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For my parents
ANN SCARLETT PETTIGREW STAINTON
and
WILLIAM WHITFIELD STAINTON


I remember a certain thunderstorm when we were young. The two of us were walking from Valderrubio to Fuente Vaqueros, and all of a sudden, without our even noticing it, a storm came up. Halfway between the two villages, as we were going through the tall poplars that border the Cubillas, day turned to night. The fields were deserted and silent. A few heavy raindrops fell, and the wind began to rock the trees. Then, suddenly, there was a dry, formidable clap of thunder. An unsaddled runaway horse almost ran over us. Then came another more distant clap and the typical odor of ozone. Federico ran over to me, his face pallid, and told me that his cheek was burning. He said he had been touched by a spark of the lightning, which had, in fact, been blindingly bright. I drew near him, looked at his cheek, calmed him down, and we began our return in silence.

Francisco García Lorca,
In the Green Morning: Memories of Federico
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Prologue
1918

On the evening of March 17, 1918, four days before the German army launched its final assault on the Western Front, Federico García Lorca, a nineteen-year-old university student, stood before a small crowd of friends in the Arts Center of Granada, Spain. He was of average height and weight, with pitch-black hair and mournful eyes. A smattering of moles sprinkled his face. His clothes hung awkwardly from his shoulders.

He had agreed to read that night from his forthcoming book, Impressions and Landscapes, a prose account of his travels through Spain with one of his professors and a group of fellow students. It was his first public recital. For months he had been reading his poetry and prose to friends as they sat together in local cafés. He carried copies of his work on folded slips of paper in his pockets, even though he knew much of it by heart. But he had never given a formal reading of his work before now.

He was uncertain about the book—his first. In a prologue to the volume he described Impressions and Landscapes as “just one more flower in the poor garden of provincial literature.” He feared readers would laugh at the work or, worse, ignore it. Within a month of its publication he confessed to a friend that he thought his new book was “very bad.”

But that evening in the Arts Center, the audience applauded him warmly, and the following day, two local newspapers published favorable reviews of his recital. The Defensor de Granada announced that Impressions and Landscapes revealed “a most vigorous literary temperament.” The Noticiero Granadino predicted that the book was merely a “prologue” to greater work.

Two weeks later, Lorca received his first copy of the 264-page paperbound volume. He found the experience of publication oddly disappointing. Once a book “hits the streets it’s not mine anymore, it belongs to everyone,” he said. That evening, he marked the arrival of his book by drafting a five-page poem entitled “Vision,” a melancholy work about youth and love, one of dozens he would write that spring. Midway through the poem he asked, “What will become of my passion?” On the final page of the manuscript, almost as an afterthought, he wrote, “April 3, 1918. Night of my book.”

The Armistice was still seven months away. During its final offensives, between March and November of 1918, the German army sustained nearly one million casualties. On even a quiet day on the Western Front, hundreds of German and Allied soldiers lost their lives. A total of nine million men died in uniform during the four years of the Great War—one in eight of those who served. Another eighteen million were wounded. Throughout Europe, veterans of the war returned home blind, limbless, gassed, or as “scar throats”—men whose faces were so crudely disfigured by wounds that sometimes even their own families could not recognize them.

Lorca hated war. He hated the nationalistic sentiments that gave rise to it. “In a century of zeppelins and stupid deaths,” he told a friend in the spring of 1918, “I sob before my piano, dreaming in a Handelian mist, and I create verses very much my own, singing the same to Christ as to Buddha, to Muhammad, and to Pan.” Humanity was his only concern. “Why fight against the flesh when the terrifying problem of the spirit exists?”

At home, his family supported the Allies. Although Spain was officially neutral, people across the country took sides in the conflict according to their political and religious beliefs. Spanish newspapers were filled with accounts of the fighting. On June 5, 1918, Lorca’s twentieth birthday, the Defensor de Granada described a battle that had raged the previous night between German and French troops along the Aisne river, some sixty miles east of Paris. The paper also reported on the victims of “shell shock” who were allegedly subject to “barbarous” treatment in German military hospitals.

The carnage of World War I moved Lorca to denounce patriotism as “one of humanity’s greatest crimes.” In elementary school, he had been taught to love his country unreservedly, and to honor its military and political heroes. As he remembered it, his teacher, a gloomy man who struck his pupils’ hands with a cane whenever they misbehaved, talked repeatedly about the virtues of war and the glories of the Spanish Inquisition. Pounding his chest with his hand, he reminded Lorca and his classmates that Spain was their “second mother. As good sons, you must be willing to give her your last drop of blood.” In his teens, Lorca recoiled at the memory of these exchanges: “Instead of teaching us to love one another and help each other in our sorrow, they teach us the deplorable history of our countries, which are steeped in hatred and blood.”

Late at night, while his family slept, he composed long, prayerlike treatises calling for peace and love. Often he worked until morning. He had made his first strides “toward the good of literature,” as he phrased it, in 1916, at eighteen. Since then he had filled hundreds of pages with his haphazard scrawl. He wrote on whatever was handy—the margins of books, leftover voting ballots, his father’s calling cards, his brother’s high school drawings. Sometimes he drafted as many as five poems in a single night. At the end of some compositions, as though weighing their merit for publication, he jotted the word “Good.” He stored his work in a wooden box beneath his bed.

He thought of himself as a passionate “romantic,” an iconoclast who refused to conform to what society expected of him. He often neglected to comb his hair, and he wore unfashionably long cravats and patched trousers. He dreamt of becoming a writer. He persuaded his father, a wealthy landowner who was inherently skeptical about such things, to pay for the publication of his first book. At the end of Impressions and Landscapes, Lorca listed his forthcoming books. They included a poetry collection of “eulogies and songs,” a series of “mystical writings,” and a hybrid work about a lovesick monk, “Friar Antonio (Strange Poem).”

To a friend he acknowledged that Impressions and Landscapes “contains only a great emotion that flows from my sadness, and the ache I feel in the presence of Nature.” He thought the book mediocre. For a time after its publication he continued to give copies to friends and acquaintances. But eventually he retrieved all the unsold volumes from Granada’s bookshops and piled them in his family’s attic. He later claimed to have burnt them.

He expected to fail. “There is within me an ideal so lofty that I will never achieve it. And I mean never,” he wrote, “because I have a cruel and deadly enemy—society.” Society was responsible for the slaughter in the trenches of France. Society was to blame for history’s darkest crime, the murder of Jesus Christ, “who filled the world with poetry!” More particularly, Spanish society was to blame for the ignorance and bigotry that surrounded Lorca in Granada. Spain was “a desert where great ideas die,” a “soulless” nation that turned its back on “the Christs” who sought to redeem it. At times, Lorca saw himself as a twentieth-century Don Quixote, consumed by insatiable passions. In such an enormous world, he wondered, would anyone be able to see the goodness in his heart?


1
Fountains
1898-1905

In the confusion of adolescence, Lorca turned to the past for clarity. At nineteen, he drafted “My Village,” a prose account of his daily life as a boy in rural Spain. He described the narrative as “the vague remembrance of my crystalline soul.”

He recalled his childhood as a time of pure, unambiguous emotion, free from the destructive powers of politics and time. In childhood, his parents had loved him unconditionally. Each morning before dawn, his father had come into the room where Federico and his brother and sister slept, and gently kissed their faces. “There was a trembling at his mouth and a brightness in his eyes,” Lorca remembered. “Back then I laughed to see the expression on his face. Today I think I would weep.” His father then tiptoed off and rode out to his fields for the day. Shortly afterward, Lorca’s mother would stride into the room and, with a brisk “May the grace of God enter,” open the shuttered windows, cross herself, and lead her children in prayer.

They lived in a white house in the center of the village of Fuente Vaqueros, some ten miles from Granada and thirty miles from the Mediterranean, in the heart of Andalusian Spain. The town had fewer than 2,500 inhabitants. It was built over deep underground springs and flanked by two rivers, the Cubillas and the Genii. Water poured from a fountain in the center of the village and coursed through an elaborate web of irrigation channels in the surrounding countryside. To Federico, it seemed that each morning the moisture in the air “kissed” all the houses and cloaked the village in a cold, silver gauze. Water had given the town its name: Fuente Vaqueros, “Fountain of the Cattlemen.” Or simply “la Fuente,” “the Fountain.”

His home was spacious for its day, and far more comfortably appointed than most other houses in the village. Lorca was acutely aware of the difference between his family’s standard of living and that of his neighbors. His family’s house had tiled floors and beamed ceilings. By contrast, one of his friends, a young blond girl, lived in a house with dirt floors and reed ceilings. On wash days Federico was not allowed to visit the girl and her family, because they were “naked and stiff with cold, washing their rags, the only ones they owned.” When he thought of all the “clean, fragrant clothes” hanging in his wardrobe at home, he felt “a cold weight” in his heart.

His father, Federico García Rodríguez, one of the richest men in the village, owned hundreds of acres of farmland in and around Fuente Vaqueros. A large man with a thick, coppery face and a broad smile, Don Federico began each workday with a shot of brandy and a cigar at the local café while the sun was still rising. As he sat at the table, he often talked to himself and occasionally laughed out loud. He had grown rich farming sugar beets in the wake of the Spanish-American War and the subsequent loss of the Cuban sugar crop, and each season hired dozens of men to work in his fields. But unlike other landowners in the region—most of them absentee landlords who left the administration of their property up to their agents, or caciques, who controlled local employment and ensured political calm—Don Federico lived in town and looked after his own land. His generosity to his workers was fabled. He always took on extra men when he knew they needed a job, and he kept some hands all year round.

Lorca adored his father. He loved his mother, too. She was well-read and refined, and from her, he said, he acquired “intelligence.” But he was closest in temperament and looks to his father. Both men had round faces, coarse features, and dense black eyebrows. Both loved music. His mother bragged that before Federico was able to talk, he could hum popular tunes. He learned many of them from his father, who played the guitar at night while his family sang. It was his father, Lorca said later, who gave him his “passion.”

A blunt, jocular man with a cigar-stained mustache and fingers, Don Federico García Rodríguez was, according to his son Federico, a “farmer, a rich man, an entrepreneur, and a good horseman.” He was born in Fuente Vaqueros in 1859 and lived in the town for the first forty years of his life. He was the oldest son of Enrique García Rodríguez, a modest landowner, and his wife, Isabel, both of whom enjoyed long-standing ties to the region. The couple had nine children. The Garcías were comfortable but not rich, bright but informally schooled. Unusual for that time and place, all nine of Enrique García’s children knew how to read, as did their parents, and all, thanks to their father, learned to play the guitar.

In 1880, at age twenty-one, Federico García Rodríguez married for the first time. His bride was Matilde Palacios Ríos, then twenty, the daughter of a neighboring landowner whose wealth far surpassed Enrique García’s simple holdings. Upon his marriage, Don Federico’s fortunes prospered. He obtained a house in the center of Fuente Vaqueros, on Calle Trinidad, went to work for his father-in-law, and began purchasing farmland of his own. He became town clerk of Fuente Vaqueros, a post both his father and grandfather had held. In 1891, at the age of thirty-two, he was elected municipal judge by the town council, a position contingent upon its occupant’s social, moral, and economic standing.

But his life was marred by loss: the deaths of his father and of Matilde’s parents in the early 1890s, the fact that he and Matilde remained childless. In the fall of 1894, six days after her mother’s death, Matilde Palacios died from a sudden illness. The previous day, from her bed in the white house in Fuente Vaqueros where she and her husband had lived for fourteen years, she dictated her last will and testament. In it she ordered that the whole of her estate, save a token bequest to a maid and the inheritance due her sister, be left to her thirty-five-year-old husband, Federico García Rodríguez. His wealth was assured. Within months of his wife’s death, Don Federico had purchased a second home in Fuente Vaqueros, thirty-five acres of farmland outside the neighboring village of Asquerosa, and a sizable new home in the center of Asquerosa. If to his first marriage he had brought “only the clothes on his back”—as the wording in Matilde’s will quaintly phrased it—to his second marriage he brought considerable property and wealth.

Three years after Matilde’s death, Don Federico chose as his new bride a soft-spoken young woman named Vicenta Lorca, who worked as a schoolteacher in Fuente Vaqueros. At first his family questioned the match, judging Vicenta neither rich nor particularly talented. But her quick mind and gentle ways appealed to Don Federico. The first time he approached the window of her home in Fuente Vaqueros and began to speak to her through its grille, as was the custom in village courtship, he was smitten. “Vicenta,” he exclaimed, “you talk just like a book.” From that moment on he tried to polish his own rough speech in her presence.

Nothing she had known in her brief, difficult life could have prepared Vicenta Lorca for the prosperity she would enjoy as the wife of Federico García Rodríguez. She was a Granadan by birth, and something of that city’s melancholy had settled in her eyes—or perhaps it was the strain of poverty that had quietly left its mark on her face. Her father died one month before Vicenta’s birth on July 25, 1870. She grew up an only child in her mother’s care, dependent on family charity for her existence. By the time she was thirteen, Vicenta and her mother had lived in four different homes in Granada, each belonging to some relation.

At thirteen, she was sent to a convent school for poor children. The experience horrified her. Behind cloistered walls the nuns bickered among themselves and forced the child to eat food she loathed. The sisters’ piety was more than offset by the envy and rancor with which they treated one another and their charges. Vicenta Lorca never forgot the ugliness she saw in the convent, and although she remained a devout Catholic throughout her life, she avoided any show of zealotry.

She spent five years with the nuns, then several more years in Granada training to be a schoolteacher—one of the few jobs, besides motherhood, then available to women. She worked hard at her studies and graduated with glowing marks as a licensed maestra of elementary education. Her first and only job sent her ten miles away, to the girls’ primary school in Fuente Vaqueros. The salary was meager, and the village a far cry from her cherished Granada, but Vicenta dutifully packed her belongings and moved to the countryside with her mother to begin her career. By the age of twenty-two she was installed as a professor of primary instruction in Fuente Vaqueros.

Her relative good fortune lasted little more than a year. In the fall of 1893, her mother suddenly died. Vicenta was inconsolable. Time did little to blunt her grief. Years later she could still remember the desperation of those days, and with the candor that often characterized her words, she told a niece, “After all that struggle and effort, I finally got my degree, and then what happened? My mother died.” Four years later Vicenta Lorca became the bride of Federico García Rodríguez.

The pair were married in the parish church of Fuente Vaqueros on August 27, 1897, two days before Don Federico’s thirty-eighth birthday and one month after Vicenta’s twenty-seventh. Nine months and nine days later, their first child, Federico, was born, on Sunday, June 5, 1898, in the plain white stucco house on Calle Trinidad where his father had lived, childless, for the past two decades. The infant arrived at midnight, a fitting hour for a boy who would grow up loving the night. At six days old he was carried to the church around the corner from his house and baptized Federico del Sagrado Corazón de Jesús. More simply, he was known as Federico García Lorca.

Overseas, the once-resplendent Spanish empire was in its death throes. One month before Lorca’s birth, the United States declared war on Spain. The brief, catastrophic engagement that followed was to be Spain’s last imperial war in the Americas. The result of a complex set of circumstances—the Cuban independence movement; persistent economic and trade difficulties involving Cuba, the United States, and Spain; the United States government’s commitment to Manifest Destiny; and the ineptitude of an aging and authoritarian Spanish regime—the Spanish-American War lasted barely four months and shattered Spain’s centuries-old status as a world power. Within a week of the declaration of war, Admiral George Dewey had destroyed Spain’s Pacific squadron in a single hour’s battle off the Philippine coast. In early July 1898, Spain’s Caribbean fleet was defeated by the United States Navy in the waters off Santiago, Cuba, in what many consider one of the worst naval catastrophes of modern times. In a single gruesome day of battle, 2,129 Spaniards died; just one American perished. The only Spanish ship fast enough to slip away ran out of coal. Its lifeline to the Iberian peninsula cut, Cuba yielded at once to the American army. Two weeks later, against token resistance, the United States invaded Puerto Rico. In August 1898, Spain signed a peace protocol ending the war.

Few Spaniards could forgive their government its folly. At home, citizens dubbed the year 1898 “the Disaster.” By 1899 the Spanish empire had evaporated, its last remaining colonies—Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines—jettisoned with the stroke of a pen. The Spanish mainland was visited by the depressed, fever-ridden remnants of its military, whose pitiable specter accelerated an already bitter process of national soul-searching. Only a handful of Spaniards gained anything from the losses of 1898. Among them was Federico’s father, whose sugar-beet business prospered.

When Lorca was two, his mother gave birth to a second child, Luis. Twenty months later, the boy died of pneumonia and was buried in a tiny casket in the town cemetery. Lorca never forgot the ghostly child. At nineteen he signed a poem “Federico Luis,” and at twenty-four he recalled an infant lost in limbo, “my little brother Luis / in the meadow / with the tiny babies.” At thirty-one he was still imagining the dead boy, this time as his son.

At first, the theatrics of death enthralled him—the white casket festooned in flowers and crepe, the candles and cross. But by adolescence his delight had turned to horror, and he could not face a burial procession without closing his eyes. Haunted by the thought of the cold body decomposing inside its chaste coffin, he repeatedly asked himself, and others, what happened to people after they died. What became of the soul after the body had dissolved into a putrid mass of fluids? Was there, as the Church promised, a “great beyond,” or merely interminable darkness, a void? In his struggle to reconcile himself to the fragility of human existence, his heightened imagination probed the very essence of death. He envisioned the process of decay: the stains, the pus, the “streams of black blood” that spilled from the nose, the glassy eyes with their unforgettable “look of terror.” His father, similarly perturbed by the death of his second son, took a more pragmatic approach to matters and began compulsively carrying medications with him whenever he and his family went on an excursion.

Lorca learned early on that life and death were two halves of an indecipherable whole. Barely three months after Luis’s death, Vicenta Lorca gave birth to a third son, Francisco Enrique, nicknamed Paco. The following year a daughter, María de la Concepción, or Concha, was born. The girl, like Federico, resembled their father. Paco, with spare, lean features and an air of fragility, took after their mother.

By the summer of Concha’s birth, in 1903, the family had moved into a new home in Fuente Vaqueros, close to the village church. To Federico, the sound of the church bells seemed to rise straight from “the heart of the earth.” By seven o’clock, he was usually up and pulling on his acolyte’s robes so that he could get to church and dress the altar in time for Mass. He thrilled to the charged world of martyrs and orations. Sometimes, as he sat beside his mother at High Mass in the cold damp of a winter morning and fixed his eyes on the altar, he felt his soul go “into ecstasy” at the sound of the organ’s first chords.

He studied the catechism, learned liturgical phrases in Latin, and became thoroughly schooled in Catholic ceremony. Although he sometimes arrived late for Mass and was scolded by his mother, once inside the sanctuary he gave himself fully, imaginatively, to the service. When his mother bowed her head devoutly in prayer beside him, he did the same, his gaze fixed on a likeness of the Virgin and the Christ child, “blessing us with his fingerless little hands.” It was principally the spectacle he enjoyed, the Mass as high drama. The sound of the organ and “the smoke of the incense and the tinkling of the tiny bells would excite me,” he recalled in his teens, “and I would be terrified of sins which today no longer disturb me.”

The Church suffused his boyhood. At school a plaster statue of Christ stood watch over his classroom. The walls were hung with posters bearing moral and religious axioms. Federico sat in the second row of benches, beside two poverty-stricken village boys whom he kept supplied with sweets and sugar lumps from home. A lackluster student, he disliked his teacher and was bored by the routines of the classroom. What he remembered best from primary school, and relished most, was the soft, virginal sound of girls singing in the classroom next door to his, and the pleasures those voices implied. At school, as at church, boys were kept separate from girls and taught to assume their respective roles. But to Lorca and his young classmates the muted voices next door were a constant source of awe. One day as the girls were singing, an older boy leaned over to Federico and whispered, “Hey, what if all the girls were naked and we were all naked, would you like that?”

Dumbfounded, Federico stammered, “Yes, yes, I’d like it a lot.” The schoolmaster heard them talking and slammed his cane down on the table. In the silence that followed, the girls next door went on singing. For Lorca, the incident, and the memory of their voices, came to signify his awakening both to “the mysteries of the flesh” and to all the “truths and disappointments” the flesh had to offer.

When school was not in session he and his friends often played together in the Lorca family’s attic, gorging on dried fruit and engaging in a grisly, make-believe game of hide-and-seek that involved a ravenous wolf in search of innocent sheep prey. The rite provoked in Federico a strange, incomprehensible mingling of suffering and pleasure, and he later identified these moments as one of the “greatest emotions” of his early life.

He lived at a high emotional pitch. He craved sensation—the keener the better. When the real world disappointed him, he made up a more interesting one. Physically neither graceful nor athletic, he preferred the life of the imagination to that of the body. One of his legs was slightly shorter than the other, and this gave him, he said, a “clumsy gait.” He did not enjoy sports. The one time his father managed to get him to mount a horse, Lorca simply sat on the motionless animal while his brother and sister looked on and giggled.

He liked fiction best. One of his first toys was a little theater; he broke open his pottery bank to pay for it. The miniature stage came without plays, so Federico made them up. One day, after watching an itinerant puppet troupe perform in the village square, he persuaded an aunt to fashion a set of cardboard figures so that he and a neighbor could put on a puppet show. With friends he periodically carried out mock funeral processions, bearing dead birds through the streets while intoning the Ave Maria. At home he set up improvised altars, donned priestly robes, and conducted Mass before his aunts, cousins, siblings, and neighbors. He urged his makeshift congregations to weep in response to his sermons and even showed them how.

For the most part, his family indulged his fantasies. His mother, in particular, humored his passion for the dramatic and, long after he might have outgrown such pastimes, encouraged him in his theatrical and literary pursuits. She shared his fondness for literature. One January night, Lorca sat in the kitchen listening to his mother read Victor Hugo’s Hernani aloud to a group of farmhands and servants. “I was shocked to see the maids crying,” he recalled years later, “even though obviously I didn’t understand anything … anything? … yes, I understood the poetic atmosphere, although not the human passions of the drama.”

His family owned a deluxe edition of Don Quixote and a complete set of Hugo’s works, bound in red with gold-tipped pages and color illustrations. His father had bought the set on the occasion of Hugo’s death in 1885, and the beautiful tomes accompanied the family wherever they lived. Both Lorca and his brother, Paco, read Hugo as boys. At times Lorca crept off by himself to a corner of his home to pore over one of Hugo’s novels. He admired the Frenchman’s pacifism and his compassion for the maligned. He was not the first in his family to idolize Hugo. His paternal grandmother, Isabel, an ardent reader, once kept a life-size plaster bust of the novelist in her room.

At night, Lorca’s parents, aunts, and uncles often read books out loud or told stories—local tales of passions, kidnappings and murders, or accounts of cruelty by the Civil Guard, who patrolled the countryside around Fuente Vaqueros. Federico relished their stories and begged to hear more. He loved it equally when his family sang. He had eight aunts and uncles and nearly forty first cousins on his father’s side of the family, and all of them lived within a few miles of Fuente Vaqueros. Most worked the land, but “within their simplicity,” as a friend of Lorca’s later observed, they were remarkably sophisticated. Many in the huge clan were musical. Federico’s father and his aunt Isabel were both spirited guitarists, and his uncle Luis, who stood witness at Lorca’s baptism, was a splendid pianist known throughout the region for the speed of his playing. From his father, uncles, and other relatives who knew flamenco guitar, Lorca learned dozens of Gypsy songs—seguidillas, soleares, peteneras—and countless ballads. He listened time and again to popular Andalusian tunes such as “Elcafé de Chinitas” and “Los cuatro muleros.”

The songs Lorca heard in the village—ballads, flamenco lyrics, love songs—were his introduction to poetry, and he later used the medium of poetry to recall them, writing in adolescence of village field hands who used to gather in their doorways at night to drink wine, eat cheese, and dance “the fandango / with religious unction” while guitars “wept their / rhythm quietly or with thunderous ardor.” He responded instinctively to the dense, allegorical images and concise lines of popular Spanish songs, and to the harsh, often tragic nature of Spanish lullabies, which he heard not only from his family but from household servants.

At birth he was given a wet nurse, and for the rest of his life he was tended by maids, housekeepers, cooks, caretakers, and chauffeurs—men and women whose presence he took for granted, although he later spoke rapturously of the cultural debt wealthy children owed their servants. “The rich child listens to the lullaby of the poor woman, who gives him, in her pure sylvan milk, the marrow of the country,” he said. He failed to mention that for most poor women, servitude was an economic necessity.

With some irony, Lorca later characterized his childhood as being that of “a rich little boy in the village, a bossy child.” As his father’s firstborn and namesake, he was indeed the object of countless attentions while growing up, more so than either his brother or his sister. His father served as paterfamilias to the entire García clan, dispensing money and advice to those who needed it, and the family, in turn, revered him. Each year on July 18, they celebrated Don Federico’s saint’s day, and eventually that of his son Federico. Relatives and friends brought gifts of ice cream and anisette, baskets of candied fruit, live roosters, iced drinks made from almonds and hazelnuts.

As he matured, Lorca chafed at being “a rich little boy in the village.” In adolescence he wrote movingly of the misery he had witnessed as a child. His accounts of poverty spared few details. He recalled winter days when his classmates dressed in threadbare clothes while he wore a fur-trimmed red cape to school. He told of a six-year-old village boy who fell gravely ill and was forced to drink a folk remedy made of mule dung cooked with beetles. As neighboring children looked on from the window, adults held the boy down and forced him to swallow the foul mixture. Shortly afterward he died, prompting the woman who had prescribed the cure to snort, “Such a delicate child! He wasn’t fit to belong to a poor family.”

The lot of rural women, in particular, dismayed Lorca. In Andalusia, he wrote, “all poor women die of the same thing, of giving lives and more lives.” The cycle was relentless. More than once in boyhood he glimpsed the body of a woman lying in a coffin with a dead child between her legs, both having perished from “misery and neglect.” Childless women fared no better. Lorca was profoundly moved by the plight of one woman in his village, a recluse and spinster born with froglike hands. He asked himself how often this pitiful woman must have cursed her parents for having conceived her—“without thinking”—during an instant of pleasure.

Little that he saw or heard as a child was lost on him. He spent hours exploring the countryside around Fuente Vaqueros, roaming his father’s property or daydreaming beside one of the shallow rivers that flowed past the town. The landscape of his birthplace—the vega of Granada, a lush river plain ringed by hills and watered by snows from the Sierra Nevada mountains—stirred him as few locations could. He was intimately familiar with the sensations of the place. As a teenager he wrote of the echo of birds in the vega’s sprawling poplar groves and the smell of straw burning in autumn fields. Momentarily neglecting its more troubling aspects—poverty, death, the cruelties of fate and the mysteries of desire—he described his childhood as “shepherds, fields, sky, solitude. Simplicity itself.” For Lorca, the vega embodied these. Uninhibited and pagan, it provided a vivid contrast to the tedium of the classroom and the constraints of the catechism.

He was keenly attuned both to the agricultural rhythms of the landscape and to its human legacy. Hints of past civilizations—Greek, Iberian, Roman, Arab—littered the countryside. To the north of Fuente Vaqueros, along the road to Asquerosa, stood a crumbling brick residence that Renaissance courtiers had used as a hunting lodge during the reigns of Ferdinand and Isabella, and Carlos V. A few hundred yards to the south were the remains of an Arab watchtower, a vestige of the eight-hundred-year Muslim occupation of Andalusia. Beyond it was the tiny village of Romilla, “Little Rome,” a reminder that for nearly seven centuries before the Arabs invaded Spain, the country—Hispania—had belonged to the Roman Empire, and from it derived both a religion and a language. Time and again, Andalusia had passively absorbed foreign cultures, then quietly imposed its own sophisticated customs and character. From the eighth until the late-fifteenth centuries—what to the rest of Europe was a “dark age”—the region sustained one of the most spectacular civilizations in history, the Arab kingdom of al-Andalus, a model of ethnic tolerance in which Christian, Muslim, and Jewish traditions and residents not only coexisted but flourished. The era gave to the region an artistic, scientific, linguistic, and agricultural heritage that endured well into the twentieth century.

With his brother, Lorca pondered the origin of local names and pored over the deeds to certain of their father’s properties. The oldest documents were written in Arabic. Roman relics occasionally turned up on neighboring farms, and one day their father’s own land yielded a set of small unpainted vases of unknown origin, which the two brothers subsequently kept in their bedroom.

As a boy, Lorca once watched a plow unearth a fragment of Roman mosaic from one of his father’s fields. He later recalled “how the huge steel plowshare cut gashes into the earth, and then drew forth roots instead of blood.” The rugged blade tore deep into the soil, so deep that according to Lorca it scraped the foundations of ancient buildings. As he watched, the tool struck “something solid and stopped. The shiny steel blade had turned up a Roman mosaic.” The mosaic bore an inscription whose precise subject Lorca could not remember. “But for some reason I think of the shepherds Daphnis and Chloë,” he said. “So the first artistic wonder I ever felt was connected with the earth.”


2
New Worlds
1905-15

At the age of seven or eight, Lorca moved with his family to the small village of Asquerosa, a mile or so to the northwest of Fuente Vaqueros. The word asquerosa means “repulsive,” which disturbed Lorca, who in later years deemed the name unworthy of his biography and went out of his way to avoid using it. (Residents of the town eventually changed its name to Valderrubio.) In fact, Lorca viewed Asquerosa, with its pristine white buildings and placid streets, as “one of the prettiest towns in the vega.”

His father owned two homes in the village, a sprawling farm on the edge of town, the Cortijo de Daimuz, and a two-story house in the center. It was to the second of these that Don Federico moved his family in 1905 or 1906. A lavish residence by village standards, the new home had stables, a corral, four bedrooms, a kitchen, a dining room, and an imposing pair of lightning rods on its roof. By moving to Asquerosa, Lorca’s father gained closer access to his properties, the train stop, and the sugar-beet refinery where much of his business took place.

To Federico, the move was a slight but nonetheless dramatic change. Built on dry land, not wet, Asquerosa was older and smaller than Fuente Vaqueros. It sat low and bleached on the earth, with green fields and poplar groves at its edge. There were few trees to shade its streets and no public fountain. More so than Fuente Vaqueros, Asquerosa revealed to Lorca the cloistered, provincial nature of life in a tiny rural community. Within the privacy of his own home he could sense the presence of his neighbors. On summer afternoons, with the shutters drawn against the sunlight and flies, he could hear people passing by on the street outside the living room and see their silhouettes reflected on the ceiling. Little in the town went undetected or unremarked. Years later, while visiting Asquerosa, Lorca complained peevishly to his brother about daily life in the town: “It’s full of stupid etiquette. You have to greet people and say good night. You can’t go out in your pajamas or they’ll stone you, and it’s full of malice and bad will.”

Within a year or two of settling in Asquerosa, his parents abruptly sent Federico to school in Almería, a thriving Mediterranean seaport nearly a hundred miles to the southeast. They wanted him to prepare for his entrance examinations to secondary school under the tutelage of their good friend Antonio Rodríguez Espinosa, the former schoolmaster of Fuente Vaqueros. Rodríguez Espinosa had witnessed Federico’s baptism in 1898, and although he had left Fuente Vaqueros four years later, he remained in close touch with the boy’s parents. Don Federico and Vicenta admired their friend’s pragmatism and devotion to work, as well as his liberal outlook and quiet anti-clericalism—traits they hoped Don Antonio might instill in their son.

Lorca was eight or nine when he was sent to Almería; he had never been separated from either his parents or the vega. The sudden move deepened his sense of estrangement from other children. Aware that he was now about “to embark on another life,” as he later put it, he realized as never before the degree of his economic and social isolation from everyday village existence. When he heard his classmates mutter that “the boss’s kid” was going off to school, he felt homesick and depressed. When he said goodbye to them, he wept.

His father accompanied him on the long journey east. They were joined by two cousins and a fourth boy from the vega, all of whom were to live and study that year with Rodríguez Espinosa and his wife. Don Antonio later remembered that of the four children, Lorca was the smallest and the “most turbulent.” In school, he was an indifferent student who distinguished himself chiefly by coining puns and clever nicknames for his classmates. Nevertheless, he managed to complete his schoolwork with Rodríguez Espinosa, and at age ten he passed his entrance exam for the General and Technical Institute of Almería, a public secondary school.

Almost immediately afterward he contracted a gum infection. His face swelled and his temperature rose alarmingly. Terrified, Don Federico hurried to Almería to tend to his son. Lorca later recalled the episode with pride. He claimed his father feared he would die. He also claimed the infection inspired his first verse. “I asked for a mirror and saw my face all swollen, and since I couldn’t talk I wrote my first funny poem, in which I compared myself to the fat sultan of Morocco, Muley Hafid.”

At home in Asquerosa, Lorca gradually recovered from his illness. His face still bloated, he sat in an armchair by the window, occasionally strumming a guitar. Although in time he regained his health, his parents were so shaken by the incident that they elected not to send him back to Almería, and instead enrolled him in the General and Technical Institute of Granada, in the provincial capital, fifteen miles from Asquerosa. So that they could remain together as a family, they also decided to take a home for themselves in the center of Granada, and in the spring of 1909, shortly before Lorca’s eleventh birthday, they settled into a rented, three-story house on Granada’s Acera del Darro, a street named for the slender Darro river that wound past it. With the windows open in their living room, the family could hear the murmur of water below.

If Almería was bright light and the din of a Mediterranean harbor, Granada was cypress trees, rivers, and the toll of church bells through the night. The word granada means “pomegranate,” an image whose poetic implications were not lost on Lorca. The fruit, he would write, is hard and skull-like on the outside, but inside it contains the “blood of the wounded earth.”

He responded passionately to his new surroundings. Located at the base of two mountain spurs well above sea level, Granada fed on the waters of the Darro and Genii rivers. The second of these skirted the southern edge of town before making its way out into the vega, to Lorca’s birthplace and his father’s farmlands. The sound of water permeated the city. Lorca would boast that Granada “has two rivers, eighty bell towers, four thousand irrigation ditches, a thousand and one jets of water.” Mountains anchored the town on three sides, most spectacularly the snow-clad Sierra Nevadas to the south, whose gray peaks dominated the horizon. Unlike other Spanish cities, Granada turned in on itself, not out to the world—or so Lorca came to believe. He felt that Granada’s beauty lay not in monumental vistas but in small things: houses, patios, music, water, “everything reduced and concentrated, so that a child can feel it.”

He made frequent, often solitary visits to the city’s most celebrated monument, the Alhambra, which sat high above town on a steep hill covered with cypress and sycamores. From its heights, Arab sultans had presided in luxury over the final two centuries of Muslim rule in Spain. Their reign ended in 1492, after a long siege, when the Catholic king and queen, Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isabella I of Castile, swept into Granada on horseback and toppled the fabled kingdom of al-Andalus. The victory capped a four-hundred-year Christian reconquest of Islamic Spain, a militant holy war conducted by the infant Christian kingdoms of the country’s north, which in 1469, with the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella, had combined to form a fledgling Spanish nation-state. Granada was the last outpost of Muslim Spain; during its two-hundred-year tenure as the capital of al-Andalus, the city and surrounding province enjoyed a level of religious freedom and artistic and scientific brilliance unmatched elsewhere in Europe. Poetry, music, and architecture prospered; scholars pursued questions of philosophy, religion, astronomy, and medicine. Granada’s Arab rulers developed an elaborate irrigation system—still used in Lorca’s time—by which the waters from the Sierra fed the city and neighboring vega, yielding bountiful orchards and fields.

Although at first they tolerated the Arab presence, within months of their victory in 1492 the Spanish monarchs embarked on a violent campaign to “purify” the blood of Christian Spain. They ordered the expulsion of all Jews who refused to convert to Christianity. Both Arabs and Jews became disadvantaged minorities, subject to prejudicial racial laws. By 1610 the country’s Muslim population had been eradicated. Meanwhile, Ferdinand and Isabella, whose bodies lay buried in Granada’s massive cathedral, had instituted what Lorca, at nineteen, would call the “great crime of the Inquisition”: a savage system of control meant to forge a single, monolithic Christian ideology through the arrest, torture, imprisonment, and public execution of alleged heretics. The system endured into the eighteenth century. Coincidentally, the Catholic reconquest in 1492 inaugurated the era of Spain’s greatest expansion, and the start of the country’s role as a world power. That year, in the town of Santa Fe (not far from Lorca’s birthplace), which had been built to house the army laying siege to Granada, Ferdinand and Isabella authorized Christopher Columbus to investigate new trade routes to Asia.

Lorca’s boyhood visits to the Alhambra “tensed Federico’s soul,” his brother recalled. The ornate, long-empty citadel reminded him of what had been lost with the reconquest, when a tolerant, cultured civilization had given way to one marked by oppression and war. Throughout his life, Lorca voiced his support for the persecuted and talked of the “fatal duel” between Arab and Christian cultures “that throbs in the heart of every granadino.” In his teens he sometimes donned a white turban and robes and masqueraded as a Muslim sultan. A sense of loss colored his understanding of Granada from the outset. Nowhere was that sense more palpable than in the grounds of the Alhambra. In the fountains of the Generalife gardens, he would write, the water “suffers and weeps, full of tiny white violins.”

His mother decorated the family’s new home in typical Granadan fashion, with dainty slipcovers and embroidered tablecloths, antique prints, family portraits, and a crystal lamp sheathed in pink crepe—surroundings as genteel as Vicenta Lorca herself. Like many Granadan women, she kept a canary. She also allowed her son Paco to keep a brood of pigeons in the small stable at the back of the garden. He and Lorca shared a bedroom in the new house. From their balcony they saw Halley’s comet blaze overhead in the spring of 1910.

Soon after settling in Granada, Vicenta Lorca gave birth to a fifth child and second daughter, Isabel, a name shared by several women in the García clan. Following Isabel’s birth, Vicenta, then thirty-nine, fell sick and was taken with the infant to the region’s best hospital, in Málaga, more than eighty miles from Granada, where they remained for months. Federico, Paco, and Concha occasionally visited their mother and sister by train, and between visits kept in touch by letter. “Mama I want to see you very much and I hope you come home soon,” Lorca wrote on an ink-stained card that appears to be his earliest correspondence. “Greetings all the way from the goatherd to the gypsies your son who loves you very much. Federico.”

At eleven, Lorca became an official student in Granada’s General and Technical Institute, despite having failed a part of the school’s entrance exam. He most likely began attending classes in the fall of 1909 as one of 442 students, all but one of them boys, enrolled in five separate grades at the public institute. Each was pursuing his bachillerato, or secondary school degree.

During his second year at the Institute, he began taking supplementary afternoon classes at the Academy of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a private school run by one of Vicenta Lorca’s relatives, Don Joaquín Alemán. The option to attend private school, either in place of or in addition to public school, was available to most Spanish schoolchildren, but generally only rich families could afford the tuition. Despite the piety of its name, Alemán’s Academy was a secular institution. Located on the ground floor of a rambling nineteenth-century Granadan house, its classrooms were chilly, damp, and dark. In the winter, students’ hands turned numb with cold. Like many of his classmates, Lorca suffered from chilblains.

He was an odd, shy student, whose fellow pupils, with their city-bred ways, intimidated him. Some of them poked fun at his eccentric dress—a flowing cravat instead of a tie—and at his mannerisms and interests, which they deemed effeminate. “Federica,” they jeered, with an emphasis on the feminine a. They ridiculed his ungainly stride. He walked “like a sailor on deck,” remembered classmate José Alemán, the director’s son, who thought Lorca far less attractive, less “normal,” than his younger brother, Paco, who started school not long after Federico.

Although neither brother especially liked school, Paco sailed through his classes, passing every exam and earning prizes and honors along the way. Lorca struggled. He lacked his brother’s “schoolboy pride.” He ignored subjects that did not interest him, rarely studied for exams, and paid no attention to penmanship, then a required course. His erratic handwriting went from bad to worse; in time, Lorca himself called it “vile.” Often he skipped classes and wandered off by himself to some corner of Granada—to the Alhambra or to the Albaicín, the Gypsy quarter. Although his parents knew about some of his absences, they were ill-prepared for the extent of his truancy. His mother urged him to follow the example set by his younger brother. “Federico, study!” she pleaded. Lorca ignored her.

He received the standard schooling of his day: courses in Spanish language and literature, mathematics, history, geography, Latin, and French. Most of these subjects confounded him. Although Lorca learned to read French, he never managed to say so much as “good afternoon” in that or any foreign tongue, according to his brother. Somehow he contrived to take the final examinations for his bachillerato in October 1914, at age sixteen. After failing and retaking the mathematics part of the test, he passed the exam and received his diploma the following May. His apathy was such that he waited another twelve years before requesting a copy of his certificate.

On his own, away from school, he read avidly. His father opened an account for his children at a local Granada bookstore, and although it was intended for the exclusive purchase of “useful” books, Lorca bought whatever he liked. Together he and Paco amassed a small but impressive library complete with new editions, liberal texts, and works thought to be scandalous, among them Voltaire’s Candide and Darwin’s Origin of Species. The classics were well represented and well thumbed. With a tenacity that might have stunned his schoolteachers, Federico pored over such works as the Platonic dialogues, Hesiod’s Theogony, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, about which he later exulted, “It has everything.”

Thick underlinings crisscrossed his copies of Shakespeare (he and Paco owned the complete works in Spanish translation) and the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, whose hedonistic invocations to love enthralled Federico. From Maeterlinck’s essay The Treasure of the Humble, this line caught his eye: “Everything that can be learned without anguish belittles us.” Pencil marks underscored a similar passage in his copy of Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis, written, as Lorca surely learned, during the Irishman’s brutal imprisonment on the charge of indecent behavior with men: “Now it seems to me that love of some kind is the only possible explanation for the extraordinary amount of suffering that there is in the world.”

In his growing quest to understand himself and his place in the world, Lorca turned to the Spanish mystics, to Augustine’s Confessions, Goethe’s Faust, works of Indian philosophy, and the poetry of Rabindranath Tagore. It was chiefly his exposure to Hispanic modernismo, though, with its call to Beauty and Art as the highest absolutes, that nourished his emerging sense of himself as an artist. A Latin American phenomenon that eventually took hold in Spain, where it held sway from 1890 to 1910, Hispanic modernismo was a late and decadent flowering of romanticism, a poetic and artistic revolt against both the prosaic nature of late-nineteenth-century art and verse and the materialism and philistinism of bourgeois society. In contrast to Anglo-American modernism, Hispanic modernismo coincided roughly with the fin de siècle art nouveau or modern style. Inspired by Baudelaire and the French symbolists Verlaine, Rimbaud, and Mallarmé, its literary practitioners forged a new and expanded poetic language characterized by exotic imagery, unconventional meters, technical virtuosity, a darkly pessimistic view of reality, and a concomitant belief in art, women, and love as transcendent ideals.

By the time he was eighteen, Lorca had adopted a new literary idol, the Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío, father of Hispanic modernismo (he coined the term), whose embrace of symbolist and Parnassian technique had led to a revolution in Spanish prosody in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Darío’s lush imagery, expansive vocabulary, and metrical innovations and revivals had freed the Spanish language from conventional versification, much as Whitman’s unorthodox meter and line liberated English. Darío sought to effect a “musical miracle” in poetry. He believed that art was “not a set of rules but a harmony of whims,” a view Lorca admired, and in his two most important books, Azul (1888) and Prosas profanas (1896), Darío evoked an aristocratic, fairy-tale world brimming with swans, roses, champagne, pearls, and peacocks, a Dionysian existence peopled with mythological figures. Darío’s radical verse inspired a generation of Spanish writers, among them Juan Ramón Jiménez and Antonio Machado. Likewise enthralled by the brilliant Nicaraguan, who died in his late forties in 1916 from poor health and alcohol abuse, Lorca looked for spiritual and aesthetic guidance to “Rubén Darío, The Magnificent.’”

At night Federico often stayed up late in his bedroom, reading. Because the light kept his brother awake, the two struck a compromise: Lorca would read on alternate evenings only. On the nights when he did not read, his brother would recite a brief dialogue with him. The ritual drew its inspiration from Victor Hugo’s “Legend of the Handsome Pécopin and the Beautiful Baldour,” a tale about two lovers separated, on the eve of their wedding day, for the next one hundred years. When at last they are reunited, Pécopin is still a young man, while Baldour has become an old woman. The story fascinated Federico, who would gently call out to Paco from his bed, “Pécopin, Pécopin.”

“Baldour, Baldour,” his brother would answer.

“Turn off, turn off …”

“The light, the light.”

Only then would Lorca “put out the light without reading,” Paco remembered. “But even when he was reading, if he saw that I was not completely asleep, he would softly say, ‘Pécopin, Pécopin,’ before turning off the light. Sometimes I took this with a grain of salt, and sometimes I answered with an expletive.”

By day Lorca drafted his siblings into more elaborate entertainments. He costumed his brother, sisters, and the family maids in towels to look like Arabs, or dressed them in Vicenta Lorca’s clothing when she was gone from the house. He dusted their faces with rice powder and led them in short pantomimes or recitals of poems and ballads that he had adapted into plays. Sometimes he staged plays on the patio for his youngest sister, Isabel, whom he cherished. In a room next door to his bedroom he set up makeshift altars and shrines and delivered prayers, sermons, and lectures on the Passion of Christ to his family and servants. The trappings of Christian doctrine appealed to him as much as its stories, with their powerful lessons on good and evil, charity and faith. He presented puppet performances and took part in local pageants. Once, during Carnival, he dressed up as a bullfighter, coated his legs with fake blood, and allowed his friends to carry him through the streets on their shoulders as though he were mortally wounded. By simulating death he sought to dispel its mystery.

His hunger for ritual stemmed partially from his mother, who attended Mass faithfully in Granada and instructed Lorca and his siblings in the Catholic liturgy. She taught them to regard the Church as a thing of beauty, independent of its theological function. “We’re not going to that church,” she sometimes announced. “It’s ugly.” Occasionally the family prayed together at home. During the month of May, “Mary’s month,” Vicenta Lorca recited the rosary in Latin after dinner every night, and Lorca periodically preached a sermon. His more skeptical father suffered such activities with forbearance. Don Federico once told his wife as she was about to leave for Mass, “Only stay a little while.”

“What do you mean?” Vicenta asked.

“I mean, I think that a little while won’t hurt you much.”

The entire family went regularly to the theater in Granada, where the offerings ranged from Shakespeare to comic folk operas known as zarzuelas to realistic drawing-room comedies by such popular Spanish playwrights as Jacinto Benavente and the Quintero brothers. But although Lorca delighted in the theater, his greatest love was music. His father saw to it that all four of his children received piano lessons. Lorca later recalled rapturously that in his teens he “took the Holy Orders of Music and donned its robes of passion.” From the start, he proved a gifted player, blessed with an innate understanding of the art. The piano allowed him to express himself with a candor that no other medium could match. “No one,” he observed, “can reproduce with words the shattering passion that Beethoven expressed in his Appassionata Sonata.”

Hunched over the piano, his dark hair falling onto his forehead, he surrendered easily to the music of Chopin, Schubert, Mendelssohn, and Beethoven—composers he had admired since childhood. (As a boy, he had fallen in love “like a madman” with the sound of young village girls practicing Beethoven and Chopin on the piano.) After hearing Federico perform one day, his piano teacher, Antonio Segura Mesa, turned to Vicenta Lorca and begged her to hug the boy. “It wouldn’t be proper if I were to do it,” he said. “It’s just that he plays so divinely!”

His father bought Lorca his first piano, an upright that his uncle Luis, the pianist, auditioned and approved. In time Don Federico replaced this instrument with a shiny black baby grand. “I love you more than anything else in the world” Lorca confessed to his piano in writing, underlining the words for emphasis. He envisioned the instrument as “a woman who is always asleep, and in order to wake her one must be filled with harmonies and grief.” Like a woman, he suggested—his understanding of the gender shaped almost exclusively by his reading—“she is unpredictable.”

Music became his idiom. He sought to emulate Beethoven, whose genius, he said, had been to translate his life into musical language, to convey through sound the “painful song of impossible love.” By age eighteen, Lorca was composing. His first works were inspired by Granada. He titled one composition “Serenade on the Alhambra,” then shortened it to “Granada.” His piano teacher encouraged him. A spare, timid man in his seventies, Antonio Segura Mesa had consecrated his life to music in the hope of becoming a great artist. He had composed a number of works, including an opera that was booed at its Granada premiere. He never played publicly, and outside his native Granada he was unknown. “Just because I haven’t reached the clouds,” he often reminded Federico, “… doesn’t mean the clouds don’t exist.” Lorca repeated the statement to himself like a mantra.

Keenly sensitive to criticism, and painfully shy, Segura Mesa rarely ventured from his house, except to teach Federico. A forlorn figure, with a domed forehead, buttonlike ears, and a thick mustache that trailed sadly down either side of his mouth, the older man made his way each day through Granada’s noisy streets to the Lorca apartment. Federico regarded him as “a saint.” As they sat together at the piano Segura Mesa frequently talked about famous composers, recounting their struggles as well as their achievements. More so than anyone else, he taught Lorca to view art as a grave calling, not a hobby. Sometimes, after a long session of rules and exercises, Segura Mesa would pull out samples of his own work for Lorca to analyze and perform. Neither man cared that these compositions had failed to attract a following. What mattered was the work itself. Inspired by the example of his teacher, Lorca set his sights on a musical career.

The piano stool became his favorite seat at home. In addition to his own compositions, he entertained family and friends with classical as well as popular works. He began performing in public. He joined Granada’s Arts Center, the hub of the city’s cultural life, and quickly established a name for himself in the institution by giving private recitals, helping to form a chamber music society, and providing background music for a life drawing class. He was the
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In New York, 1929. Beside Lorca is the Mexican heiress María Antonia Rivas Blair, who after meeting Lorca in America described him to a friend as “a strange young man with a somewhat clumsy, ambling walk, as though his legs were too heavy from the knee down…Simple and open in his relations with others. Deep and full of life… He is a child, but a clumsy one, as though his body were about to escape from him, or weighed too much.”
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With friends at Madrid fair, 1936. Lorca’s hand touches Rafael Rodríguez Rapún’s forehead.
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