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THIS OUTSTANDING MONOGRAPH by one of Italy’s leading scholars
and translators of Golden Age drama deserves a truly global readership,
and therefore merits translation into at least Spanish and English. Fausta
Antonucci’s Calderdn de la Barca is a recent and highly welcome addition to
the distinguished series of studies dedicated to single authors—among them
Boccaccio, Ariosto, and Tasso—published by Salerno Editrice and favoring
an emphasis on matters of literary career and production. Thus, Antonucci
skillfully satisfies a primary objective familiar to her Italian readership, but
one that remains relatively rare in the international field of Calderdn studies.
In this and other respects, hers is an accessible, rigorous, and critically refined
as well as up-to-date introduction to the life and especially the works of the
playwright that coherently privileges the criteria of genre and innovation over
those of themes and zeitgeist.

By organizing her book according to the major but also the minor genres
and subgenres into which Calderén’s output can be grouped, Antonucci
aptly emphasizes this supremely professional theater poet’s extraordinary
versatility and convincingly demonstrates his readiness to experiment with
dramatic forms. While admirably holistic and scrupulously detailed, the
presentation is neither exhaustive nor exhausting to follow, as a critical
through line does emerge: one becomes aware of Calderdn’s capacity to adapt
his work to the form and pressure of his seventeenth-century milieu and to
satisfy the tastes of his diverse patrons at the Court and the corrales, at church
and in the plazas; at the same time, however, he manages to interrogate
the conventional values of Spanish political, social, and religious life, often
posing challenges to his audiences (this affinity for provocation comes across
even before his plays begin, in their often dialectical, paradoxical, and even
riddling titles). For example, Antonucci affirms Calderén’s long-recognized
status as a loyal servant of the absolutist monarchy and a faithful supporter
of Counter-Reformation doctrine whose final three decades of work were
primarily devoted to writing court entertainments and autos sacramentales,
yet she also accentuates how several important plays invite royal spectators
to contemplate dramatized abuses of power and to practice the virtues of
wise, morally exemplary Christian princes. This pattern certainly applies to
Lavida es suefio, but it also pertains to other dramas concerning tyranny and
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unjust government, like Los cabellos de Absalon and En la vida todo es verdad y
todo mentira. Without any recourse to the fallacy of authorial intentionalism,
Antonucci persuasively teases out Calderdn’s slightly antiauthoritarian and
even “anticonformist” tendencies (32). In this portrait, he is more than

Lope de Vega’s successor as court playwright and Madrid’s leading writer of
comedias, but also crucially akin to Cervantes. Like the author of Los trabajos
de Persiles y Sigismunda and the entremés “El retablo de las maravillas,”
Calderon did not shy from deriding oppressive bigotry and denouncing racist
prejudices: as Antonucci states, concluding her astute close reading of Amar
después de la muerte, the play’s tragic recognition also prompts audiences

to recognize “an equality of sentiment between nobles of Christian and of
Moorish blood” and serves “to create a contrast between those who believe
that ethnic diversity causes unbridgeable gaps between two peoples, and those
who instead believe—and the playwright himself seems to believe this—that
what truly matters is nobility of sentiment” (169). Without a heavy-handed
or presentist treatment, Antonucci thus identifies significant links between
critical voices and tensions in Calderdn’s scripts and troubling twentieth-

and twenty-first-century sociopolitical and ideological phenomena, among
them racism, xenophobia, femicide, sectarian violence, and authoritarian
suppression of justice and human rights. This is a principal reason why his
plays matter today, more than ever.

Acute sensitivity to diverse public backgrounds and viewpoints is indeed a
key facet of Calderon’s successful career, and Antonucci appropriately begins
her study with a part 1 entitled “The Playwright and His Patrons,” which first
provides a concise overview of the “Characteristics and theatrical spaces” of
Golden Age dramatic production before offering a twenty-page “Biography
with many lacunae.” As this chapter title indicates, scholars today confront a
lack of consistent and substantial documentation of Calderdn’s notably long
life (1600-81), especially of the epistolary or self-narrating kind available
for Lope and Cervantes. Indeed, it is revealing that one of the few overt
references Calderén makes to himself in his published works—which do
not feature prefaces and prologues—is an ironic, metatheatrical one in the
script of his comedia No hay burlas con el amor: “;Es comedia de don Pedro /
Calderdn, donde ha de haber / por fuerza amante escondido / o rebozada
mujer?” (vv. 1707-10). Antonucci treats the few recorded incontestable
facts about the playwright’s private life in attentive and judicious terms, for
example, suggesting that the protection and favor he enjoyed from the Duque
de Frias as well as from King Philip IV and his consort Elisabeth of France
probably spared him any eventual fine or penalty for the scandalous episode
(in 1629) of his violating the enclosed sanctity of Madrid’s Convento de las
Trinitarias Descalzas—where Lope’s daughter Marcela was a nun—in pursuit
of his wounded brother’s assailant. She affirms Calderén’s close ties with his
brothers, his frequenting of the theater and literary circles after his years at
the University of Salamanca, and the signs of a conflictual relationship with
his father, but without reading inevitably autobiographical references in the
Oedipal scenarios staged in such plays as La devocidon de la cruz, La vida es
suefio, Las tres justicias en una, and Las armas de la hermosura. Also suggestive
are recognitions of the playwright’s latent self-dramatizing tendencies,
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befitting the baroque “world as theater” mentality, seen for instance in his
will and testament’s express stipulation that his dead body be displayed to the
public on its way from house to church burial.

What predominates in parts 2 through 5 of the volume, which proceed from
“Calderdén and Tragedy” through “Tragedy De-Activated” and “The Universe
of Comedy” to “Brief Theatre, between Heaven and Earth,” is the smartly
informed presentation of a dedicated, protean, and chance-taking writer. As
Antonucci emphasizes, throughout his career Calderén showed consummate
theatrical agility, moving from one genre to another and back, all the while
striving for innovation and a variety of effects. Antonucci’s lucidly written,
frequently insightful close readings of most of the major, still-performed
plays—including, along with the abovementioned, El principe constante, El
médico de su honra, El pintor de su deshonra, El alcalde de Zalamea, A secreto
agravia secreta venganza, La dama duende, Casa con dos puertas mala es de
guardar, and La hija del aire—as well as of less familiar but highly revealing
minor ones accomplish an informative survey that illuminates the playwright’s
practical dexterity and poetic self-awareness. Although the appraisals of the
various works occasionally depend too much on plot résumés as well as long
quotations, bypassing recent critical theory and cultural historical approaches,
they furnish an instructive user-friendly guide for students and experienced
scholars alike through key aspects of Calderén’s groundbreaking dramaturgy.
These key aspects include his transformation of the early modern Spanish
tragic genre through the application of Aristotelian principles of family plots
and emotional catharsis, his recurrent interest in Stoic philosophical ideas and
Senecan moral integrity, and his eventual “de-activations” of tragic schema
in his complex, multivalent historic and celebratory dramas, as well as his
religious dramas (171).

With praiseworthy acumen, Antonucci also accentuates Calderdn’s
sometimes coy but always purposeful metatheatrical devices and gives
due attention to his creative engagement with works by Lope and other
contemporaries: an excellent example is the perceptive analysis of La dama
duende, as both a recall of and a departure from Lope’s La viuda valenciana
(1620). She also observes how several of Calderén’s productions cleverly
deploy the non-theatrical writings of Cervantes, Géngora, and Quevedo, and
suggests that a lost adaptation of Don Quijote, composed for court performance
during the 1637 carnival season, may have been a comedia burlesca. In this vein,
Antonucci tellingly concludes her study with an analysis of the metatheatrical
and carnivalesque maneuvers of Céfalo y Pocris, Calderén’s exuberant comedia
burlesca that extends the comic experimentation seen in No hay burlas con el
amor and other plays. Along the way, through helpful subsections of part 4, she
elucidates the crucial distinctions among the playwright’s “romance-esque”
(241) comedies (such as El conde Lucanor and Hado y divisa de Leonido y de
Marfisa), his palace-intrigue comedies, and his capa y espada comedies (with La
dama duende still taking pride of place among these), and affirms—especially
through incisive close readings of La pedidora and la Jdcara del Mellado—
his proficiency across the popular genres of the loa, entremés, jdcara, and
mojiganga. Calling attention to the custom-made entremeses for the immensely
popular comedian Cosme Pérez “Juan Rana” (1593-1672), Antonucci again
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rightly exalts Calderdn’s versatility, sustaining her key point that like Cervantes,
the younger full-time professional theater artist created his own complex
“literary universe,” marked by a “compendium of registers” which encompassed
original elaborations of the codified prose and verse genres of his era as well

as ingenious parodies of them (334). It is also worth mentioning her keen
insights into Calderdn’s bold and often unconventional variations on the dama
and gracioso character types of the comedia. She thus clinches an argument
also vigorously supported by her articulate explanation of the dazzlingly
heterogeneous “total spectacle” (320) qualities of the auto El verdadero Dios
Pan (1670). Likewise noteworthy is her compelling interpretation of the
mythological dramas—among them La estatua de Prometeo with its revisionist
happy ending, and the Ariostean Fortunas de Andromeda y Perseo and Fieras
afemina amor, rich with music and spectacular scenic transformations—as not
only innovative hybrids of courtly entertainment, magical wonder, comical
episodes, Ovidian motifs, and chivalric romance tropes, but also as the most
diversified, profound, and nuance-laden explorations of love and human
psychology in Calderdn’s entire ceuvre.

Since the lavish, technologically avant-garde spectacles staged at the
El Retiro court theater and gardens involved collaboration with the Italian
architects and set designers Cosimo Lotti, Antonio Maria Antonozzi,
and Dionisio Mantovani, it would be fitting to give some close, extended
consideration of other transcultural elements in Calderdn’s career and
writing, especially with regard to aesthetic and intellectual currents
(Claudio Monteverdi’s operas, Galileo’s astronomy, philosophical skepticism,
and so forth): this is one slight lacuna in Antonucci’s otherwise remarkably
meticulous and comprehensive monograph. Similarly, the useful appendix
on “the reception of Calderdn in later times” would benefit from citation
of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’s comedias as well as important twentieth-
century theatrical adaptations, such as Jerzy Grotowski’s staging of El
principe constante and Pier Paolo Pasolini’s intricate, anti-Fascist reworking
of La vida es suefio, simply entitled Calderén (1973). These are minor faults
of omission, however, which do not detract from the book’s exceptional
intrinsic merits. Along with the assessment of reception, Antonucci provides
other well-organized and highly valuable sections of supplementary
apparatus: a metric glossary, a full chronology of Calderon’s works, and nine
pages of annotated, up-to-date essential bibliography.

In sum, Antonucci convincingly discredits any lingering Romantic images
of Calderdn as a frustrated rebel poet or a brooding, theologically ponderous
intellect trapped by the desengafio-haunted malaises of the Spanish baroque
era. Even more laudably, she achieves her stated aim of guiding readers
through the writer’s astonishingly rich and variegated theatrical universe,
showing us how his innovative scripts anticipate and communicate urgent
concerns of the modern world. Calderén de la Barca should dispel any doubt
that its featured protagonist can be ranked with the most multitalented and
most deeply honored playwrights of all times and places.

BULLETIN OF THE COMEDIANTES
2021 | VOL/73 N°2



