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Luna Benamor

ABOUT AUTHOR

Blasco Ibanez:

(l)icente Blasco Ibaiiez (1867 — 1928) was a jo-

urnalist, politician and best-selling Spanish novelist in
various genres whose most widespread and lasting
fame in the English-speaking world is from
Hollywood films adapted from his works.
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Short Biography:

He was born in Valencia. At university, he studied
law and graduated in 1888 but never went into practi-
ce. He was more interested in politics, journalism,
literature and women. He was a particular fan
of Miguel de Cervantes.

In politics he was a militant Republican partisan in
his youth and founded a newspaper, E/ Pueb-
lo (translated as The People) in his hometown. The
newspaper aroused so much controversy that it was
taken to court many times. In 1896, he was arrested
and sentenced to a few months in prison. He made
many enemies and was shot and almost killed in one
dispute. The bullet was caught in the clasp of his belt.
He had several stormy love affairs.

He volunteered as the proofreader for the no-
vel Noli Me Tangere, in which the Filipino pat-
riot Jos¢ Rizal expressed his contempt of the Spanish
colonization of the Philippines. He travelled to Ar-
gentina in 1909 where two new cities, Nueva Valen-
cia and Cervantes, were created. He gave conferences
on historical events and Spanish literature. Tired and
disgusted with government failures and inaction, Vi-
cente Blasco Ibanez moved to Paris at the beginning
of World War I. When living in Paris, Ibafiez had
been introduced to the poet and writer Robert W. Ser-
vice by their mutual publisher Fisher Unwin, who as-
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ked Robert W. Service to act as an interpreter in the
deal of a contract concerning Ibaiez.

He was a supporter of the Allies in World War 1.

He died in Menton, France in 1928, the day before
his 61st birthday, in the residence of Fontana Ro-
sa (also named the House of Writers, dedicated
to Miguel de Cervantes, Charles Dickens and Honoré
de Balzac) that he built.

Writing career:

His first published novel was “La arainia negra”
('The Black Spider') in 1892, an immature work that
he later repudiated — a study of the connections
between a  noble  Spanish  family and
the Jesuits throughout the 19th century. It seems to
have been a vehicle for him to express his anti-
clerical views.

In 1894, he published his first mature work, a novel
called “Arroz y tartana” (Airs and Graces). The story
is about a widow in late 19th century Valencia trying
to keep up appearances in order to marry her daugh-
ters well. His next books consist of detailed studies of
aspects of rural life in the farmlands of Valencia — the
so-called huerta that the Moorish colonizers had crea-
ted to grow crops such as rice, vegetables and oran-
ges, with a carefully planned irrigation system in an
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otherwise arid landscape. The concern with depicting
the details of this lifestyle qualifies Blasco Ibanez as
an example of Costumbrismo:

o Flor de mayo (1895) ('Mayflower")
e La barraca (novel) (es) (1898) ('The Hut")

o Entre naranjos (es) (1900) ('Between Orange
Trees')

e Carias y barro (es) (1902) ('Reeds and Mud")

These works also show the influence
of Naturalism which he would most likely have assi-
milated through reading Emile Zola. The characters in
these works are determined by the interaction of he-
redity, environment and social conditions — race, mi-
lieu, et moment — and the novelist is acting as a kind
of scientist, drawing out the influences that are acting
upon them at any given moment. They are powerful
works but are sometimes flawed by heavy-handed
didactic elements. For example, in La Barraca, the
narrator often preaches the need for these ignorant
people to be better-educated. There is also a strong
political element — he shows how destructive it is for
these poor farm-workers to be fighting each other rat-
her than uniting against their true oppressors — the
Church and the land-owners. However, alongside the
preaching, there are lyrical and highly detailed acco-
unts of how the irrigation canals are managed and of

~)~



Luna Benamor

the workings of the age-old “tribunal de las aguas” —
a court composed of farmers that meets weekly close
by Valencia Cathedral to decide which farm gets to
receive water when and which also arbitrates on dis-
putes on access to water. “Carias y barro” is often
adjudged the masterpiece of this phase of Blasco
Ibafiez’s writings.

Other Books of Ibdiiez:

Los cuatro jinetes del Apocalipsis (1916)
La Catedral (1903)

Sangre y Arena (1908)

Carias y Barro (1902)

Entre naranjos (1900)

Los enemigos de la mujer (1919)
Los argonautas (1915)

Los muertos mandan (1909)

La Barraca (1898)

Mare nostrum (1918)
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LUNA BENAMOR

BUIS AGUIRRE had been living in Gibraltar for

about a month. He had arrived with the intention
of sailing at once upon a vessel bound for Oce-
anica, where he was to assume his post as a
consul to Australia. It was the first important
voyage of his diplomatic career. Up to that time
he had served in Madrid, in the offices of the
Ministry, or in various consulates of southern
France, elegant summery places where for half
the year life was a continuous holiday. The son
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of a family that had been dedicated to diplomacy
by tradition, he enjoyed the protection of influ-
ential persons. His parents were dead, but he
was helped by his relatives and the prestige of a
name that for a century had figured in the ar-
chives of the nation. Consul at the age of twen-
ty-five, he was about to set sail with the illusions
of a student who goes out into the world for the
first time, feeling that all previous trips have
been insignificant.

Gibraltar, incongruous and exotic, a mixture of
races and languages, was to him the first sign of
the far-off world in quest of which he was jour-
neying. He doubted, in his first surprise, if this
rocky land jutting into the open sea and under a
foreign flag, could be a part of his native penin-
sula. When he gazed out from the sides of the
cliff across the vast blue bay with its rose-
colored mountains dotted by the bright settle-
ments of La Linea, San Roque and Algeciras,—
the cheery whiteness of Andalusian towns,—he
felt convinced that he was still in Spain. But
great difference distinguished the human groups
camped upon the edge of this horseshoe of
earth that embraced the bay. From the headland
of Tarifa to the gates of Gibraltar, a monotonous
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unity of race; the happy warbling of the Anda-
lusian dialect; the broad-brimmed hat; the man-
tilla about the women's bosoms and the glisten-
ing hair adorned with flowers. On the huge
mountain topped by the British flag and enclos-
ing the oriental part of the bay, a seething caul-
dron of races, a confusion of tongues, a carnival
of costume: Hindus, Mussulmen, English, He-
brews, Spanish smugglers, soldiers in red coats,
sailors from every nation, living within the nar-
row limits of the fortifications, subjected to mili-
tary discipline, beholding the gates of the cos-
mopolitan sheepfold open with the signal at sun-
rise and close at the booming of the sunset gun.
And as the frame of this picture, vibrant with its
mingling of color and movement, a range of
peaks, the highlands of Africa, the Moroccan
mountains, stretched across the distant horizon,
on the opposite shore of the strait; here is the
most crowded of the great marine boulevards,
over whose blue highway travel incessantly the
heavily laden ships of all nationalities and of all
flags; black transatlantic steamers that plow the
main in search of the seaports of the poetical
Orient, or cut through the Suez Canal and are
lost in the isle-dotted immensities of the Pacific.
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To Aguirre, Gibraltar was a fragment of the
distant Orient coming forward to meet him; an
Asiatic port wrenched from its continent and
dragged through the waves to run aground on
the coast of Europe, as a sample of life in re-
mote countries.

He was stopping at a hotel on Royal Street, a
thoroughfare that winds about the mountain,—
that vertebral column of the city to which lead,
like thin threads, the smaller streets in ascending
or descending slope. Every morning he was star-
tled from his sleep by the noise of the sunrise
gun,—a dry, harsh discharge from a modern
piece, without the reverberating echo of the old
cannon. The walls trembled, the floors shook,
window panes and curtains palpitated, and a few
moments later a noise was heard in the street,
growing gradually louder; it was the sound of a
hurrying flock, the dragging of thousands of
feet, the buzz of conversations carried on in a
low voice along the closed and silent buildings. It
was the Spanish day laborers arriving from La
Linea ready for week at the arsenal; the farm-
hands from San Roque and Algeciras who sup-
plied the people of Gibraltar with vegetables and
fruits.
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It was still dark. On the coast of Spain perhaps
the sky was blue and the horizon was beginning
to be colored by the rain of gold from the glori-
ous birth of the sun. In Gibraltar the sea fogs
condensed around the heights of the cliff, form-
ing a sort of blackish umbrella that covered the
city, holding it in a damp penumbra, wetting the
streets and the roofs with impalpable rain. The
inhabitants despaired beneath this persistent
mist, wrapped about the mountain tops like a
mourning hat. It seemed like the spirit of Old
England that had flown across the seas to watch
over its conquest; a strip of London fog that had
insolently taken up its place before the warm
coasts of Africa, the very home of the sun.

The morning advanced, and the glorious, un-
obstructed light of the bay, yellow blue, at last
succeeded in penetrating the settlement of Gi-
braltar, descending into the very depths of its
narrow streets, dissolving the fog that had set-
tled upon the trees of the Alameda and the foli-
age of the pines that extended along the coast
so as to mask the fortifications at the top, draw-
ing forth from the shadows the gray masses of
the cruisers anchored in the harbor and the
black bulk of the cannon that formed the shore
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batteries, filtering into the lugubrious embra-
sures pierced through the dliff, cavernous
mouths revealing the mysterious defences that
had been wrought with mole-like industry in the
heart of the rock.

When Aguirre went down to the entrance of
the hotel, after having given up all attempt to
sleep during the commotion in the street, the
thoroughfare was already in the throes of its
regular commercial hurly-burly, a multitude of
people, the inhabitants of the entire town plus
the crews and the passengers of the vessels an-
chored in the harbor. Aguirre plunged into the
bustle of this cosmopolitan population, walking
from the section of the waterfront to the palace
of the governor. He had become an Englishman,
as he smilingly asserted. With the innate ability
of the Spaniard to adapt himself to the customs
of all foreign countries he imitated the manner
of the English inhabitants of Gibraltar. He had
bought himself a pipe, wore a traveling cap,
turned up trousers and a swagger stick. The day
on which he arrived, even before night-fall, they
already knew throughout Gibraltar who he was
and whither he was bound. Two days later the
shopkeepers greeted him from the doors of their
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shops, and the idlers, gathered on the narrow
square before the Commercial Exchange,
glanced at him with those affable looks that
greet a stranger in a small city where nobody
keeps his secret.

He walked along in the middle of the street,
avoiding the light, canvas-topped carriages. The
tobacco stores flaunted many-colored signs with
designs that served as the trade-mark of their
products. In the show windows the packages of
tobacco were heaped up like so many bricks,
and monstrous unsmokable cigars, wrapped in
tinfoil as if they were sausages, glitteringly dis-
played their absurd size; through the doors of
the Hebrew shops, free of any decoration, could
be seen the shelves laden with rolls of silk and
velvet, or the rich silk laces hanging from the
ceiling. The Hindu bazaars overflowed into the
street with their exotic, polychrome rarities:
clothes embroidered with terror-inspiring divini-
ties and chimerical animals; carpets in which the
lotus-flower was adapted to the strangest de-
signs; kimonos of delicate, indefinable tints;
porcelain jars with monsters that belched fire;
amber-colored shawls, as delicate as woven
sighs; and in the small windows that had been
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converted into display cases, all the trinkets of
the extreme Orient, in silver, ivory or ebony;
black elephants with white tusks, heavy-
paunched Buddhas, filigree jewels, mysterious
amulets, daggers engraved from hilt to point.
Alternating with these establishments of a free
port that lives upon contraband, there were con-
fectioneries owned by Jews, cafés and more ca-
fés, some of the Spanish type with round, mar-
ble-topped tables, the clicking of dominoes,
smoke-laden atmosphere and high-pitched dis-
cussions accompanied by vehement gestures;
others resembling more the English bar, crowd-
ed with motionless, silent customers, swallowing
one cocktail after another, without any other
sign of emotion than a growing redness of the
nose.

Through the center of the street there passed
by, like a masquerade, the variety of types and
costumes that had surprised Aguirre as a spec-
tacle distinct from that furnished by other Euro-
pean cities. There were Moroccans, some with a
broad, hooded cape, white or black, the cowl
lowered as if they were friars; others wearing
balloon trousers, their calves exposed to the air
and with no other protection for the feet than
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