died.

			Although Pedro did not truly care about his son’s death, he knew that he deserved it and that it was a form of punishment because of his debts.

			THE DECLINE OF COMALA AND PEDRO PÁRAMO’S DEATH

			Pedro aged rapidly and found himself tired and lacking energy after his son’s untimely death. This all changed when he found out that Bartolomé San Juan, the father of his former love Susana, had returned to the town after a 30-year absence and was looking for protection, because he had heard rumours of a popular uprising near his mine and wanted to make sure nothing would happen to his daughter. Pedro offered to help him in exchange for Susana’s hand in marriage, and she accepted.

			Susana was a childhood friend of Pedro’s and was the only woman he ever truly loved. However, by the time they were reunited she was already old, had lost her looks and was half-mad. None of this mattered to Pedro: now that he had found her again, he was not prepared to let her get away a second time.

			One day, a man came to Pedro’s house and told him that a group of self-proclaimed revolutionaries had killed Sedano, whom they recognised as the administrator of Pedro’s land, and were coming for him next. Pedro seemed unfazed and told the man to invite the group to his house to eat with him. They told him that they were fed up with the government and with rich men like him, so they had taken up arms against them. Pedro told them that he sympathised with their struggle and promised to give them men and money to support their revolution, although in the end he only gave them men and not the money he had promised.

			Meanwhile, Susana’s health was declining: she was bedridden, was experiencing hallucinations and suffered from nightmares and insomnia that led her to cry out in the night. Pedro claimed that her pain came from within and so could not be cured. She had her own inner world that he could not reach, and things remained this way until she died. After her death, all the town’s church bells rang out for days, but the townspeople thought that it was for a party and could not be convinced that they were actually ringing in mourning. Pedro was furious, and vowed to leave them to die of hunger. This time, he was true to his word.

			After Susana’s death, Pedro would sit looking out of the window at the road leading to the cemetery for long periods. He lost interest in life, had his land evacuated and gave the order for it to be burnt. With the land left barren, ruined and plague-infested, many townspeople left in search of a better life elsewhere. However, some stayed because they had nowhere else to go, and because Pedro had promised to leave them some land after his death.

			In the end, it was many years before Pedro died. He lived through the Mexican Revolution, which turned life in the country upside down but seemed to pass him by completely. He was finally stabbed to death by Abundio, a local mule driver, who had been consumed by resentment and turned to drink after the death of his wife.

			JUAN PRECIADO’S STORY

			Many years after these events, Juan Preciado, the novel’s narrator, is travelling to Comala in search of his father. However, on the way he meets a mule driver named Abundio, who tells him that Pedro Páramo is dead but he can stay at an inn run by a woman called Eduviges. When he gets to Comala, he finds that it is nothing like his mother described: it is bleak, deserted and populated by ghosts, murmurs and wandering souls.

			When Juan gets to the inn, Eduviges tells him that she has been waiting for him, as his mother Dolores told her that he was coming. She also talks to him about Pedro’s marriage to his mother. During his first night at the inn, Juan hears screams in the next room, and when he asks a woman in the street what happened, she tells him that there must be an echo trapped in the room, because many years ago a man named Toribio Aldrete was hanged there.

			After she has told him this, the woman vanishes, leaving Juan to wander around the seemingly empty town alone until somebody invites him into their house. A man named Donis and a woman live there, and they tell him that he can sleep there. From their conversations, Juan finds out that they are the only people in the town who are not dead and that they are brother and sister. Donis raped the woman, which is a great source of shame for her.

			In a confusing episode in which Juan does not know if he is awake or asleep, or alive or dead, he decides to leave Donis and the woman’s house to try and get some fresh air, but he cannot find any and suffocates to death.

			At this point in the story, the reader realises that Juan is also dead and
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