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Bitten by The Duende: Insights by Lorca

Section I sets up the reader. The plane has crashed and the 29 deportees have been “flung like the beads from a rosary with a broken string./ The trees will sway without the wind because the ground will boil with larvae”. He anthropomorphizes the trees with a surrealistic combining with the wind, which echoes the Andalusian siguiriya motif of asking for advice from nature: “The wind cried to see how big the wounds were in my heart”. This is similar to Lorca’s signature style of using the imagery of the wind to bring a sense of eerie regret and the arrival of death (The wind’s hand caresses the forehead of space again and again”)( 77). Gonzalez writes Section I as follows:

Section IV
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     I dedicate this book to all the Poets and artists in the world, still restless and peaceful at the same time. Always longing for something more.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The " duende" resides in the remotest mansions of the blood.  
 ~Lorca~

      

    

Federico Garcia Lorca, Spain’s most beloved poet born in the early 19th century has become famous not only for his poems that nearly 100 years later have evolved into Flamenco songs but also for his political leanings. With a bourgeois upbringing in Andalucía, Spain, his father was a wealthy businessman and in the evenings he played the guitar, which later informed and influenced Lorca’s musical talent.  He later studied the arts in Andalusia with many other artists at the time such as Salvador Dali and Luis Bunuel, and was part of Generation 27*.  Studying the Andalusian Gypsies and the ancient tradition of cante jondo, he realized it was becoming a lost art form and developed an earnest desire to revive and re-introduce it into society.

During his time attempting to revive cante jondo (deep song), he wrote the lecture, “‘Theory and Play of the Duende” on board the transatlantic ship Conte Grande.  The lecture of 1922, “ Cante jondo. Primitivo canto andaluz”  was rewritten in 1930, and the new version, entitled “ Architecture of Deep Song,” was read in Cuba, Spain, Buenos Aires and Montevideo in 1930-1934.  In 1933, García Lorca gave a conference in Buenos Aires titled, “Theory and Play of the Duende,” which has become the foundational work for trying to understand its profound and complex  meaning. Lorca’s main point of reference in elaborating his concept of Duende was the Gypsy tradition of “Cante Jondo”  (Deep Song)  a predecessor to Flamenco.  His mission was to revive it and keep it alive!

The following is translated from the conference notes by Lorca from In Search of Duende: 

The "cante jondo" approaches the rhythm of the birds and the natural music of the black poplar and the waves; it is simple in oldness and style. It is also a rare example of primitive song, the oldest of all Europe, where the ruins of history, the lyrical fragment eaten by the sand, appear live like the first morning of its life. The illustrious Falla, who studied the question attentively, affirms that the gypsy "siguiriya” is the song type of the group "cante jondo" and declares that it is the only song on our continent that has been conserved in its pure form, because of its composition and its style and the qualities it has in itself, the primitive songs of the oriental people.” (4)

Cante jondo is the most ancient music of all of Europe and has its roots in duende: the sorrow, melancholy and often speaks of crying. In cante jondo, the Gipsy siguiriyas is poetic and at the same time pantheistic, often asking nature and the elements for advice:

Out in the sea

Was a stone

My girls sat down

To tell it her pains. (18)

During his stay in  New York during 1929-30, his engagement with American folk traditions of jazz, blues, and spirituals led him to further develop his theory of the “dark sounds” and their relationship to life and art. 

Over the next few years, “ the duende” became much more than an explanation for the power and magic of certain performers of cante jondo. In his famous lecture “Theory and Play of the Duende," first delivered to an enthusiastic audience in Buenos Aires, Argentina in 1933. Here he cements the connection between the duende and the artist, especially the poet. It was from the cante jondo that Lorca derived his theory of duende.

“What is duende?”, you may ask. In Spanish, duende, The Oxford English Dictionary defines duende as: “ 1. A ghost, an evil spirit; 2. Inspiration, magic, fire”. The Random House Dictionary gives: 1. “A goblin, demon, spirit; 2. Charm, magnetism.” The Merriam–Webster Dictionary gives: “The power to attract through personal magnetism and charm.” While not a bad place to start, these definitions only scratch the surface of the true meaning in the Lorcan sense. Duende is not literally a spirit or demon, although its presence very much feels like a spirit or demon. It is a power, far more than charm or magnetism, and yet we are charmed or drawn to things and people with duende.


“In Andalusia, people say of certain toreros and flamenco artist that they have duende—an inexplicable power of attraction, the ability on rare occasions, to send waves of emotion through those watching and listening to them. It is this aspect of duende which the poet demonstrates and elaborates upon, in his lecture.” (In Search vviiii)


The three art forms most susceptible to duende are dance, cante jondo, and bullfighting. Gipsy siguiriya gives rise to music but it also relates to other art forms such as bullfighting and flamenco. Lorca states, All arts are capable of duende but where it finds greatest range is in music, dance, spoken poetry. Art forms where you need a body to interpret them (63). That duende is more predominant in the art forms of singing, reciting poetry, and acting because it relies on the body of the performer.

Hence, in this essay, I would like to explicate more on the meaning and significance that “duende” has had in poetry and its importance in the poetic world from the eighteenth to twenty-first century. There are four elements that duende embodies in poetry: death motif, apocalyptic reform, darkness, and struggle, which I will demonstrate in this essay. Poems with "duende", as Federico García Lorca says, are poems that "burn the blood like powdered glass (60)".

An example of poetry that has the death motif would be Lorca’s elegy, 'Lament for Ignacio Sanchez Mejia’. Mejia was a famous bullfighter and good friend of Lorca’s. “But the torero bitten by the duende gives Pythagorean music and makes us forget he is always tossing the heart over the bull ( In Search 70)”.  This poem is an ode to the bullfighter but it’s an important and perfect “duende” poem because it emphasizes all the elements that embody duende: death motif, melancholy, and repetition. The duende is his most impressive in the bullfight, for he must fight.. death. The bull has his orbit, and the bullfighter has
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