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			CAMILO JOSÉ CELA

			SPANISH NOVELIST AND POET

			
					Born in La Coruña (Spain) in 1916.

					Died in Madrid in 2002.

					Literary awards: 	Prince of Asturias Award for Literature, 1987

	Nobel Prize in Literature, 1989

	Miguel de Cervantes Prize, 1995




					Notable honours:	Member of the Royal Spanish Academy




					Notable works	The Family of Pascual Duarte (1942), novel

	Journey to the Alcarria (1948), travelogue

	The Hive (1951), novel

	Mazurka for Two Dead Men (1983), novel




			

			Camilo José Cela is considered one of the most significant Spanish writers of the 20th century. His literary output was extensive, and he experimented with a wide variety of genres, ranging from travelogues, essays, memoirs and journalism to poetry, tales and novels. He soon became very successful, and his greatest achievements included being made a member of the Royal Spanish Academy and being awarded the Prince of Asturias Award for Literature in 1987, the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1989 and the Miguel de Cervantes Prize in 1995.

			Cela was born on 11 May 1916 in Iria Flavia in the province of La Coruña in Spain. He developed a great love for the Spanish language in his final years of high school when he contracted tuberculosis and was admitted to the sanatorium of Guadarrama, where he spent three years reading classic literature by authors such as José Ortega y Gasset (Spanish philosopher, 1883-1955). Many years later, this experience provided him with inspiration for his novel Pabellón de reposo (“Rest Home”, 1943). He began studying Medicine at university in 1934, but later quit so that he could sit in on the poet Pedro Salinas’s (1891-1951) classes on Contemporary Spanish Literature at the recently founded Faculty of Philosophy and Letters at the Complutense University of Madrid. Salinas gave Cela constructive criticism on the poems which would later be included in his first anthology, Pisando la dudosa luz del día. Poemas de una adolescencia cruel (“Stepping into the Dubious Light of Day: Poems from a Cruel Adolescence”, 1945). This marked the beginning of his literary career, which soon took off with the publication of his debut novel, The Family of Pascual Duarte (1942). A second edition of the novel was published a year later, but it was banned by the Catholic Church.

			
			Cela and Francoism


Cela had a somewhat ambiguous relationship with the Franco regime. Although he fought on the Nationalist side during the Spanish Civil War and worked as a censor during the dictatorship, he also got a taste of his own medicine when some of his own novels were censored by the regime: he was only able to get The Hive published in Buenos Aires because it was banned in his homeland due to its explicit content.



			Cela’s personality was founded on contradictions, which can be clearly seen in his relationships with other writers. Although Cela considered writing a freeing pursuit (as is made clear by his writing style, which is characterised by the way it balances humour, horror, polished phrasing and scatological vocabulary), his interactions with other writers stood in stark contrast to this outlook. Although Cela was the founder of the publishing house Alfaguara, which published works by him and by many other authors who were active at that time, he frequently used his links with the dictatorship to propose that bribes should be offered to particular authors with dissident leanings, so that they could be silenced or even lured into collaborating with the Franco regime through the promise of preferential treatment or publishing contracts, which could then be used as leverage against them.

			Cela died of heart failure on 17 January 2002. His last words were “Viva Iria Flavia!”

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			THE FAMILY OF PASCUAL DUARTE

			A DARK, GRITTY PORTRAIT OF LIFE IN RURAL EXTREMADURA

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Cela, C. J. (2004) The Family of Pascual Duarte. Trans. Kerrigan, A. Champaign, Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press.

					1st edition: 1942

					Themes: hatred, violence, determinism, censorship, catharsis

			

			The Family of Pascual Duarte was first published in Spanish in 1942, and was translated into English in 1946. It was Cela’s debut novel, and brought him to widespread critical and public attention. The story takes place in the rural Spanish province of Extremadura in the years prior to the Spanish Civil War, and is presented as a transcription of Pascual Duarte’s memoirs. Duarte is a convicted murderer who has been locked up in a jail in Badajoz, and he is now in the cell block for prisoners who have been sentenced to death, awaiting his execution. However, he tells his own life story, which is saturated in violence and death, in such a way that the reader cannot help but empathise with this peasant who has spent his life trying to find some middle ground between hatred and poverty, before eventually succumbing to the misery he is submerged in. The Family of Pascual Duarte also featured an innovative new narrative style known as “tremendismo”, which would come to characterise Spanish literature during the 1940s.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			SUMMARY

			As we will see in greater detail later in this guide, the novel has several narrative layers. The outermost layer is narrated by a transcriber, and acts as a frame story for the narration of Joaquín Barrera López, which in turn acts as a frame story for the third and fourth layers, which are narrated by Pascual Duarte. The fourth layer contains the core narrative, and we will therefore be focusing on it in this guide.

			The manuscript containing Pascual Duarte’s memoirs is divided into 19 chapters. However, it is important to note that this reconstructed account of the protagonist’s life is not presented as the finished story, as is made clear by the other characters’ comments on it. For example, the transcriber says that “certain passages, which were too crude, I have preferred to cut out rather than rewrite” (p. 4). This means that the reader must attempt to connect the dots between the narrative contained in the manuscript and the transcriber’s notes about it in order to make sense of the protagonist’s story.

			PASCUAL’S CHILDHOOD AND TEENAGE YEARS

			Pascual starts his story at the beginning, and tells us that he was born in a remote, impoverished town in the province of Badajoz: “My childhood memories are not exactly pleasant” (p. 22). He was physically abused by his parents as a child, and often witnessed them beating each other. These fights attested to their lack of manners and basic decency, and this climate of constant violence meant that Pascual became somewhat desensitised to it and began to consider it normal from a very early age. He comments: “since we are not given a choice, but rather destined – even from before birth – to go some of us one way, some the other, I did my best to accept my fate” (p. 26).

			Pascual’s childhood was somewhat improved by the birth of his sister Rosario, who became his only real friend. She was also the only one who could quell their father’s bad temper, and the episodes of domestic violence in their household became fewer and farther between until Rosario grew up and began hanging around with Paco López, also known as Stretch, whose influence led her to start drinking, stealing and working as a prostitute. Pascual and Stretch never got along well, and Stretch later became Pascual’s first murder victim.

			Another incident which left a lasting impression on the young Pascual was the death of his younger brother Mario, who was a sickly child who never learned to walk or talk and who was therefore neglected and abused by his parents: he crawled around on the ground among the pigs and chickens, shrieking and crying all the while, and ate the scraps the rest of the family left for him. He was always so filthy that everyone else was too disgusted by him to go near him. When Mario drowned in a pot of olive oil, his mother did not cry, and the young Pascual began to hate her because of this: “I grew to hate my mother profoundly, and my hate grew so fast that I began to be afraid of myself […] there is no deeper hatred than blood hatred, hatred for one’s own blood” (pp. 46-47).

			MARRIAGE AND MURDER

			After Mario is unceremoniously buried, Pascual embarks on a relationship with a woman called Lola, and they decide to get married after she falls pregnant. At that moment, it seems as though Pascual’s life has taken a radical turn for the better, and that the hope of a better life is within the realm of possibility: “Ah, in those days there were still moments when one seemed to sense that happiness was on the way. And how far off all of it is now!” (p. 66). However, when they return from their honeymoon Pascual injures a man by stabbing him three times, and Lola falls off the mare they had been travelling on and suffers a miscarriage. After that, the downward spiral seems unending, and the loss of their first child even makes Pascual have second thoughts about his marriage. However, Lola falls pregnant for the second time a year later, and Pascual is so anxious about the pregnancy that he becomes sullen and withdrawn until their son Pascualillo is born, at which point he and Lola are filled with happiness and start making grand plans for their young son’s life. However, the odds seem to be stacked against the protagonist yet again, and the baby catches the flu and dies at the age of 11 months: “Our dream of happiness, our only property, our entire fortune, our son, we were finally to lose, lose him even before we could get a chance to guide his steps or set him upon any path at all” (p. 85). Pascualillo’s death leaves the family devastated, especially Pascual, who becomes increasingly reclusive and constantly picks fights with his mother and with Lola, until he eventually decides to abandon them and leave town.

			Pascual buys a train ticket to Madrid, as he is planning to start a new life in America. When he arrives in Madrid, he finds lodgings with Ángel Estévez and his wife Concepción, whose daily routine and knack for compromise lead Pascual to ponder the differences between rural and urban life, particularly in terms of violence: “What a pleasure! What fun! If we country men only had such gullets, and could swallow things the way city folk can, the prisons would be as empty as desert islands!” (p. 112). Pascual continues his journey by travelling to La Coruña, where he will be able to board a ship to America. However, he realises that this plan has a significant flaw, as he does not have enough money to pay for his passage. He does not want to return to his hometown, so he spends a year and a half working odd jobs to make ends meet.

			Nevertheless, Pascual begins feeling nostalgic after two years away from home, and decides to return. When he arrives, he quickly realises that things have changed: Lola greets him affectionately, but admits that she is pregnant, and when he asks who the father is, she starts feeling unwell: “She was paler than ever before, and her white face was contorted […] I stroked her, against my shoulder, aware of everything she suffered, fearful she might faint if I asked the question again” (p. 122). Lola has just enough time to admit that Stretch is the father before she dies suddenly, after which Pascual goes to find Stretch and strangles him to death.

			REMARRIAGE AND MATRICIDE

			Pascual is incarcerated for committing this murder, and works as a shoemaker in the prison workshop during this time. His sentence is reduced to three years for good behaviour, and he is eventually released because he does not pose a real threat to society. When Pascual returns home, he is met with indifference on all sides, particularly from his mother: “I would have sworn my mother would rather not have seen me back. All my past hatred welled up in me” (p. 141).

			Shortly afterwards, Rosario – who is still working as a prostitute – introduces Pascual to Esperanza, who becomes his second wife. However, the couple experience immediate difficulties in the form of Pascual’s mother, who does everything in her power to try to drive a wedge between the newlyweds. Esperanza suggests that they should move elsewhere and start over, but it is too late, as Pascual has already resolved to murder his mother: “The idea of death comes upon us with the slow gait of a wolf […] slowly, unhurried, as regular as the beat of a pulse – but fatally, implacably” (p. 151).

			Pascual plans the murder and carries it out as Esperanza looks on, pale as a ghost. In his eyes, his mother is nothing more than an enemy who needs to be eliminated: “My conscience did not trouble me. There was no reason why it should” (p. 153). In fact, her death provides Pascual with a feeling of freedom and relief: “I could breathe…” (p. 158).

			The rest of Pascual’s story is left somewhat ambiguous and is told by the transcriber, who also informs us that they found the part of the original manuscript which they have been transcribing (in other words, the bulk of the novel) in the pharmacy in Almendralejo. The transcriber reveals that Pascual was imprisoned for murdering his mother, and that he also murdered a third person: Don Jesús González de la Riva. This third murder is only mentioned in the manuscript’s dedication (written by Pascual Duarte) and in the transcriber’s second note, which states that this murder took place at some point during a 15-day period when the village was thrown into chaos by the revolution. It is implied that this third murder was what earned Pascual the death penalty, but the reader is not privy to the protagonist’s own thoughts on the matter.
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