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Introduction

	A Life Between Exile and Empire

	José Milla was born in Guatemala City on August 4, 1822, into a household already marked by the political turbulence that would define his century. His father, the Honduran colonel Justo Milla, was exiled by Francisco Morazán in 1829, an event that left the seven-year-old boy to be raised by his uncle, Santiago Milla. This early experience of dislocation and family disruption, so characteristic of the first post-independence generation in Central America, was matched by an education of unusual intellectual seriousness. His teacher, Father José María Castilla, had himself been a figure of the independence movement, and under his guidance the young Milla absorbed both a historical consciousness and a literary sensibility open to the currents of European Romanticism then sweeping across the Spanish-speaking world. It was this Romantic pull, combined with an evident and precocious talent, that led Milla to abandon his legal studies and commit himself instead to a life of writing and editing.

	His mother, Mercedes Vidaurre, belonged to one of Guatemala City's most prominent families, and Milla's marriage to his cousin, also named Mercedes Vidaurre, further bound him to the city's traditional elite. The couple had seven children. But it was in the political sphere that Milla found the role that would define his public career: he became, under the pseudonym Salomé Jil, the principal intellectual supporter of the conservative regime of Rafael Carrera, whose rule extended from 1839 to 1865. For more than a quarter of a century, then, Milla's pen served a government that styled itself as the guardian of tradition, order, and the Catholic inheritance of the colonial past against the liberal currents that had briefly triumphed under Morazán in his own childhood. This was not an incidental biographical detail but the ground upon which his literary imagination was built: a writer formed by exile and loss, sustained by a conservative and Catholic worldview, who turned to the colonial centuries not as a neutral antiquarian but as a partisan seeking, in the deep past, the outlines of a stable and legitimate order.

	The Liberal Reforma of 1871 brought that political world to an end. With the fall of the conservative order he had served for decades, Milla withdrew from public life. He traveled through the United States and Europe, and eventually retired to his hacienda at Quezada, near Jutiapa, where he died on September 30, 1882. The arc of his life, then, moves from the exile of his father's generation, through decades of committed service to a conservative state, to a final retreat from the public sphere once that state had fallen. It is against this arc that his fiction, and above all The Nazarenes, must be read.

	The Father of the Guatemalan Novel

	Milla's historical importance in Central American letters is not a matter of critical fashion but of near-unanimous consensus: he is regarded as the father of the Guatemalan novel, the writer who first gave sustained literary form to the nation's history and character. What made this possible was a distinctive synthesis. On one hand, Milla wrote squarely within the conventions of European Romanticism, the dominant literary mode of his formative years, with its taste for passionate feeling, dramatic reversal, and the grandeur of history considered as a stage for individual destiny. On the other hand, he filled these imported forms with resolutely Guatemalan materials, turning to local chronicles, local landscapes, and local social types rather than to the historical settings of France, England, or Italy that had inspired his European models.

	This combination proved extraordinarily durable. Milla remained Guatemala's most popular novelist well into the twentieth century, read and reread across generations even as literary fashions shifted around him. His achievement opened a path that later writers would follow and transform; he is recognized, in particular, as a forerunner of Miguel Ángel Asturias, whose own reimagining of Guatemalan history and myth in the twentieth century built, whether directly or indirectly, on the precedent Milla had established. Before Asturias, before the modern Guatemalan novel could exist in any developed form, there was Milla's insistence that Guatemala possessed a past dense and dramatic enough to sustain long fiction, and that this past could be rendered in a language borrowed from Dumas or Scott without becoming any less Guatemalan for it.

	Milla's body of work extended across several genres and several decades. His early Cuadros de costumbres, published in 1865, established his gift for observing and rendering local social types and manners. Later works such as Memorias de un abogado (1876), Historia de un Pepe (1882), and the travel narrative Viaje al otro mundo pasando por otras partes (1875) show the range of his interests beyond historical fiction proper. But it is the trilogy of historical novels he composed in the years immediately following Carrera's death that represents the summit of his literary ambition, and it is to that trilogy, and to the central novel within it, that this edition is devoted.

	The Nazarenes and the Colonial Trilogy

	Los Nazarenos, published in 1867, forms the central panel of a trilogy of historical novels devoted to the Guatemalan colonial past, flanked by La hija del adelantado, which appeared in 1866, and El visitador, which followed in 1869. Together these three novels, composed between 1866 and 1868, mark the apex of Milla's creative achievement. It is worth pausing on the timing: this concentrated burst of historical fiction was produced in the final years and immediate aftermath of the Carrera regime that Milla had served for so long, a regime whose final collapse was still some years away but whose founding figure had already died. Whatever else may be said of the trilogy's motivations, its composition coincides with a moment in which Milla, the conservative man of letters, turned his gaze away from the political present and toward the deeper history of the colony his party claimed to inherit and defend.

	Among the three novels, Los Nazarenos has been consistently singled out as Milla's masterwork, described by critics as his obra consagratoria — the work that consecrated his reputation and confirmed, beyond any doubt, his standing as Guatemala's premier novelist. This judgment has proven remarkably stable over time: from its own century into the twentieth, Los Nazarenos has retained its position as the summit of Milla's achievement, the single work most closely identified with his name and most responsible for his lasting fame.

	The novel is set in seventeenth-century Guatemala, in the city now known as La Antigua Guatemala, during the government of the Count of Santiago de Calimaya. Its plot turns on palace intrigue and conspiracy between two great noble families, the Padillas and the Carranzas, whose rivalry drives the political and personal action of the book. This is, in other words, a novel of faction and feud transplanted to colonial Central America: a drama of aristocratic houses locked in enmity, in which private passions and public loyalties become inseparably entangled. The precise texture of that entanglement — the individual characters, their loves and betrayals, the specific turns of the conspiracy — belongs properly to the reading experience the novel itself provides, and any responsible introduction must resist the temptation to substitute plot summary, however tempting, for the encounter the reader is about to have with the text.

	History, Chronicle, and Invention

	What can be said with confidence is that Milla approached his colonial subject with genuine historical seriousness. He drew directly on the chronicles of the colonial period, citing with evident care such authorities as Antonio de Fuentes y Guzmán and Antonio de Remesal, the great historians of Guatemala's Spanish centuries, as well as the English friar Thomas Gage, whose famous account of his travels through New Spain and Central America offered a vivid, if partisan, outsider's view of colonial society. This grounding in documented sources gave Milla's fiction an authority and specificity that distinguished it from more generic exercises in Romantic costume drama. The seventeenth-century Guatemala of Los Nazarenos is not an invented backdrop but a reconstruction, however freely dramatized, of a documented world: its institutions, its social hierarchies, its religious life all draw on the chronicle tradition that Milla had studied closely.

	This is, in a sense, the deepest logic of the historical novel as a genre, and it is worth pausing on what made the form so attractive to a writer of Milla's convictions. The historical novel, as developed by Scott and his many successors across Europe and the Americas, allowed an author to explore the origins and character of a nation through invented individuals moving across a meticulously documented historical stage. For a conservative intellectual writing in the aftermath of a conservative regime's long dominance, the colonial past offered a particularly rich vein: a period in which the institutions Milla's party revered — the Church, the nobility, the Spanish crown's administrative apparatus — still stood at the center of Guatemalan life, unchallenged by the liberal and republican currents that would later divide the nation. To write the history of the Padilla-Carranza feud was, whatever else it may have been, an act of imaginative recovery of a world in which the structures Milla valued had not yet come under threat.

	At the same time, it would be a disservice to the novel to read it merely as political allegory or nostalgic apologetics. The trilogy's ambition, and Los Nazarenos in particular, lay in demonstrating that Guatemala possessed a history dramatic and layered enough to sustain the full machinery of Romantic fiction — conspiracy, forbidden passion, family honor, violent reversal of fortune — without needing to borrow these elements from a European setting. In this sense the novel's fidelity to its chronicle sources and its Romantic architecture of plot are not in tension but mutually reinforcing: the documented past supplied the raw material of grandeur and conflict that Romantic fiction required, and the Romantic form in turn gave that documented past a dramatic life it could not otherwise have possessed for a nineteenth-century readership.

	Critical Fortune and Lasting Influence

	The reputation of Los Nazarenos as Milla's masterwork has proven remarkably consistent across more than a century and a half since its first publication. It is this novel above all others that critics invoke when speaking of Milla's obra consagratoria, the single achievement that secured his lasting place in Guatemalan letters. Within the trilogy that represents the summit of his career, Los Nazarenos occupies the central and most celebrated position, more frequently read, reprinted, and discussed than either La hija del adelantado or El visitador.

	The novel's influence extended into the following generations of Guatemalan and Central American fiction. The historical novelist Máximo Soto Hall, writing in the early twentieth century, worked within a tradition that Milla's trilogy had done much to establish, and critics have identified his debt to Milla's example in the historical novel genre specifically. More broadly, the path Milla opened — the demonstration that Guatemala's own past, rigorously researched and imaginatively dramatized, could sustain a national literature — fed into the longer development of Guatemalan fiction that would eventually produce, in the twentieth century, the very different but equally history-haunted work of Miguel Ángel Asturias.

	It should be said plainly that the documentary record available to any editor of Milla's work today is not exhaustive: much of what has been written about the fine texture of Los Nazarenos — its characters, its specific scenes, its stylistic detail — belongs properly to the domain of literary criticism built up over generations of readers and scholars engaging directly with the text, rather than to a small set of externally verifiable facts about the novel's composition and reception. What can be stated with confidence is more modest but still significant: that this is the work by which Milla is best remembered; that it forms the centerpiece of the most ambitious project of his career, a trilogy devoted to recovering the drama of Guatemala's colonial centuries; that it rests on real engagement with the colonial chronicle tradition; and that it has continued to find readers and to shape the ambitions of later novelists long after the conservative world that produced it had passed into history.

	That, in the end, may be the most fitting way to introduce a book of this kind to a new readership. The Nazarenes is not merely a period piece, a curiosity from the infancy of a national literature. It is the work in which a Central American writer, formed by exile, loyalty, and eventual defeat, reached back three centuries to find a language adequate to his own century's passions — a language borrowed from European Romanticism but filled, definitively and for the first time, with the substance of Guatemala's own past. Readers approaching the novel today, at a further remove of a century and a half, inherit both the pleasures of that achievement and the responsibility of reading it critically, alert to what it reveals and what it conceals about the world it purports to recover. This edition offers the text in that spirit: neither as antiquarian relic nor as unproblematic classic, but as a living document of how a nation first told itself the story of its own origins.

	The Romantic Novel as National Instrument

	It is worth dwelling further on the peculiar cultural work that the historical novel performed in nineteenth-century Spanish America, and on why a writer of Milla's temperament and political commitments should have found in this genre, rather than in poetry, drama, or the essay, the vehicle best suited to his ambitions. Across the newly independent republics of the continent, the decades following independence had produced a pressing and largely unmet need: nations that had won political sovereignty from Spain still lacked a literature that could articulate, in imaginative rather than merely constitutional terms, what it meant to belong to Guatemala, or Mexico, or Chile, or Argentina, rather than simply to the vanished viceroyalty or captaincy-general. Elsewhere in the region, novelists were turning to their own national pasts and presents to supply this want, and the historical novel, imported from Scott by way of French and Spanish intermediaries, offered a ready-made structure for the task. Milla's contribution was to recognize that Guatemala, no less than Mexico or Peru, possessed a colonial past sufficiently rich in incident, personality, and institutional complexity to support this kind of sustained fictional treatment, and to prove the point by producing not one but three full-length novels in rapid succession.

	That Milla should have arrived at this recognition from a conservative political position rather than a liberal or republican one is a detail worth insisting upon, because it complicates any simple narrative of the historical novel as an instrument of liberal nation-building. In many of the region's literatures, the turn toward national history in fiction was bound up with a liberal, often anti-clerical and anti-Hispanic, program: the past was mined for evidence of Spanish tyranny and clerical obscurantism, precisely in order to justify the republican present that had supposedly overcome them. Milla's trilogy moves in something like the opposite direction. Writing as the principal intellectual defender of a conservative order that looked to the Church, the traditional nobility, and inherited hierarchy as sources of legitimacy, Milla found in the colonial past not a cautionary tale of oppression to be escaped but a repository of order, faith, and social coherence whose loss, implicitly, the nineteenth-century present had reason to mourn. This does not mean that Los Nazarenos is a simple work of propaganda, nor that its colonial world is presented without conflict, cruelty, or moral ambiguity; the very premise of a novel built around a violent feud between noble houses precludes any uncomplicated idealization of the period. But the underlying sympathies of the work, its choice of vantage point and its distribution of narrative weight, remain legible as the sympathies of a writer who had spent decades defending a political order self-consciously modeled on the colonial and Catholic inheritance rather than in rebellion against it.

	Genre, Prologue, and the Question of Authority

	Milla did not write Los Nazarenos in isolation from the critical conversation of his own day. The novel appeared with a prologue by Ricardo Casanova y Estrada, a text that placed the work explicitly within contemporary debates about the historical novel as a genre and about the particular obligations facing any writer who chose to dramatize real historical periods and, in some cases, real historical figures. That such a prologue existed and accompanied the work through its various editions is itself telling: it indicates that Milla and his contemporaries did not regard the historical novel as a merely decorative or escapist form, but as a genre requiring justification, a genre whose relationship to documented history had to be argued for rather than simply assumed. The presence of Brother Pedro Betancourt among the novel's cast of characters — a historical figure of real religious significance in Guatemala's colonial and later ecclesiastical history — underscores how closely Milla's fiction brushed against verifiable historical record, and how carefully any writer working in this vein needed to calibrate the balance between documented fact and imaginative elaboration.

	This question of authority — the historical novelist's right to reshape, compress, or invent within the frame of a real and known past — runs through the entire trilogy, but it acquires particular weight in Los Nazarenos because of the density of its sourcing. A novel that draws so visibly on Fuentes y Guzmán, Remesal, and Gage invites its readers to test fiction against chronicle, to ask at every turn where documented history ends and Milla's invention begins. This is, in fact, one of the enduring pleasures the novel offers a modern reader: not simply the unfolding of its plot, but the constant, half-visible negotiation between the record and the imagination that produced it. Milla clearly relished this negotiation rather than trying to conceal it, and the survival of a critical prologue addressing precisely these questions suggests that his first readers relished it too. The historical novel, in this understanding, was not merely a costume placed over an essentially timeless melodrama of love and ambition; it was a genre whose particular value lay in its double allegiance, to the discipline of the chronicle on one hand and to the freedoms of invented character and incident on the other.

	Editions, Transmission, and the Text Before the Reader

	The transmission of Los Nazarenos across more than a century and a half of Guatemalan literary history is itself a small chapter in the country's cultural life. A novel that achieves the status of obra consagratoria does not remain static on the page; it is reissued, reread, taught, and gradually absorbed into a national canon in ways that shape how later generations encounter it. That Los Nazarenos continued to be published in further editions after its initial appearance in 1867 is consistent with everything we know of its reception: a work that had already, within Milla's own lifetime, established itself as his defining achievement was unlikely to disappear from print, and its persistence on Guatemalan bookshelves through the following decades helped cement Milla's status as the country's most widely read novelist well into the twentieth century. Each new edition, each new generation of readers encountering the Padilla-Carranza feud and the world of seventeenth-century Santiago de los Caballeros for the first time, added another layer to the novel's slowly accumulating cultural authority, until it became difficult to speak of Guatemalan fiction's origins at all without reference to this particular book.

	For the English-language reader encountering The Nazarenes for the first time in this edition, it is worth registering plainly what is being inherited and what is being reconstructed. The novel arrives without the dense critical apparatus that surrounds, say, the major nineteenth-century European historical novelists, whose manuscripts, correspondence, and contemporary reviews have been exhaustively catalogued and analyzed. Milla's work has not yet received, at least in materials available to this edition, that same density of documentary attention in the English-speaking scholarly world, even as its centrality to Guatemalan literary history remains beyond serious dispute. This asymmetry is itself worth noting, not as a deficiency to be apologized for, but as a fact about the uneven geography of literary reputation: a novel that stands at the very foundation of a national literary tradition in its country of origin may nonetheless remain, for readers elsewhere, a genuine discovery rather than a familiar classic requiring only translation. This edition is offered in that spirit of discovery, inviting readers unfamiliar with Guatemalan letters to encounter, for the first time, a book that Guatemalan readers have long recognized as a foundational achievement of their national imagination.

	Reading The Nazarenes Today

	What, finally, does Los Nazarenos offer a reader in the twenty-first century, at a remove not only of a century and a half from its composition but of more than three and a half centuries from the events it dramatizes? Part of the answer lies in the sheer historical layering the novel embodies. Milla wrote in 1867 about a Guatemala of the seventeenth century that had already, by his own day, ceased to exist in any physical sense: the colonial capital in which the novel is set had been abandoned after catastrophic earthquake damage in the eighteenth century, its administrative functions transferred elsewhere, its buildings left in the ruined state that gives the modern town of La Antigua Guatemala its name and its particular melancholy beauty. To read the novel today is thus to encounter a threefold historical distance: the reader's distance from Milla's nineteenth century, Milla's distance from his seventeenth-century setting, and the physical, ruined distance separating the city Milla describes from the city that actually still stands. Few historical novels anywhere offer so vivid an illustration of how thoroughly the past can be superseded and yet how persistently it can be recovered through the discipline of research and the freedom of imaginative reconstruction working together.

	There is also the matter of what the novel reveals about the uses of history in a young nation still working out its relationship to its colonial inheritance. Milla wrote at a moment when Guatemala's political class was bitterly divided over precisely this question: whether the nation's future lay in continuity with, or rupture from, the institutions and social order bequeathed by three centuries of Spanish rule. His choice to spend the most productive years of his career dramatizing that colonial world, rendering its noble houses, its ecclesiastical figures, and its administrative institutions with such evident care and specificity, cannot be separated from his own position within that larger argument. Readers today need not share Milla's political sympathies to find his fictional reconstruction of colonial Guatemala valuable; indeed, the very fact that the novel emerges from a particular and contestable political vantage point gives it a documentary interest beyond its explicit historical setting, as a window onto how one influential nineteenth-century Guatemalan imagined, and wished his contemporaries to imagine, the deep origins of their national community.

	Finally, there is the simple matter of narrative pleasure, which no amount of historical and biographical contextualization should be allowed to obscure. A novel built around a conspiracy between rival noble families, populated with characters whose passions and ambitions drive them toward dramatic and often violent reversals of fortune, was designed from the outset to hold a reader's attention through the pleasures of plot as much as through any documentary or ideological purpose. Milla's Romantic training ensured that he knew how to build suspense, how to delay revelation, how to bring private passion into collision with public duty in ways that generate genuine narrative momentum. Whatever else this edition asks its readers to consider — the political commitments of its author, the historical accuracy of its sources, the cultural work it performed for generations of Guatemalan readers — it should not obscure the fact that The Nazarenes was written, first and last, to be read with pleasure, as a story of intrigue, love, and reckoning set against one of the most vividly reconstructed colonial worlds in nineteenth-century Spanish American fiction. It is that story which now, for the first time in this English rendering, awaits a new audience.



	




	Prologue

	Much has been said of the historical novel’s virtues and of the qualities demanded of those who attempt the form. A novel, after all, is a mirror held to life—a chronicle of human grandeur and wretchedness, a map of the soul’s tempests. Few works command such eager attention as a finely wrought novel. Yet how arduous the task of writing one! A novelist must possess natural genius, exquisite sensibility, deep insight into human nature, rigorous literary training, and a near-encyclopedic breadth of knowledge. God and nature, science and art, philosophy and history—nothing should lie beyond his ken. The challenge grows still more daunting when the novel is historical. Here, the author may not invent events or characters at will; he must accept them—at least the principal ones—from the stern hand of history. He must adorn them without distorting them, render them compelling without altering their essence. And since his subject is drawn from a vanished age, he must depict not the society he knows, for he dwells within it, but one long buried, the world of generations lost to time. He must therefore grasp their ideas, their beliefs, their prejudices; he must understand man not only in his unchanging nature, but as shaped by the learning, the institutions, and the faith of the era he seeks to portray.

	If we may venture an opinion, The Nazarenes achieves all this with rare success. The novel breathes the very air of antiquity, transporting the reader to an age of ignorance and oppression, yet also of heroic deeds, noble virtues, and lofty sentiments. Moreover, as we witness men enduring the same trials then as now—indeed, even greater ones—we find a bitter solace in our own sufferings. They arise not merely from misfortune, but from the very nature of humanity itself. And though our age is richer, freer of prejudice, more enlightened, and thus happier than the sixteenth century, the contrast brings no small measure of consolation.

	The novel’s three towering figures are Don Rodrigo de Arias Maldonado, Don Silvestre Alarcón, and the Adelantado of the Philippines.

	The first—a man of gallantry, generosity, pride, daring, and unmatched courage—embodies the ideal gentleman of his time. One cannot help but admire this young nobleman, who at twenty-two governed a province and endowed it with an Atlantic port, and who, before his twenty-seventh year, subdued fierce and warlike peoples with a mere handful of men, bringing them the blessings of civilization and the Christian faith. With such a record and such gifts, it is no wonder he commanded universal admiration and sympathy, nor that he inspired two loves that would shape his destiny in such different ways. The Adelantado of the Philippines stands in stark contrast to the young hero. Consumed by ambition, he stops at nothing to satisfy it. In his icy selfishness, he feels no affection for his father, whom he dominates utterly, nor for his son, whom he regards merely as a tool for his designs. He hires notorious cutthroats to murder his wife’s lover—not to avenge wounded honor, for she meant nothing to him, but because, proud and pitiless, he cannot abide the thought of another being preferred to him, exposing him to ridicule. Ruthless, violent, and utterly unscrupulous, he knows only two instruments: sordid intrigue and brute force.

	Alarcón, a figure of the imagination yet profoundly original, is drawn with a master’s hand. His keen and restless intellect, his boundless imagination, made him the man for desperate straits. He faced the most sudden and terrible turns of fortune with unshaken calm, acting with swift and unhesitating resolve. For him, there was neither good nor evil, only what served his purpose or did not. The bond for twenty thousand pesos, signed in water-soluble ink, reveals one facet of his character; he is the Felipe Villani of Guatemala, swindling his creditor with a stroke of true ingenuity. His iron will shattered every obstacle; the word impossible scarcely existed for him. One might say of him, as Dumas did of the banker Danglars, that he came into the world with an inkwell for a heart and a quill behind his ear—but Alarcón was more than a mere man of business. In the sphere where he exercised his talents, he was a formidable conspirator; on a grander stage, he might have risen to political eminence, little short of a Machiavelli.

	Beside these commanding figures shines Doña Elvira de Lagasti, beautiful, sympathetic, and torn by tempestuous passions. Around her gather: Palomeque de Vargas, impious and bloodthirsty; Don García de Altamirano, an eighteen-year-old poet whose heart harbors a fatal passion that will destroy him; Don César de Carranza, a noble youth driven mad by love; the infamous Guzmán, envious and cowardly, a viper in all but courage; and Doña Guiomar de Escalante, one of the author’s most luminous creations—a soul of rare purity who sacrifices herself for the man who has filled her life. Deeply moving is this young woman, a martyr to love, tormented by a suitor who repels her, burning in silence for Don Rodrigo de Arias, yet forced to endure the agony of watching him lay his heart and life at another’s feet, while she receives not a word, not a glance. Twice she saves him from death, risking her reputation and her father’s honor; and when the sufferings of this unspoken love break her fragile health, she lies dying, visited now and then by the man she loves, the man whose life she has preserved—cold, indifferent, fulfilling no more than a duty of courtesy.

	Doctor Escalante is a type of old magistrate who, one fears, was not uncommon in those times.

	He was, the novelist tells us, a man of middling stature and unprepossessing countenance, yet a shrewd observer might have glimpsed beneath that cold exterior a passionate and violent nature. Among his peers, he passed for a jurist of vast legal learning and unimpeachable integrity. But perhaps they mistook for wisdom what was merely undigested, unphilosophical erudition, and took for judicial rectitude what was simply personal probity. Doctor Escalante knew the laws governing most cases that came before his tribunal, and there his learning ended. He could not be bribed with money or gifts, and that was his integrity. He lacked entirely that enlightened discernment which serves as a judge’s guiding light when he must probe the conscience of the accused, weigh the evidence, and determine guilt or innocence. In such moments, the magistracy rises to the dignity of a priesthood. Doctor Escalante, however, applied the provisions of the Ley de Partidas or the Fuero Juzgo mechanically, without regard for the accused’s social standing, his ignorance, or the perversion of his ideas. A blind servant of the law, he knew nothing of equity: he committed, without the slightest qualm, acts of true injustice, and slept soundly, secure in the belief that he had merely adapted the law to the facts. He refused to stand godfather to the child of a prominent citizen because a law of the Indies forbade it. When a friend offered him oranges from his garden, he returned them at once, for another law of the Indies prohibited judges from accepting gifts. These acts, widely reported, won him an immense reputation, and he came near to being hailed, like Aristides, as the Just. Yet Doctor Escalante had thrown in his lot with the Carranzas against the Padillas, and in every case where the interests of these rival families clashed, his leniency toward the former and severity toward the latter became glaringly apparent. No one could reconcile such partiality with his reputation for uprightness. We shall not call him a hypocrite. He deceived others, but the greatest deceiver of all was himself.

	The novel’s subject could hardly have been better chosen—not because our chronicles abound in details of those distant events (on the contrary, they are exceedingly sparse), but because, being as deeply national as any subject could be for us, it was bound to engage our interest more than any other. The challenge for the novelist was greater, but so too was the reward for the reader. The plot unfolds with perfect coherence; every event is linked to the central action, each contributing to the denouement and preparing the way for it. The resulting intrigue is ingenious and complex, perhaps overly so. Incidents crowd upon one another in rapid succession, demanding close attention, but in return, they sustain the reader’s interest to the last.

	The plight of young Altamirano, madly in love with his father’s wife, is dramatically intense. Not only does he cherish a hopeless passion, not only does he see a stranger possess the heart he would give his life to win—but, most terrible of all, he must endure the torment of suspecting his own father of jealousy. Don César de Carranza, once the fatal secret of his birth is revealed, finds himself cast into an abyss, severed from Doña Violante, with no hope of ever seeing her again in this world. Overwhelmed by so many misfortunes, he loses his reason. His suffering moves us, yet we feel a grim satisfaction in witnessing the terrible effects of his madness, and we watch without pity as Guzmán meets his end, expiating his crimes through torments that only a deranged mind could have devised. The underground scenes reveal a careful study of mental derangement—its progression, its varied forms—and the same may be said of all those in which the unfortunate Carranza appears after receiving the packet with the black ribbon.

	There are scenes in which profound and exalted emotions are rendered with masterful power. Don César on his knees before the image of his beloved, kissing her foot and bidding her an eternal farewell; Doña Elvira de Lagasti, now racked by jealousy, now crushed by anguish at the dangers threatening her lover; Alarcón, enduring agonies with heroic fortitude and hurling a final defiance at his executioner with the conspirators’ watchword and countersign—these are but a few examples of the heights to which human feeling can ascend.

	Yet permit us a small observation. When Doña Elvira, distraught with passion, bars her door to prevent Don Rodrigo’s arrest, he opens a window and declares: “Well then, since you will not give me the key, I shall throw myself into the street from this balcony; for I would rather they found me dead beneath your window than hidden in your chamber.” “What are you doing, madman?” she cries. “Stop, and since you demand it, take the key.” In a moment of such turmoil, when thought outpaces speech, these words—“stop, and since you demand it”—somewhat diminish the impact of this vivid scene.

	When Don Rodrigo de Arias learns that the President has died while signing the order for his arrest, a profound transformation begins within him, the harbinger of his ultimate redemption. Lost in the memories stirred by the danger he has just escaped, he hears in the night’s silence the tinkling of a small bell. Through the uncertain light of a clouded sky, he sees approaching along the deserted street the same mysterious figure he had encountered twice before. The impression is so overwhelming that he falls senseless. This passage displays both descriptive skill and deep insight into the human heart. We feel that a man in Don Rodrigo’s circumstances must have experienced precisely what he did, and we are certain that a painter could capture on canvas the scene the novelist has so vividly drawn.

	Torture provides the author with a powerful means of moving his readers. We feel indignation and pity as we watch Don Dieguillo on the rack; his crime fades from view, and we see only a suffering man caught between immediate, excruciating pain and a more distant but certain death. As for Alarcón, he commands our admiration. In that supreme moment, the darker aspects of his character vanish; what remains is that unyielding will, steadfast as a rock, that stifles the groans of pain in his breast and commands his body to endure in silence. Alarcón was no gentleman; his constancy did not spring from the code of honor that led the nobles of his time to prefer death, however cruel, to dishonor. Even had he confessed, he would not have disgraced his station—but an act of weakness was utterly repugnant to his indomitable pride and unbreakable spirit. This dramatic device has been employed often, and always to good effect. Its use is commendable, for it brands with infamy that barbarous and senseless institution which stains, like a bloody blot, the austere visage of ancient Themis.

	The narrative is rich, graceful, and unadorned, interspersed with philosophical reflections, keen observations, and profound insights. The dialogue is lively and concise, never wearying the reader. The language is polished and elegant, yet always natural. Throughout the work, the author demonstrates an intimate knowledge of the settings in which the action unfolds, describing them with such vividness that we can reconstruct in our minds the ruined buildings and follow the movements of the characters. The descriptions are flawless; among the most striking are those of the great hall of the Captains General’s palace and the oath-taking ceremony, both steeped in local color, and that of the forest where Macao slew the tiger, culminating in the struggle between the negro and the beast. The latter bears a trace of imitation, yet the short, staccato clauses with which it concludes convey the swift, brutal rhythm of that desperate fight.

	Supernatural elements, too, play their part in the story. The novel opens with a miracle and closes with another. The miracle of Palomeque's chain and the resurrection of Doña Elvira are popular traditions recorded in ancient chronicles. Moreover, such events lie within the bounds of possibility and lend the work its authentic character; we have no quarrel with them.

	The moral thrust of the novel is unmistakable. Amid the clash of base interests and noble or degrading passions, virtue triumphs, and crime meets its just deserts. The ambitious man who recoiled at no means sees the presidency slip from his grasp; the worldly young man who once scorned the sanctity of marriage becomes a model of mortification and charity, his transformation hastened by the very machinations of his enemy. The unjust and harsh President dies suddenly, summoned before God by his victim; the cunning conspirator is ensnared in his own web; the false friend, twice a traitor, falls to the vengeance of the man he drove mad, and unwittingly, his crimes redress an injustice by restoring fraudulently held property. It is true that Doña Guiomar de Escalante, that heroic and tender heart, is consumed by grief; but can the happiness the world denied her compare with that which she finds in the bosom of Him who is Love in its purest form? Above that seething multitude, driven by conflicting desires, one man stands apart, seemingly insignificant. While others are vanquished or undone by their triumphs, all deceived in their designs, he alone perceives his goal, the means to attain it, and the ultimate consequences of his victory, for God has chosen to illumine that soul, aflame with love for his fellow men, and to guide the actions dictated by interest or passion toward the end desired by His servant. For him, all labored: Brother Pedro shines with a gentle yet stern light upon that dark horizon, embodying the providential hand of God in human affairs.

	The author of The Nazarenes has brought to light, clothed in the allure of fiction, notable events from our history. Moreover, he has enriched our national literature with a genre it previously lacked, opening a new path for writers of talent. May many follow in his footsteps!

	

	Guatemala, 27 April 1868.

	

	RICARDO CASANOVA Y ESTRADA

	 


The Nazarenes

	A Historical Novel 


Chapter First

	Where the Reader Begins to Make Acquaintance with One of the Gentlemen of the Very Noble and Very Loyal City of Santiago de los Caballeros de Guatemala

	Those among our readers who—whether drawn by devotion, business, or mere curiosity—have visited the town of Esquipulas will recall the steep descent that winds down toward the settlement, opening onto the picturesque valley where this celebrated place lies. Yet it is not the two annual fairs that have granted Esquipulas its unrivaled renown. Rather, it is the ancient crucifix venerated there, which draws thousands of pilgrims from the farthest reaches of the land. Whether the pilgrimage preceded the fair or the fair the pilgrimage, we cannot say with certainty; but it seems most probable that the fame of the miracles wrought by the Lord of Esquipulas first lured the merchants in the wake of the faithful, and that the vast assemblies of devotion—which, as one chronicler attests, once numbered over eighty thousand souls—soon offered fertile ground for the ambitions of traders.

	The image was carved in Antigua Guatemala in 1595 by the renowned Portuguese sculptor Quirio Cataño and installed in the parish church of Esquipulas, where it at once became the object of fervent veneration. In time, the piety of Archbishop Pardo y Figueroa inspired the construction of a magnificent sanctuary, its slender towers rising from each corner of the edifice, catching the traveler’s eye long before he reaches the slope that overlooks the valley. The events recounted here unfolded one hundred and three years before the sanctuary’s completion; its consecration took place in 1758.

	On the fourteenth of January, 1655, near five o’clock in the afternoon, two travelers had just descended the slope and now stood within sight of the town’s first houses. The elder appeared to be between sixty and sixty-five, tall and broad-shouldered, his considerable girth offset by his stature. His complexion was swarthy, though not so dark as to suggest mixed blood; at a glance, one could see the mark of Spanish lineage, the deep hue of his skin being owed more to temperament and long exposure to the sun than to ancestry. His features betrayed no trace of those noble instincts that, when mirrored in the face, lend a man an air of distinction. Instead, his countenance spoke of a quick temper and domineering nature, a disdain for the finer pleasures of the mind, and a pronounced inclination toward sensual indulgence. He wore a dark camlet doublet with steel buttons, matching breeches, and towering riding boots of cinnamon-colored buckskin, finely stitched in vivid silk and trimmed with scalloped edges at the thigh. At his side hung a long gavilán sword, while a white cotton kerchief—embroidered in bright colors and known as a paño de sol—was knotted loosely about his neck over a lace gorget. His head was crowned with a broad-brimmed black wool hat adorned with plumes, and his hair, mustache, and pointed beard had long since turned white. A short cape of the same fabric as his doublet completed his attire, which, though lavish for a traveler, suited his station. Across his brow, tied with ribbons, rested a visor of cardboard lined with green taffeta, shielding his eyes—already inflamed by a severe ophthalmia—from the sun’s glare.

	Upon reaching the foot of the slope, the gentleman—for such he plainly was—dismounted with surprising agility for his years, alighting from a sturdy and handsome mule. The beast’s trappings matched the rider’s finery: the saddle, though obscured by a buckskin housing of the same cinnamon hue and embroidery as his boots, bore holsters of crimson cloth edged in gold fringe. From either side hung black leather straps supporting stirrups of wrought iron, their openwork design terminating in sharp, downward-pointing spurs beneath the footrest.

	His companion, younger and more modestly attired, rode a plainer mount with unadorned tack. His bearing suggested a man of the middling sort, and his features—far from open or frank—hinted at a sly cunning and a decided lack of refinement. The deference he showed the elder traveler made it clear he occupied a lower station, whether as servant, steward, or trusted agent.

	No sooner had the gentleman dismounted than the other hastened to take the mule’s bridle, which was surrendered with the absent air of one accustomed to such service. After a brief silence, the gentleman spoke impatiently, addressing his companion:

	“Gonzalo, you with your cursed good eyes—tell me if you spy that wretched black on the road. He should have overtaken us by now. May the devil take him and his whole accursed line!”

	His fists clenched, his teeth grinding in fury, it was plain that had the absent man been present, the gentleman’s wrath would not have stopped at words.

	“Sir,” Gonzalo replied after scanning the slope, “I see no sign of him. But he cannot be far. Remember, we have ridden fourteen leagues today, and however hard Macao may have pushed, he is unlikely to reach town before eight.”

	The observation, offered in the most cautious and submissive tone, did nothing to soothe the nobleman’s temper. Instead, he stamped his foot upon the ground and erupted:

	“By Barabbas’ life! Fourteen leagues in fifteen hours, with six of the finest mules from my four hundred on the Gulf road—do you call that nothing? Do you dare defend that rogue, that thief, that sot? I swear to you, once we reach Esquipulas, I shall flay him alive. A thousand times I regret not having sent him to the mill to be ground like chaff—as I very nearly did—before that fool Fray Tomás intervened, God rest his soul!”

	After this outburst, Gonzalo wisely held his tongue, for his remarks had only stoked his master’s ire. Silence, he knew, was the wiser course.

	The full measure of this gentleman’s character—and the part he is to play in our tale—must wait until the next chapter.

	 


Chapter Second

	The Vow

	Don Juan de Palomeque y Vargas, a leading citizen of Guatemala City—whom we now accompany along the road to Esquipulas—commanded, beyond the four hundred mules (as he himself once boasted) that ceaselessly ferried goods between the capital and Golfo Dulce, vast cattle estates in the Canales highlands, wheat mills in the Mixco valley, some eighty slaves, and two or three grand houses within the city. These holdings, together with the ready coin he was known to possess, swelled his fortune to nearly eight hundred thousand pesos—perhaps a little more. Though his lineage was an old and honourable one of Spanish descent, now entirely extinct, he himself had been born in Guatemala. With a few more years upon him, a far greater fortune, and vices grown more pronounced, he was the very man whom Father Thomas Gage, calling him a friend, mentions in the third chapter of the second volume of his Travels in the New World. The twenty-four years since the good friar first encountered Don Juan had done nothing to soften his temper or curb his passions; if anything, they had rendered him more volatile and ungovernable still.

	A lifelong bachelor, Don Juan persisted, despite his advancing years, in the dissolute ways of which the same chronicler speaks with his usual bluntness and sly wit. The sole change in his habits since Gage’s time lay in his growing aversion to solitude and his renewed taste for life in the capital, so unlike the distaste that had once marked him around 1629. Gradually, his visits to the city became more frequent, until at last he took up permanent residence there, returning to his country estates only on rare occasions. Truth be told, his presence was no longer required, for fortune had provided him with a man after his own heart. Gonzalo Méndez, son of a former tenant on one of the Palomeque holdings, had caught his master’s eye through his shrewdness and skill in managing rural affairs. From humble overseer, he rose to steward—and, more than that, to his patron’s most trusted confidant. As the saying went, Gonzalo was Don Juan’s right hand; he had insinuated himself into his master’s favour and could bend him to his will.

	The idle and the malicious—already plentiful in those gilded days—attributed Gonzalo’s influence over Don Juan to various causes. Some claimed the servant had ensnared his master in some grave indiscretion, and that this explained his favoured position. Others, more charitably inclined, speculated that Gonzalo was Don Juan’s bastard son—though they overlooked the fact that their ages made this impossible. The most widely held belief, however, was that the cunning steward had struck a pact with the devil, that he was a sorcerer of no small power, and that through dark arts he had gained dominion over his master. We cannot say which of these accounts was true; what is certain is that Don Juan de Palomeque and Gonzalo Méndez were as inseparable as thieves, and that, though whispers followed the steward wherever he went, all treated him with deference, addressing him with ironic reverence as the master of his master.

	Whether through his own excesses or by divine will, Palomeque had begun to suffer from a violent inflammation of the eyes, which worsened until it became a true ophthalmia. The most skilled physicians in the capital, along with the famed soothsayers or zahorines (as the common folk called them), had tried every remedy and potion in vain. At last, he resolved to make a pilgrimage to the Lord of Esquipulas, in whom alone he now placed his hope of a cure. Such was the purpose of this devout journey—though Don Juan might have undertaken it with a humbler and more Christian spirit than he displayed in the moments before reaching his destination. For Palomeque had coupled his vow with the offering of a gold chain, three yards long and of corresponding weight; and in his grasping mind, this gift reduced his cure to a mere transaction between himself and the Lord of Esquipulas. If his sight were restored, he would owe the holy image no more gratitude than he would a merchant who had bought his wheat harvest at a fair price, or one who had chartered two hundred of his mules.

	Determined to observe every formality of the bargain, he had just dismounted when, unable to contain his fury at the slave driving the baggage train—whose sluggishness drove him to distraction—he fell to his knees and began to advance slowly toward the church, his devout posture at odds with the state of his soul. Gonzalo followed a short distance behind with the mounts.

	“Lord of Esquipulas,” the gentleman intoned, “you shall not be like those accursed physicians of the city, who have tormented me to no avail. From your hand alone do I expect the restoration of my sight… Gonzalo, is that Carib dog not here yet?”

	The steward shook his head, and Palomeque continued, his voice thick with rage:

	“I’ll flay him alive, by the life of my mother… Lord, here is your chance to prove your power and swell the devotion of pilgrims… Cursed black!… They’ll paint the miracle in a picture and hang it on the church wall, and its fame will reach even Mexico… A gold chain worth a hundred pesos and more is not to be squandered; by your will alone, my Lord Jesus Christ, I shall be healed. The loss of my sight would be a ruinous blow—what would become of my affairs?… Gonzalo, does that wretch not appear, with all the devils?”

	As he spoke, the benighted gentleman reached the church door, where a throng of pilgrims had gathered—pilgrims who, it must be said, sought relief for their sufferings or aid for their needs in a spirit far removed from his own.

	The last rays of the sun, soon to vanish behind the towering hills encircling the valley, cast a fading glow over the kneeling multitude—hundreds of devotees. Gonzalo Méndez, having tethered the two mules to a tree, stepped before his master to clear a path through the dense press of worshippers. Urged aside by the steward, the pilgrims parted, opening a lane for the proud gentleman, who continued his advance on his knees—such had been his vow upon leaving Guatemala. At last, he halted before the shrine where the sacred image stood. Don Juan murmured a brief prayer and laid the chain at the foot of the crucifix. In an instant, the opaque veil over his eyes lifted as if by enchantment, and at the same moment, he felt a gentle breath soothe the searing pain in his pupils. His body was healed; but the wretched man remained ensnared in the deepest blindness of all—that of the soul.
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